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Preface

‘There is no document of civilization’, writes Walter Benjamin, ‘that is not
simultaneously a document of barbarism.’* During the past century Europe
was the scene of some of the most savage episodes of collective violence in
the recorded history of the human species. Yet the same period has also seen
incontestable improvements in many aspects of the life of most inhabitants
of the continent: human life has been extended, on average, by more than
half; standards of living have increased dramatically; illiteracy has been all
but eliminated; women, ethnic minorities, and homosexuals have advanced
closer to equality of respect and opportunity. These and other changes have
been so rapid and convulsive that any effort to distil their essence is a
quixotic undertaking. Here is one historian’s tilt at the windmill. This is a
long book—necessarily so. Both the theme and the evidence are vast. Yet
much has had to be omitted or boiled down: as the painter Max Liebermann
put it: ‘Drawing implies leaving out.”

My primary objective has been to fashion a narrative of the main contours
of the political, diplomatic, and military history of Europe in this period
as well as to describe and account for the most striking features of demo-
graphic, economic, and social change. In the cultural sphere, I have had
room to do no more than provide glimpses of areas that, it may be argued,
affected society most broadly, such as film, broadcasting, and popular music.
I also seek to furnish some basis for understanding the evolution of values in
an era during which God has disappeared as a living presence for most
Europeans.

Fifteen of the twenty chapters are structured along a linear, mainly
political narrative. The other five (1, 6, 9, 15, and 20) seize specific moments
(1914, the 19305, the war years, the 1960s, and the dawn of the new
millennium) and embark on a four d’horizon of life in Europe at those
junctures.

What are the limits of this enquiry in time and space? First, chronological:
Europe in our time is understood as roughly one contemporary lifetime.
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That takes us back to the early twentieth century. Of course, that is not
the lifetime of most Europeans now living. But this is our time, the time
of all of us, on the principle, enunciated by Cicero, that ‘not to know
what happened before one was born is to remain always a child’.® An
investigation of the history of our time necessarily extends back to the
origins of the institutions, the events, the ideas that shape our immediate
environment. How far back we must go to attain a mature perspective is a
matter of argument. The twentieth century has been called the shortest on
record, beginning with the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914
and ending with the collapse of European communism in 1989—91.* The
date 1914 has been selected as a starting-point neither conventionally nor
arbitrarily. It chooses itself by dint of the profound shock to the European
system that was administered by the First World War—an earthquake of
which Europe even today still feels the after-tremors. As for the end,
although the fall of communism in eastern Europe marks a decisive turn,
[ have chosen to bring the narrative as close to the present as possible. This
enables me to outline the emerging shape of post-Cold War Europe, to
examine the violent national conflicts that have appeared since 1989, most
notably the Balkan wars of the 1990s, and to discuss problems connected
with the enlargement of the European Union.

As for the geographical limits, ‘Europe’ includes, for the purposes of this
book, European Russia and European Turkey, as well as the islands adjacent
to the European land mass to the north-west and south. To state those
inclusions is to expose a nakedness and untidiness: ‘Europe’ for much of the
period covered by this book is a fiction. It did not exist as a focus of loyalty
or even as a meaningful category for most inhabitants of the continent. To
take the cases just mentioned, the British islanders have always thought
of themselves as separated from Europe not only by twenty-one miles of
water but also by a larger sense of a distinctive identity. British history
was for long heavily conditioned by a lingering extra-European imperial
role. The Russians and the Turks have lived in an uneasy, ambiguous, and
often antagonistic relationship with what they perceived as Europe—very
different in the two cases. Russian history does not halt at the Don or
the Urals. Consideration of European Turkey makes little sense without
reference to Anatolia. All this means that the geographical limitations
mentioned above should be taken as no more than roughly indicative.

Two minor vexations of modern European history are the problems of
alternative dates and place names. In Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and the
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Balkan states in 1914, the Julian calendar had not yet been replaced by the
Gregorian. The ‘new style’ was not adopted in Russia until after the
Bolshevik revolution: by a decree of 26 January 1918 (Julian), 1 February
1918 (old style) was declared to be 14 February 1918 (new style). (Hence,
the dates 1—13 February 1918 are said to have been the happiest in Russian
history, since not a single calamity was recorded!) In other countries the
new dating system was introduced at various points between 1915 and 1923.
The difference between the two calendars in the twentieth century is
thirteen days. To avoid confusion, all dates in this book are rendered in
the new style.

The second problem is less easily solved. Many cities and regions,
particularly in eastern Europe in the early part of the twentieth century,
were known by two or even three names, reflecting mixed populations
and changes in sovereignty. For instance, Bratislava, today the capital
of Slovakia, contained only a small minority of Slovaks in 1914; at that
time the city was under Hungarian rule; its two largest population groups
were Germans, who called it Pressburg, and Hungarians, who called
it Pozsony. Similarly, Klausenburg in Transylvania, established by Saxon
colonists in the late twelfth century, was under Hungarian rule in 1914 and
known as Kolozsvar; subsequently it changed hands three times between
Hungary and Romania. Since the end of the Second World War it has
found itself in Romania and its current name is Cluj.

Other names have changed altogether for political reasons as in the cyclical
nomenclature St Petersburg (until 1914), Petrograd (1914), Leningrad
(1924), and again St Petersburg (since 1991). In some instances it is impossible
to reconcile the competing principles at stake, such as national pride, local
usage, and universal recognition. Occasionally inhabitants themselves are at
a loss. For example, in Kaliningrad, today a small Russian enclave on the
Baltic coast, formerly Konigsberg, founded in the thirteenth century as a
fortress of the Teutonic knights, later the coronation city of kings of Prussia,
the mainly Russian inhabitants were reported in the 1990s to be nonplussed
by the problem of what to call their town: they had no desire to cling to a
name imposed in 1946 to commemorate a now reviled Soviet politician; on
the other hand, the previous historic name had become meaningless in
the absence not only of a Prussian king but of the city’s entire German
population who fled at the end of the Second World War. For want of any
obvious alternative, Kaliningrad was thus one of the few city names of the
Communist era to remain unchanged—for the time being.
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The spelling of names also presents problems. In the early part of this century
Roumania was the common form; later Rumania became the accepted spelling;
since the 1960s Romania has been generally adopted. Behind the apparently
trivial changes in form lies a historico-nationalist ideology—the so-called
Daco-Roman theory of the origins of the Romanian people—that remains
central to the self-conception of Romanian nationalism to this day.

Total consistency is unattainable in such circumstances—and perhaps
undesirable. As a rule of thumb I have used the name that seems most
appropriate at the period with which I am dealing. Where there may be
ambiguity I have included the alternative form in brackets. In some cases
I have used throughout the form that is most familiar to the English reader:
Romania, East Germany (rather than German Democratic Republic), and
Fiume, Strasbourg, Londonderry, and Dubrovnik, rather than Rijeka,
Strassburg, Derry, and Ragusa. Historically, such choices have often carried
a political freight: no such intention should be imputed here.

The epigraphs have been selected from European poets of the period
covered by each chapter. Some of these fragments deal with public events
and may be read as illustrative documents; others are more personal. They
have been chosen with an eye to seizing, if only fleetingly and on the wing,
the evolution of civilized sensibilities in this most brutish of ages.
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In everything I want to reach
The very essence . . .

The essence of past days
And where they start,
Foundations, roots,

The very heart . . .
If only I could . ..

(Boris Pasternak, 1956)*

*From “When the Weather Clears’, translated from the Russian by Jon Stallworthy
and Peter France. Boris Pasternak, Selected Poems, London, 1984, 141—4.
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Europe at 1914

What are we waiting for, assembled in the forum?
The barbarians are due here today.

C. P. Cavafy, Alexandria, 1904 *

Anticipations

here are two possible ways of looking at Europe on the eve of war in
1914. We can look backwards and see the end of a period of relatively
settled, peaceful, and stable existence in what was still the world’s richest, most
culturally productive, and politically and militarily dominant continent; or we
can look forwards and see the early tremors of social and international up-
heaval—the beginning of the end of the Eurocentric world. Both views contain
elements of truth, but the first has one special significance: contemporaries
could look back much more easily than they could see ahead. While perceptive
observers in 1914 saw much that was deeply unsettling in the world around
them, the idea of progress remained deeply ingrained in the consciousness of
educated Europeans and few foresaw that they stood on the edge of an abyss.
One of the most popular social forecasters of the day, H. G. Wells, in his
Anticipations (1902), had analysed the effects of technological change on popu-
lation distribution, social organization, and warfare. He predicted the growth of
glant metropolitan areas that would swallow up vast tracts of countryside, the
decay of existing political systems, and the mechanization of warfare.! In The
War in the Air (1908) he drew a graphic and prescient representation of aerial

* From ‘Waiting for the Barbarians’, translated from the Greek by Edmund Keeley and Philip
Sherrard. Peter Forbes, ed., Scanning the Century: The Penguin Book of the Twentieth Century in
Poetry, London, 2000, 5—6.
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combat, which, he suggested, would put an end to the distinction in warfare
between combatant and civilian that had been recognized by civilized nations in
the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907. In France Emile Durkheim warned
in 1905 that while war between his nation and Germany ‘would be the end of
everything’, an even greater danger was presented by revolutionary socialism
which threatened to destroy all social organization, creating in its place not ‘the
sun of a new society’ but rather ‘a new Middle Ages, a new period of darkness.”
In Italy the poet F. T. Marinetti issued a ‘Futurist Manifesto’ in 1909 in which he
embraced extreme bellicosity: “We want to glorify war—the only hygiene of
the world—militarism, patriotism, the anarchist’s destructive gesture, the fine
Ideas that kill, and the scorn of woman. We want to demolish museums,
libraries, fight against moralism, feminism, and all opportunistic and utilitarian
cowardices.”® In Germany Max Weber spoke in 1909 of his horror at the
prospect that ‘the world could one day be filled with nothing but those little
cogs, little men clinging to little jobs and striving towards bigger ones’.* He
discerned the threat that rootless, dislocated social groups could give rise under
modern democratic conditions to a demagogic Caesar. Yet such dark rumin-
ations notwithstanding, all these thinkers fundamentally remained social opti-
mists, wedded to what Wells himself later called ‘the peculiar fatuous
hopefulness of the Nineteenth Century’.®

Unique in his genius of precognition was the writer who in Prague in
July 1914 began to set down on paper a prophetic, nightmarish vision of the
individual deprived by mysterious social forces of all control over his own
destiny. The Trial was first published only in 1925, a year after Franz Katka’s
death; even then it was ahead of its time in its eerie foresight into the world
of the Gestapo and the NKVD. No conventional social analyst could have
ventured such a wild imaginative leap merely by extrapolating from current
conditions in the summer of 1914. What were those conditions and why
was the European Zeitgeist on the eve of catastrophe basically optimistic?
Was it really so, or should we be more cautious in ascribing to the
population in general a mood perhaps prevalent only among social philo-
sophers and intellectuals?

Empires and nation-states

Four great land empires dominated the greater part of the east and central
European land mass in 1914. The largest in both area and population was
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the Russian Empire, which had expanded in the course of the nineteenth
century to the shores of the Pacific and the borderlands of China and the
Indian subcontinent. The empire’s population of 166 million, of whom 140
million lived in European Russia, was larger than that of Germany, Britain, and
France put together. More than 80 per cent of the population was rural and the
peasant problem remained the ‘question of questions’ confronting the gov-
ernment and society. Although Russia’s was by some measures the largest
economy on the continent, her per capita income was the lowest of any major
European power.® The economy was overwhelmingly agricultural. Even the
industrial sector was dominated by primary products such as lumber, coal, and
oil. Manufacturing industry, in enterprises such as the textile factories of £5dz
(in Russian Poland) and the Putilov metals, machinery, and armaments works
in St Petersburg, had grown rapidly since 1890, albeit from a very low base.
Industrial development was characterized by heavy state involvement, large
production units, and considerable dependence on foreign, especially French,
capital. Overall, economically, socially, and, in the eyes of many, politically,
Russia was one of the most backward countries in Europe. Defeat in the
Russo-Japanese War of 19045 had revealed the vulnerability of her army and
navy. Revolutionary convulsion in 1905 had shaken but not overthrown the
Tsarist autocracy. The conservative, unimaginative Nicholas II, who had
reigned since 1894, remained on the throne. Many of the political reforms
that flowed from that revolution had gradually been withdrawn once the crisis
passed. In particular the franchise for the Duma (lower house of parliament)
was narrowed and parliamentary powers restricted. Government remained
repressive, corrupt, and hostile to subject nationalities, particularly the large
Jewish population concentrated in Poland, Lithuania, and Ukraine, who were
victims of discriminatory laws and periodic pogroms. The Tsarist empire was
an authoritarian structure but not, in the modern sense, a police state. The
repressive machine at the disposal of the government was quite small: in the
whole of the empire in 1914 there were under 15,000 gendarmes or uni-
formed police. The autocratic regime was confronted in the years before 1914
with challenges from non-Russian nationalists, particularly Poles, and from
revolutionary Socialists whose more extreme elements carried out sporadic
assassinations and attacks. The professional bourgeoisie, and its political ex-
pression the Constitutional Democrat (Kadet) Party, formed a narrow, un-
representative sliver of society whose influence barely extended beyond St
Petersburg and Moscow. Mass political parties such as the Socialist Revolu-
tionaries, whose support was drawn largely from the peasantry, and the Social
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Democrats, based mainly on the urban working class, were driven under-
ground. Was Russia in 1914 poised for an economic leap forward that would
catapult her into the ranks of the leading industrial powers? Or was she so riven
by social and economic contradictions that she was bound to collapse into
revolution? Both views seemed plausible in 1914.

The Habsburg Empire, known since the Ausgleich (compromise) with
Hungary of 1867 as the Dual Monarchy, was headed by the longest-reigning
European monarch, Franz Josef, who had ascended the imperial throne in
1848. Its population of fifty million in 1914 was the third largest in Europe,
after Russia and Germany. The Habsburgs formed ‘the only connecting tie of
the state’ (as the playwright Franz Grillparzer had put it in 1830). Slavs and
other subject races together outnumbered Germans and Hungarians, the two
‘hegemonic’ nationalities of the Habsburg dominions. Vienna, with 2.1
million inhabitants, was the third city of Europe, after London and Paris,
and could claim to be one of Europe’s cultural capitals. As an internal free-
trade unit sheltering behind high tariff walls, Austria-Hungary’s economy
grew at a fair pace in the half-century before 1914. In the period 1904—12
Austria experienced a spurt in industrial growth that some historians have
interpreted as a ‘take-oft”’. But there were wide regional variations and overall
per capita national income and standard of living remained substantially lower
than in Germany or France. Austrian administration was relatively efficient,
the social and cultural atmosphere mildly tolerant, and political expression and
organization more or less free. The main sources of internal political disturb-
ance arose from the growth of the anti-Semitic Christian Social Party and
from conflict between Pan-German nationalists and Habsburg loyalists.
Although the monarch retained significant powers, Austria-Hungary was,
in a measure, a constitutional monarchy. Since 1907 Austria had enjoyed
universal male suffrage. In Hungary, on the other hand, only limited electoral
reform had been enacted in 1913; universal suffrage was resisted by the ruling
Magyars, for fear that non-Hungarians, forming over half the total popula-
tion, would supersede Magyar political predominance. By 1914 the most
ominous problem facing the two ruling nations was the growing autonomist
and nationalist ferment among subject peoples, particularly Czechs, Poles,
Serbs, and Croats. Still, the Habsburg monarchy presented an outward mien
of solid durability. Recalling his childhood in pre-war Vienna, Stefan Zweig
later wrote that his parents had regarded it ‘as if it had been a house of stone’.
‘Today, now that the great storm has long since smashed it, we finally know
that that world of security was naught but a castle of dreams.””
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The feeblest and least modernized of the four empires was that of the
Ottoman Turks, whose European dominions had reached their zenith in
1683 and thereafter had been steadily squeezed back by nationalist movements,
often supported by other European powers—the British in the case of Greece,
the Russians in the cases of Romania and Bulgaria. Nationalism was heigh-
tened by religious difference: the greater part of the Muslim sultan’s European
subjects were Christians; even in the capital, Constantinople, Muslims were
a minority of the population. After the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-8,
the Congress of Berlin had limited Russia’s gains. Nevertheless, the area in
Europe directly ruled by Constantinople was reduced by 1881 to Macedonia
and Thrace. In 1908 a revolution against the autocracy of Sultan Abdiilhamid
IT had installed a constitutional regime. The empire’s Christian neighbours
took advantage of the succeeding period of turmoil to wrench away yet more
of what remained of Ottoman power in Europe. Bulgaria, an autonomous
tributary of the sultan since 1878, declared her complete independence in
October 1908. Italy defeated the Turks in a war in 1911—12 in the course of
which she occupied the Dodecanese Islands and Libya. Greece, led from 1910
by the Cretan Eleftherios Venizelos (see plate 15), succeeded by 1912 in
incorporating Crete, since 1898 autonomous under nominal Ottoman suzer-
ainty, into the national state.

In 1912 Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece, and Montenegro, taking advantage of
the Ottomans’ preoccupation with the Italians, and enjoying the support of
Russia, banded together as the Balkan League for a frontal assault on Turkey-
in-Europe, pushing back the Turkish army almost to Constantinople itself.
As a result of this First Balkan War Turkey-in-Europe was reduced to a small
rump and, at the insistence of the powers, Albania achieved independence.
Military defeat produced a coup d’état in Constantinople. Power was seized
by three generals, Enver, Cemal, and Talat. This triumvirate ruled Turkey
until 1918. They were threatened not only by assault from without but also
by dissidence within, particularly from the large Christian Armenian popu-
lation who had suffered massacres by the Turks, the latest in 1909, and who
looked to Russia as their protector and potential liberator. Russia had trad-
itionally exploited the cause of the Christians in the Ottoman Empire in
order to advance her ambition to control Constantinople and the Straits,
control that would give her naval access to the Mediterranean. During much
of the nineteenth century the Ottomans had been able to rely on British
support against Russian designs. But after the 1890s Britain, firmly ensconced
as effective ruler of nominally Ottoman Egypt, abandoned the traditional
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commitment to maintenance of Ottoman territorial integrity. Thus the
Turkish rulers, like those of the other three empires, could reasonably feel
that they were beset on all sides by enemies.

The Russian, Habsburg, and Ottoman empires all belonged to the relatively
less developed region of Europe. Germany, the fourth and youngest empire,
presented, by contrast, the most impressive spectacle of economic and social
dynamism on the continent in the period between 1871 and 1914. With sixty-
five million citizens she was the most populous country in Europe after Russia.
Berlin, with over two million inhabitants, was growing rapidly and seemed set
to overtake Vienna to become the third city of the continent. In the course
of the previous two generations Germany had catapulted herself into the
vanguard of industrial nations. At the same time she presented strange contrasts
of sophisticated modernization and reactionary conservatism. Her Reichstag
(lower house of parliament) was elected by universal male suffrage; but par-
liamentary authority was limited; governments were not responsible to it; and
the Lander (states) of the empire retained considerable powers. The erratic
Kaiser Wilhelm II retained significant authority, exercised with arrogant
irresponsibility. Interest groups representing the large landowners of the east,
heavy industry of the Ruhr, and commercial and financial sectors, constantly
manoeuvred for advantage. Germany enjoyed some of the most progressive
welfare provisions in Europe; her engineering, science, and humane scholar-
ship were considered the finest in the world. Yet as Ralf Dahrendorf has
putit: ‘Not even industrialization managed, in Germany, to upset a traditional
outlook in which the whole is placed above the parts, the state above the
citizen, or a rigidly controlled order above the lively diversity of the market,
the state above society.” The political framework of imperial Germany was an
uneasy mixture of authoritarianism, bureaucracy, and parliamentarism. Instead
of reinforcing the liberal principle, Dahrendorf argues, industrialization in
Germany swallowed it.?

Around the edges of the empires clustered a number of small, more
homogeneous nation-states. Spain, Portugal, France, Britain, and the Nether-
lands were polities of long standing and had built up large overseas empires.
Others were creations of the previous hundred years, either breakaways from
empires, like Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, and Serbia, or from neighbouring
states, as in the cases of Belgium, which had separated from the Netherlands in
1830, and Norway, which split off from Sweden in 1905. Several of these states
had border disputes with the empires: Italy coveted ‘Italia irredenta’, the
Trentino, Istria, and Dalmatia. Serbia dreamed of becoming the ‘Piedmont
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of the Balkans’ to form a unified south Slav state (as Piedmont-Sardinia had
been the kernel of a unified Italy in the mid-nineteenth century). France still
resented Germany’s annexation of Alsace-Lorraine after the Franco-Prussian
War in 1871. Of all these countries only two, Britain and France, counted as
great powers.

Britain’s status, which derived essentially from her economic primacy and
her imperial role, was unique in resting mainly on naval rather than military
power. Her small standing army, although highly efficient, could not compare
with the vast conscript armies of the continental powers. Her overseas empire
endowed her with immense prestige although military humiliation by the
Boers in South Africa in the war of 1899—1902 had punctured the rising
imperialist spirit and given rise to misgivings among some members of the
elite that Britain’s imperial responsibilities were dangerously over-extended.
In 1907 the Permanent Under-Secretary (the most senior official) of the
Foreign Office, Sir Thomas Sanderson, wrote that ‘to a foreigner reading
our press the British empire must appear in the light of some huge giant
sprawling over the globe, with gouty fingers and toes stretched in every
direction, which cannot be approached without eliciting a scream’.® Britain
was socially, economically, and temperamentally disengaged from Europe in
1914. She was by far the largest foreign investor in the world but only 6 per
cent of the capital flow went to Europe. Her investments were primarily
directed towards the Americas, India, Australasia, South Africa, and China.
Her main commercial links were also extra-European, although Germany was
an increasingly important trading partner in the decade before 1914. Unlike all
the other European powers, Britain could still afford to cling to free trade, in
spite of the views of some businessmen and influential figures in the opposition
Conservative Party who were increasingly inclined to favour tariffs.

For all the surface snobbism and flummery that continued to mark its social
life, Britain in 1914 was the most bourgeois of the major powers. Unlike
France, where the peasant smallholder remained the single most influential
political force, and unlike Germany, where the values of the old aristocratic
and military castes lived in improbable and uneasy symbiosis with those of the
rising middle class, Britain in 1914 was suffused with a bourgeois spirit in
politics and society. The Liberal government, which had held power since
1905, embodied the enlightened middle-class ethos in its devotion to free
trade, its cautious social reformism, its reluctance to spend on armaments, and
its efforts to balance the contending interests of labour and capital, of Irish
Catholics and Protestants, of supporters and opponents of women'’s suffrage,
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of empire and free trade. Under the effortlessly benign leadership of
H. H. Asquith, with the radical Welsh populist David Lloyd George snapping
at his heels, the Liberal Party seemed the natural party of government in
Britain. In fact both it and the delicately balanced social structure of which it
formed a seemingly perfect expression were on the verge of extinction.

The heart of European civilization in 1914, however, was unquestionably
France. Nouveau riche Germany could not claim such a role and semi-
disengaged Britain did not aspire to it. Educated Europeans looked to Paris as
the pre-eminent cultural capital of Europe, its chief source of artistic vitality, the
fount of aesthetic modernism, and the city more than any other where an
intellectual of whatever nationality might feel at home, more so, perhaps, than
many a newly arrived French provincial. The previous year this ‘central station
of Europe’, as it was called by the painter Jacques-Emile Blanche, had witnes-
sed the scandalous first performance of Stravinsky’s Sacre du printemps, a collab-
oration of the composer with the impresario/director Diaghilev and the dancer
Nijinsky (‘massacre du printemps’ some called it).!° The politics of ‘la répub-
lique des camarades’, with its corruption, financial scandals, and factionalism,
hardly provided an attractive advertisement for parliamentary republicanism.
A bizarre and tragic climax was attained in July 1914: Mme Caillaux, wife of the
former Prime Minister, was tried on a charge of murdering a newspaper editor
who had attacked her husband (she was acquitted); and Jean Jaures, Socialist
leader, scholar, and orator, was assassinated. Yet France still represented some
sort of ideal for those throughout Europe who cherished the principles of 1789.
She had long ago been overtaken by Germany according to most demographic,
economic, and educational indices. The republic remained deeply riven by
social conflicts, strikes, and the eternal struggle between Church and State. On
the other hand, France possessed an overseas empire and foreign investments
second only to those of Britain; and she was the only one of the six major
European powers with no ‘national question’ within her borders.

Europe was thus divided politically into two state systems: dying empires
(though few realized how close at hand their demise was) and rising nation-
states (some of which also possessed overseas empires). But the pattern of
Europe’s diplomatic alignments did not reflect these political divisions. The
rough contours of the coalitions that were to engage in a life-and-death
struggle in and after 1914 had become visible as much as two decades earlier.
The two polar alliances in Europe were those of Austria-Hungary and
Germany on the one hand, and of France and Russia on the other. Berlin’s
alliance with Vienna had been concluded by Bismarck in 1879 and was
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regarded as fundamental by all his successors as German Chancellor. It had
broadened into a Triple Alliance in 1882 with the adhesion of Italy, though
[talian participation in a war on the side of Austria could not be taken for
granted. France’s alliance with Russia, concluded between 1891 and 1894,
marked a critical turning-point. Bismarck had sought to prevent such a
dangerous alignment of Germany’s eastern and western neighbours by
means of a ‘Reinsurance Treaty’ signed with Russia in 1887. His successors,
however, allowed the treaty to lapse. The Anglo-French Entente of 1904
and the Anglo-Russian Entente of 1907, originally intended primarily as
settlements of colonial differences in North Africa and Persia, led many to
see those three powers as a bloc, though Britain did not regard the ententes
as in any sense an alliance.

Russia and Austria-Hungary had much more in common with each other
than with their allies. Both were over-extended multi-national empires with
pockets of modernity and vast stretches of backwardness. Similarly, Britain
and Germany, the two most advanced economies and societies among the
major European powers, were seen by some as natural allies. But efforts at the
turn of the century by the British statesman Joseph Chamberlain and others
to effect such an alignment came to nothing. Britain’s only formal alliance
with a major power in these years was that of 1902, concluded with Japan and
designed to allow Britain to reduce her naval presence in Far Eastern waters.
The leaders of Russia and France abhorred each other’s political system
and, apart from large French loans and investments in Russia, had few
positive interests in common: the French had little enthusiasm for becoming
embroiled in the long-standing Austro-Russian rivalry in the Balkans; the
Russians had no interest in fighting a war to restore Alsace-Lorraine to France.
Nor did they evince much inclination to support France against Germany in a
crisis over Morocco in 1911. Nevertheless, in the long run France and Russia
were drawn together by a common fear of Germany.

Economy and demography

Europe in 1914 was essentially divided economically and socially between the
north-west and the rest. Much of England, south Wales, central Scotland,
Belgium, and north-eastern France, as well as parts of the Netherlands, Ger-
many (especially the Ruhr and Silesia), Bohemia, Switzerland, and northern
[taly formed a region of advanced industrial development. Most of the rest of
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Europe consisted of large expanses of primitive agrarianism, dotted with small
pockets of industry, more often extractive than manufacturing. The striking
variations in the distribution of the labour force in Europe clearly illustrate the
division. In Britain in 1914, no more than 13 per cent of the workforce was
engaged in agriculture, forestry, or fishing. This figure contrasts with that for
every other country in Europe. The equivalent for Belgium was 23 per cent, for
the Netherlands 29 per cent, and for Germany 35 per cent. In no other country
was less than 40 per cent of the working population engaged in these pursuits.
In all the countries of southern and eastern Europe over half the economically
active population still worked on the land.

Britain was still the strongest economic power in 1914, although her
relative position had slowly eroded since the 1870s. All her major competi-
tors, particularly Germany and the United States, grew faster between 1900
and 1914. Industrial production in Germany in 1914 grew by nearly two-
thirds in this period as against only a quarter in Britain. Germany had already
overtaken Britain in the production of steel by 1900 and was producing
more than three times as much electric energy by 1914. Nevertheless,
though Britain’s economic dominance was slipping, it had not disappeared.
She was in 1914 still ahead of Germany in the volume of her exports of
manufactured goods and in industrial productivity. She had more cotton
spindles in operation in that year than the whole of the rest of Europe put
together. Her share of world trade had declined from 20 per cent in 1876—80
to 14 per cent in 1911—13 but she remained the world’s largest trader. Her
merchant fleet was the largest in the world and represented half of world
steam and motor tonnage. In terms of value British ships carried a little over
half of all world shipping trade in the years immediately before 1914. In
1913 British shipyards launched twice as much tonnage as the rest of the
world together. Britain had more motor vehicles on her roads than there
were in Germany, France, and Italy. Her total foreign investments of
between /2.5 billion and £4 billion were as great as those of Germany,
France, and the United States combined. In Britain the joint-stock, limited-
liability company was the characteristic vehicle by which enterprises raised
capital. Britain had an estimated fifty thousand such companies in 1910
compared with only five thousand in Germany. British banks occupied a
less central role in the national economy than German, French, Belgian, and
Swiss banks, which dominated their countries’ industrialization and the
largest of which, in each case, was bigger than the country’s largest industrial
company. Yet the City of London was still the financial capital of Europe.
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British finance commanded the international economy and gold-backed
sterling remained the world’s reserve currency.

By comparison with the rest of the century, the most striking feature of
the European industrial economy before 1914 was the stable and low price
of money, labour, and goods. Currencies backed by gold maintained their
internal and external values. Inflation was non-existent or low. The con-
stant replenishment of the industrial labour pool by immigration from the
countryside ensured cheap labour costs. Coal provided abundant low-cost
energy. Capital too was cheap: the bank rate in London in the summer of
1914 stood at 3 per cent, in Vienna at 4 per cent.

Government spending in many countries had increased over the previous
few years because of social legislation and the armaments race. In Russia
defence costs in 1913—14 rose to § per cent of national income, one-third
of all government expenditure, but in most other countries the percentage
was much lower. As a proportion of national product, central government
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expenditures before 1914 were low by the standards of the rest of the
century. The range was from as little as 3 per cent in Germany, though
the constituent states of the empire bore a large share of its burden, to 13 per
cent in France, with Denmark, Sweden, and the Netherlands near the lower
end, and Spain and Italy near the upper. In Britain the central government
spent about 7 per cent of GNP.

The tax burden was correspondingly light and mainly took indirect
forms. In Austria in 1913 only 20 per cent of government revenue came
from direct taxation. In Germany the central government was precluded
from imposing an income tax since this was a prerogative of the states (a
limited form of capital levy was introduced in 1913 to finance army
reforms). In Russia there was no income tax at all. In France there was
none until July 1914 when it was adopted at a rate of 2 per cent, though
collection did not start until 1916. The standard rate of income tax in Britain
in 1913—14 stood at 5.8 per cent; it was levied only on the one million
people with annual earned incomes above £ 160, thus excluding the work-
ing class altogether.

An important accelerator of economic growth was ever-greater ease of
communications. The prevalent long-distance modes were still by water and
rail; motorized road traffic was relatively light and air transport in its infancy.
Rail travel was often slow even on main lines. The night express from Vienna to
Trieste (a distance by rail of 367 miles) in 1914 left at 9.30 p.m. and arrived at
9.15 a.m. The journey from Paris to Berlin (626 railway miles) in 1910 took
about 18 hours, and from Berlin to St Petersburg (1,020 miles) 28 hours. All the
major countries had substantial railway networks. Russia boasted 62,300 kilo-
metres of track, Germany 61,749, France 37,400, the United Kingdom 32,623,
and Italy 19,125. But these figures must be measured against the size of each
country; on that basis Britain and Germany appear near the top and Russia and
Italy near the bottom of a comparative table. Figures for freight traffic provide a
more illuminating basis for comparison. A total of 132 million metric tons of
freight were carried on Russian railways in 1913; British railways transported
571 million and German 676 million. Similarly in the case of passenger traffic: a
total of 1,798 million passenger journeys were undertaken by rail in Germany
in 1913; the figure for Britain was 1,199 million, for France 529 million, for
Russia 185 million, and for Italy only 99 million. Patterns of railway ownership
varied greatly. In most countries the state owned part of the system: in Germany
more than 9o per cent and in Italy more than 80 per cent of railway track was
state-owned; in Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Switzerland public
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and private shares were about equal; in France the state owned less than 20 per
cent. In Russia, although foreign investors had played an important role in
railway construction, the state had come to own a large part of the system by
1914. Only in Britain, Spain, Greece, and Turkey-in-Europe were the railways
wholly in private hands.

Roads were only beginning to be adapted to the requirements of motor
traffic. In big cities many streets were cobbled. Inter-urban roads had only
one lane in each direction and motor traffic would frequently be held up by
horse-drawn carts. In 1914 there were 132,000 private cars in use in Britain;
France had 108,000, Germany only 61,000. In the absence of means of
private locomotion, except for the popular bicycle, most cities had complex
systems of public transportation, relying mainly on trains and trams. Under-
ground railways existed in only six cities: London, Glasgow, Paris, Berlin,
Hamburg, and Budapest (unless one counts the Istanbul Ttinel, a short
funicular railway between Galata and Beyoglu, opened in 1875). By 1914
electricity had displaced steam, horse and other forms of traction on most
tramways in Britain. But out of 762 large towns and cities in European
Russia, only thirty had electric tramways in 1909 and only another twelve
had trams of any kind. In Warsaw, one of the most modern cities in the
Russian Empire, the trams were still horse-drawn in 1914.

Telephones were widely used by governments and business but even in the
most advanced countries could be found only in a small minority of private
homes. Germany led the field with 1,420,000 telephones in 1914. Among
European capitals Berlin had the largest number of telephones in proportion to
population—=6.6 per hundred persons—but even there most homes had no
telephone. Britain had barely half as many telephones, 780,512, and France
came a poor third with 330,000. In this as in other spheres Russia was far behind,
although making rapid progress. In the whole of Russia in 1907 there were only
36,000 telephones. Only 137 large towns in European Russia had a telephone
service in 1910. But in the years immediately preceding the First World War
the Russian telephone system expanded fast: by 1914 the number of telephones
in European Russia was 320,000. Moscow by 1914 had more telephones in
proportion to population (3.1 per hundred) than Manchester (2.5 per hundred).
International telephone service was in its infancy and urgent messages, whether
inland or abroad, were generally sent by telegram. Russians sent the largest
number of telegrams in 1913 (97.6 million), followed by Britain (87.1 million),
France (65.5 million), and Germany (60.9 million), the high Russian figure
perhaps reflecting the relative inadequacy of the telephone network.
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The basic economic structure of Europe was, with few exceptions,
reflected in demographic patterns. During the period 1900 to 1914 popula-
tion growth had been faster than in almost any other period in modern
European history. The population of the continent in 1914 stood at an
unprecedented 450 million. Growth was most rapid in eastern Europe,
somewhat less so in north-west Europe, and particularly slow in France and
Spain. Infant mortality in many countries was still high: in Russia and
Romania 200 out of every thousand children died before the age of one
year; in most other countries, even Britain and Germany, the rate was above
100 per thousand. Only in Scandinavia, the Netherlands, and Switzerland did
it dip below 100. Life expectancy at birth was between forty and fifty in most
European countries. But since nearly half of all deaths in much of Europe
occurred before the age of five, the life chances of those who survived
childhood were quite favourable: most might expect to live into their sixties.

Although historical demographers since the Second World War have
tended to regard declining population growth rates as characteristic of more
developed societies, contemporaries linked population to power and wor-
ried that low fertility would diminish national strength both economically
and militarily. The French in particular speculated gloomily on this theme
in the early years of the century as they contemplated the widening gap
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between their available manpower and the Germans’. In the eighteenth
century theirs had been the largest population in Europe; since then they
had been overtaken by Russia, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Britain.
This rapid increase in population elsewhere on the continent occurred in
spite of diminishing birth rates and very heavy emigration. The main reason
was a swiftly falling death rate.

Notwithstanding this rapid population increase until 1914, the crucial signal
of an impending demographic transition was already apparent, although it was
only dimly perceived as such at the time. This was the fall in fertility rates that,
particularly when combined with the effects of the high death rate during the
First World War, reduced population growth in the inter-war period to little
more than replacement level in many countries. The drop in fertility was
already reflected before 1914 in shrinking absolute numbers of births, particu-
larly in richer societies. In England and Wales, where fertility rates had
diminished by more than a quarter since the 1870s, the number of live births
declined from 945,000 in 1904 (an absolute level never surpassed before or
since) to 882,000 in 1913. Austria, Belgium, Germany, and Sweden also
recorded declines.

The causes of the decline in fertility are difficult to discover but one in
particular stands out: urban populations were starting to have recourse to birth
control. Coitus interruptus, abortion, and various crude forms of contraception
were common but by the early years of the century the rubber contraceptive
sheath was becoming available in western Europe. Artificial birth control
was still, however, largely restricted to the bourgeoisie. Moralists expressed
concern at the prospect of its spread to the lower classes: “We are now
beginning to suffer’, wrote an English social reformer in 1907, ‘from that
wild orgy of individualism into which the nineteenth century plunged with
all the reckless abandonment of desperate and insensate folly.”**

If population increase in general may be regarded as a crude index of
optimism, the decline in fertility is open to varying interpretations and should
perhaps alert us to the dangers of defining the Zeitgeist by reference only to the
views expressed by writers and publicists. The same holds true for another
major demographic phenomenon of the period: migration from Europe to
other continents, which in this period was at its highest level in history. More
than a million Europeans a year, on average, registered their dissatisfaction
with conditions in their home countries by leaving Europe in the years 1900 to
1914. Poor agricultural regions, notably Ukraine, southern Italy, Ireland, and
Austrian Galicia, tended to furnish the highest proportion of emigrants.
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The largest numbers went from Italy (mainly to the Americas), Britain (mainly
to the USA, Canada, Australia, and South Africa), Austria-Hungary (to the
USA), Spain (to Latin America), and Russia (overwhelmingly to the USA).
More than five million people left Italy alone between 1900 and 1914. Some
smaller countries also had very high emigration rates, among them Portugal
(mainly to Brazil) and Sweden (to the USA). French emigration was mainly to
the French possessions in North Africa. Of the major countries Germany had
the lowest emigration rate in this period: in 1913 only 26,000 people emi-
grated, fewer than left small countries such as Greece, Belgium, or Sweden.
Far more males tended to emigrate than females: many of the emigrants were
single young men; others were husbands who hoped to establish themselves in
new lands and bring over their wives and families later. Yet except in Ireland,
emigration did not lead to net loss in population.

Simultaneously with overseas migration, movement within Europe
transferred large numbers from the country to the city. Germany’s rapid
economic expansion since the foundation of the empire in 1871 had led to a
big shift in population. Then two-thirds of the population had been rural;
by 1914 nearly two-thirds was urban. Germany pursued a vigorous policy of
internal colonization, providing incentives for Germans to settle on the
land, especially in East Prussia and Prussian Poland where Germans feared
being outnumbered by Slavic elements; but the flow of population to the
cities continued inexorably, a symptom of the crisis facing the largest social
group on the continent: the peasantry.

Country life

In spite of the explosive growth of cities, most of European society was still
rural—defined by size of settlement (generally 2,000 or fewer inhabitants),
economic function (especially agriculture, forestry, and fishing), and traditional
cultural patterms.'? Although Britain and Belgium had large urban majorities
and Germany a somewhat smaller one, the bulk of the population almost
everywhere else lived in small rural settlements. This was particularly true of
southern and eastern Europe and European Russia where the population was
more than four-fifths rural.

The peasant was consequently the representative European social type in
1914 and the village the basic social milieu. Country life in most parts of Europe
had changed vastly over the previous century. Improved communications had
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brought town and country closer together. But village existence remained
brutish by comparison with the conditions of even the poorest city-dwellers.
Hardly any villages had paved ways, electricity, or piped water.

Clothing was simple, often sordid and filthy. The colourful ‘traditional’
costumes that we associate with peasant life in east-central Europe were worn
only on special occasions; in some cases they were nationalist revivals, in others
inventions. In the more prosperous country areas of Britain, France, and
Germany ready-made clothing was becoming available by 1914, under-
garments were increasingly popular, and nightgowns were replacing un-
changed dayclothes in bed. Elsewhere clothing was generally home-made,
spun and sewn by women or woven by men. Most male peasants wore
undyed, colourless smocks or floppy shirts over loose trousers. Worn clothes
were patched rather than replaced. Children would wear hand-downs.
Washing of clothes, as of persons, was rare. ‘By 1914, it has been estimated,
‘the family wash was undertaken perhaps two or four times a year in relatively
advanced areas like Mayenne, still only once a year in Morbihan.’*® Better-off
men might have one Sunday suit that would have to last them the whole of
their adult lives. Poorer peasants dressed in rags and sometimes lacked shoes.
Good working boots were expensive and many had to make do with wooden
clogs. Even those who could afford shoes would seldom wear them for daily
pursuits, reserving them for church: they would carry them to the door lest
they got muddy, dusty, or worn out. Peasant women and children in Poland,
for example, wore shoes only in the winter or when going to market.

Rural housing remained rudimentary. Poor peasants, sharecroppers, and
landless labourers might live in mud huts or log cabins with dirt floors. Outside
western Europe glass windows were found only in more recently built homes.
In Russian Poland the typical peasant hut was built of square-hewn timbers laid
across one another as in American log cabins. The interstices between the logs
would be stuffed with moss. In the poorer eastern regions such as Belorussia
(White Russia) many cottages lacked chimneys. In Romania in 1912 there
were still 32,367 traditional bordeie, half-buried, low-roofed, one-room, win-
dowless, hovels. It was not uncommon for peasants to share their homes with
farm animals. Few children had beds of their own. Such conditions were
typical in eastern and south-eastern Europe but they existed in many other
areas—in southern Italy, for instance, and in the outlying Celtic parts of
Britain. In the Western Isles of Scotland the typical crofter’s ‘black house’
was built of undressed stones, without cement. For lack of wood on the
windswept islands, few of the dwellings had windows. There were generally
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three rooms. The living-room was divided from the bathach (byre) by
a partition extending only part of the way up to the thatched roof—there
were no ceilings. Only the bedroom had a wooden floor. The byre floor was
thick with manure, stored there lest the rain dilute its nutrient properties.
There was no chimney and the smoke from the perpetually lit peat fire
mingled with other animal and vegetable odours and darkened the walls and
rafters until it found its way out through the door or a hole in the roof.

The peasant diet was monotonous but rarely unhealthy, save that hygienic
precautions were minimal. Most food was home-made. In France by 1914
home-baking had given way in most places to purchase from bakeries, but
elsewhere on the continent bread was still commonly baked at home. In eastern
Europe peasants rarely ate meat. Pork and lamb were reserved for holidays or
special occasions. Otherwise smoked bacon, salami, or sausages would be the
only meat consumed. In Orthodox Russia and Romania meat and milk
products were in any case forbidden on Wednesdays and Fridays as well as
during the four annual fast periods that lasted several weeks. Black bread, often
coarse and unappetizing, was the staple in Russia, supplemented by potatoes,
turnips, and cabbage. Milk from sheep or goats would be used to make cheese.
The best fruit and eggs would generally be sent to the market; for themselves
peasants made do with bruised apples and broken eggs. Among peasants in the
Brescian hill country of northern Italy the average adult male was estimated to
consume 2 kilograms of corn-meal porridge a day. Sicilian peasants ate mainly
bread, macaroni, and vegetables. In Greece the rural diet consisted primarily of
bread, olives, cheese and garlic; not much meat was eaten save among the Vlach
shepherds of the Pindos mountains. In Transylvania the relatively prosperous
German farmer ate a rich diet of roast pork, sausage, smoked meats, cheese,
sauerkraut, and fruit; his poor Romanian neighbour ate little except corn mush
and onions.

In some areas diseases arising from malnutrition and dirt were wide-
spread: peasants in southern Europe, whose corn diet lacked niacin, suffered
from chronic pellagra. In most countries, tuberculosis was gradually declin-
ing as a killer disease, but in south-east Europe it remained a deadly scourge
of the peasant population and even in Britain more than fifty thousand
people died of it in 1914. In country areas medical care was often rudimen-
tary. The application of leeches was still the most commonly prescribed
remedy for a wide range of illnesses. A typical procedure was that of the
village of Vannes, near Orléans: a horse would be driven into shallow water
at the edge of a pond and made to stand there for a quarter of an hour.
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When it emerged, large numbers of leeches would be found attached to its
legs. These would be detached and a dozen or so of the fattest ones selected
for application to the patient. The leeches would be placed in position
behind the ears and would remain there until gorged with blood where-
upon they would be replaced as often as indicated by the doctor.™

Population growth, soil exhaustion, and inheritance laws pressed down
on land usage, increasing the impetus to migrate to cities or overseas. Many
peasants would emigrate temporarily, sometimes returning seasonally to
work on the family farm. This was true even of transatlantic migrants,
particularly from southern Italy. The Italian economist (later Prime Minis-
ter) F. S. Nitti, who conducted an inquiry into social conditions among
peasants in Calabria and Basilicata in the period 1906—10, wrote: ‘Emigra-
tion has lost its quasi-dramatic character. People come and go from America
with the greatest of ease.’!®

Peasants were heavily dependent on the vagaries of the agrarian cycle.
When blessed with good harvests, as in Russia immediately before 1914,
they might succeed in accumulating a small surplus. But if crops failed they
would often be compelled by the threat of starvation to mortgage or even
sell their land. In Russia and Prussian Poland, the expansion of land banks,
credit unions and co-operatives in the years before 1914 helped peasants to
acquire or retain title to their land, to buy farm implements, and to market
products. In Bulgaria, Bohemia, Slovenia, and Croatia too co-operatives
and agrarian savings banks played an important role. But they tempered
rather than eradicated the prevailing peasant misery.

The money economy had not yet fully penetrated those parts of eastern and
southern Europe where subsistence farming was the norm. In the Polesian
marshes, for example, trade was commonly by barter. Peasants still preferred to
keep their money in gold under the bed, not in banks. But in other areas
financial institutions were beginning to venture into the countryside, as, for
example, in France, where peasants increasingly placed their savings in the
government-guaranteed postal savings banks. In Britain and France shops
were quite common in small country towns but in eastern Europe most retail
trade was conducted in markets or by itinerant pedlars, generally Jews.

Patterns of landholding varied greatly. The small peasant proprietor was the
characteristic landholder in Scandinavia, France, Serbia, Greece, Bulgaria, and
parts of the Galician region of Spain. In Britain most farms were medium-sized
tenancies (the mean size of holdings was about 115 acres); very large holdings
generally existed only in unproductive grazing lands on the Celtic fringe.
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Large estates, generally belonging to the aristocracy and gentry, predomin-
ated in much of the Russian Empire (except Finland), most of Austria-
Hungary, East Prussia, parts of Romania and southern Italy, as well as some
regions of Spain (notably Andalusia). In some countries, such as Hungary, the
great territorial magnates retained their traditional roles and power virtually
intact. In others, such as France, the nobility had been legally abolished and
survived as little more than a quaint relic. But even where they no longer held
direct economic power over the peasantry, the aristocracy and gentry still often
dominated rural society, inspiring deference where they could no longer wield
authority. In Britain rural labourers had had the vote since 1884 and aristocratic
political influence had declined, particularly since the Liberal government’s
emasculation of the power of the House of Lords in 1911; nevertheless working
men in the English countryside still routinely touched their forelocks in the
presence of their betters. Such attitudes were partly a matter of mystique but
they also reflected the considerable indirect power that the aristocracy con-
tinued to enjoy. Great aristocratic fortunes, although declining by comparison
with industrial wealth, remained important in Germany and even in Britain. In
Bavaria in 1914 forty-nine out of the sixty-six richest inhabitants were classified
as belonging to royalty or nobility. Forty out of the sixty-four richest individ-
uals in Prussia belonged to the nobility, although, as Anatole Lieven points out,
such figures can be misleading since wealth itself often provided a passport into
the titled class: twenty-eight of the forty, among them thirteen Jews, had been
ennobled within the previous half-century and all these were financiers or
businessmen rather than landowners.'® Increasingly, the old aristocracy, while
often subscribing theoretically to rural ideals, moved their homes and capital to
the cities, and were infiltrated by and intermarried with urban financial and
business classes.

Living side by side with the owners of great estates in the less-developed
parts of Europe were large numbers of smallholders, sometimes tenants of
neighbouring magnates. Such peasants scraped a precarious living off tiny
plots of land, often working for part of the year as day-labourers on nearby
estates. In Romania, for example, 49 per cent of the cultivable area was held
by 7,790 large proprietors (in lots larger than 5o hectares), while §1 per cent
was owned by 957,000 peasant smallholders. Of these, 921,000 held lots
smaller than 10 hectares and 423,000 farmed less than 3 hectares, which was
well below the minimum regarded as necessary for subsistence. In general,
agriculture in eastern and southern Europe was much less efficient than in
Germany, the Low Countries, Scandinavia and England. In the poorer
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regions artificial fertilizers were little used and few even among the most
prosperous farmers could dream of buying the recently invented petrol-
driven tractor. On Russian peasant farms the primitive hand sickle was still
in general use. Most miserable was the lot of the landless labourers, the
braccianti on the latifondi (great estates) of Sicily and Calabria, and their
counterparts elsewhere.

In most parts of Europe women worked in the fields alongside their
menfolk at least at some times of year. In Romania the number of women
engaged in agriculture, 1.6 million, almost exactly equalled the number of
men in that sector. Similar conditions prevailed in several more advanced
countries. In France 3.2 million women worked in agricultural pursuits in
1911, compared with 2.5 million in manufacturing industry. In Germany the
4.6 million women agriculturalists in 1907 exceeded the number of women
workers in all other sectors combined. Nor were women limited to milking,
fruit-picking, or other light tasks. Often they performed backbreaking labour:
Millet’s female hay-binders, faggot-gatherers, potato planters, sheep-shearers,
and gleaners were still hard at work in the early twentieth century.

Denmark provides an example of one of the most efficient agricultural
economies in Europe. Her farms were highly specialized and succeeded in
expanding productivity fast in the years before 1914. Danish farmers were well
educated and quick to adopt new techniques and machinery. Co-operatives
also played an important role in production and marketing. By 1913 there
were more than 1,100 dairy co-ops. Agricultural exports, particularly of butter
and bacon to Britain, accounted for nearly 9o per cent of all exports in the
decade before 1914, an increase from about 80 per cent thirty years earlier.

Spain furnishes a striking contrast of agricultural inefficiency and stagnation.
Once she had been self-sufficient in grain production, but in the three decades
before 1914 grain imports exceeded exports, this in spite of tariffs raised against
imports. Nor could she comfort herself, as did Britain, that this food deficit was
the price of population growth and industrial advance: by contemporary
European standards her population grew slowly and industrialization was
minimal.

Nowhere was the crisis of agrarian society more pressing than in Russia.
Pyotr Stolypin, Interior Minister and Prime Minister from 1906 until his
assassination in 1911, had vigorously promoted reform of the peasant economy.
His particular object had been to free peasants from the bonds of the mir (village
commune). The holding of peasant land in communal tenure had been
regarded by conservatives as an important safeguard against political unrest
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ever since the emancipation of the serfs in 1861. But the mirwas a barrier against
agricultural modernization and productivity. When Stolypin took office in
1906 more than 80 per cent of all peasant land was held in communal tenure. By
eliminating the rigidities of the commune, Stolypin aimed to create a solid class
of small peasant proprietors (his ‘wager on the strong’). In the years before 1914
the inefficient strip system of cultivation began to be replaced by more efficient,
consolidated holdings. Better-off peasants started using more advanced imple-
ments and machinery. Consumption of artificial fertilizers multiplied sevenfold
between 1900 and 1913. Population pressure was eased by the encouragement
of migration to Siberia. In 1913 Russia was the world’s largest grain exporter.
Yet although Russian agricultural productivity improved as a result of Stolypin’s
measures, it continued to lag far behind west European standards. Average
wheat yields in the three decades before 1913 were less than half those in
France, a third of those in Germany and Britain, and lower even than those of
India. Meanwhile the land reform had unsettling effects on agrarian social
relationships; as the surplus population of poorest peasants was driven off the
land, discontent and unrest in the countryside grew rather than diminished.

The crisis of rural Europe was not merely demographic and economic; one
of its symptoms was also mass ignorance. Illiteracy was still a widespread
condition in Europe in 1914. Universal or near-universal literacy (more than
90 per cent of the population) was found in Britain, France, Germany, and
Switzerland. On the other hand, more than half the population was illiterate in
Greece, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and the Russian Empire. Levels of literacy
varied greatly between regions. Scotland was more literate than England, the
Baltic provinces and Poland more so than Russia. Northern Italy’s literacy rate
was closer to that of France than to that of southern Italy: Piedmont, for
instance was 89 per cent literate in 1911, whereas the rate in Calabria was
only 30 per cent. The rate also varied between the sexes: almost everywhere
men were more literate than women. And among national groups: in the
Austrian Empire most Germans, Czechs, and Jews could read and write, but
among other nationalities, particularly Serbs, Croats, and Ruthenians, illiteracy
was widespread. The rate varied greatly between town and country: the urban
upper and middle classes everywhere were wholly literate; the rural poor had
the largest percentage of illiterates. But above all, it varied according to age,
since in most countries the extension of compulsory elementary schooling was
a relatively recent event.

By 1914 compulsory, free education at the primary level was the European
norm. But the gap between legislation and realization was wide. In rural
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eastern and southern Europe many children did not attend school at all. A law
calling for universal primary education had been enacted in the Russian
Empire in 1908 but its implementation was to be stretched out over many
years and was not expected to be complete until 1922. Russia had made
impressive educational strides since the 1860s, thanks particularly to the efforts
of the zemstva (local councils). As many as 68 per cent of Russian army recruits
were literate in 1913. In Moscow and St Petersburg 9o per cent of young men
could read in that year. But the contrast between urban and rural areas was
sharp. In the province of Moscow 84 per cent of children between the ages of
eight and eleven were enrolled in 19171 in schools under the jurisdiction of the
Ministry of Education or of the Orthodox Church. But in Bessarabia enrol-
ment was only 40 per cent and in the province of Kovno only 22 per cent.
Even allowing for some children who attended other schools (for example,
those of ethnic minorities, particularly Jews), this left a large part of the rural
poor totally uneducated. The wage of a village schoolteacher in Russia barely
sufficed even to cover the cost of food for a family, so that many teachers were
compelled to moonlight as caretakers or porters or to cultivate small plots of
land. As for secondary education, it was largely the reserve of the gentry and
the urban middle class. Overall, Russia’s educational system was by far the
worst of the major European powers. Teacher training and instructional aids,
including books, were minimal in much of Europe. Class sizes were large—
over forty on average in primary schools in Russia, near fifty in Spain and
Bulgaria. Educational methods usually included a large measure of rote memo-
rization as well as corporal punishment. Throughout the continent provision
for the education of girls was far lower than for boys: in Russia, for example,
only 7 per cent of the Ministry of Education’s budget for secondary education
in 1914 was earmarked for girls’ schools.

Throughout the continent religion was the most powerful institutional and
ideological force in the countryside. Secularization had eroded the intellectual
and social power of the Church in the course of the previous century. In this as
in other respects the impact was greatest in north-west Europe but even there
organized religion maintained powerful redoubts. In Britain, where urban
working-class attendance at church declined steadily, the churches retained
significant social influence in rural areas and the non-conformist conscience
continued to hold part of the governing Liberal Party, in power since 1905, in
thrall. In many countries the Church retained authority over much of the
educational system; in others it contested the state for control over it. The
majority of schools in Hungary were under church administration. German
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public elementary schools were largely organized on a confessional basis, with
all-Catholic or all-Protestant pupils and teaching staffs. French anti-clerical
governments under the Third Republic had struggled since the 1880s to reduce
the influence of the Church in education and state schools had been almost
completely laicized; but in the countryside the long-running conflict between
the village schoolteacher and the cure'still raged, churches were full on Sundays,
and ecclesiastical influence in politics had by no means been vanquished.

Alongside institutionalized religion, and often mixed up with it, country-
side superstitions, magical remedies, and folk customs died hard. In some
places witches would still be called upon to remove evil spirits from trouble-
some cows or pigs. In the Polish countryside, fires were lit on the eve of
StJohn (24 June) to help crops grow. Polish peasants would not dare to touch a
swallow’s nest or even to look too closely at a bird flying in or out of it. Belief
was widespread in wood-sprites, banshees, cloud-dwelling spirits, old women
who ate children, and local devils in the guise of owls, cats, bats, or reptiles.
W. B. Yeats, in an essay written in 1914, recalled: “When I was aboy in Sligo, a
stable boy met his late master going round the yard, and having told him to go
and haunt the lighthouse, was dismissed by his mistress for sending her husband
to haunt so inclement a spot.”*” All sorts of rituals were performed to ward off
the evil eye. Hungarian peasants believed that the recital of incantations could
have medicinal effects: a man with a pustule on his tongue would say, ‘A
lump’s appeared on my tongue, pray take it to Mrs Deak’s bum.”®

While city and village were, in many senses, worlds apart, they were not
rigidly separated. Although most peasants rarely travelled further than the
market town nearest their villages, several forces were drawing town and
country closer together. Railways had ended the hermetic isolation of many
rural areas. Universal conscription in all the major countries except Britain
plucked young men out of villages in their formative years and deposited
them in garrison towns often far from their homes. The extraordinary pace
of industrialization and urbanization over the previous two generations left
many families with half a foot in the countryside. In Russia, France,
Germany, and elsewhere, urban dwellers often retained some rural land
and worked it as a part-time venture, or on a sharecropping basis, or, in the
case of smaller plots, as allotments. It was not uncommon for town-dwellers
to work in the fields as seasonal migrant labour. Conversely, peasants with
marginally productive units would take jobs in nearby factories leaving
some or all of the farm work to be done by their wives.
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Urban civilization

Urban living conditions for the poor, while dismal, were generally less
miserable and uncertain than the rural poverty that the immigrants to the
cities had fled. Overcrowding in tumbledown rural housing was frequently
even worse than in the city slums. Concentrations of urban squalor affronted
social consciences and led well-meaning theorists to advocate resettlement of
workers on the land. But such bucolic utopianism rarely achieved meaningful
results. The great density of urban populations, it is true, afforded dangerous
breeding conditions for epidemic disease; on the other hand, preventive
public health measures reached urban populations before being extended to
more remote rural areas. Most big cities had piped water (not always purified)
and drainage systems although working-class homes rarely had bathrooms or
inside toilets and one tap often served several households. In eastern Europe
hygienic conditions were a major threat to health. The great Polish textile
manufacturing centre of £8dz, ‘Manchester of the Russian Empire’, with a
population of nearly half a million people, was one of many cities that had no
sewerage system at all in 1914.

Daily life was a hard grind for most of the urban population. Men rather
than machines or horses performed a great deal of heavy labour at the coal-
face, in dockyards, and on building sites. But unlike peasants, whose working
hours were in principle unregulated (though in effect they varied according to
the agricultural cycle), industrial working hours were increasingly limited by
legislation. Most countries had set an outer limit of ten or eleven hours of work
in any twenty-four-hour period. In some industries eight- or nine-hour days
had been established by collective agreement and in some cases enshrined in
law. Many industries, particularly mining, which employed over a million
men in both Britain and Germany, were physically dangerous and gave rise to
terrible industrial diseases. Of the 1.1 million miners in Britain in 1913, 177,000
suffered injury and 1,753 were killed as a result of industrial accident or disease
in that year alone. Agricultural accidents could not compare with this grim
annual toll of just one branch of the industrial economy. But industrial
workers, unlike peasants, could sometimes claim some form of compensation
for injury and their workplaces were generally subject to regulation and
inspection for hygiene and safety.

Women frequently worked long hours in factories for much lower wages
than men but in most countries legislation provided them with some
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minimal safeguards. Women peasants enjoyed no such protection, while
many states, for example, prohibited night-work by women in factories or
workshops. In western Europe labour laws also forbade or limited the
employment of children in industry. Even Hungary, hardly in the vanguard
of social experimentation, forbade the employment of children under ten,
and limited it, albeit not very strenuously, up to the age of sixteen. The
administration of such laws, however, was often imperfect, inspection was
lax, and loopholes were eagerly exploited by employers. In eastern and
southern Europe peasants often preferred that their children work on the
land rather than attend school.

Domestic service, the largest category of women’s employment in towns
in Britain and some other countries, remained almost completely unregu-
lated. Britain had 1.7 million domestic servants in 1914, the largest single
occupational group; in Germany the figure (for 1907) was 1.3 million. In
both countries women constituted an ever-larger proportion of the group as
men increasingly turned to industrial occupations. Servants’ hours were
long and they worked without mechanical aids. Heating in middle-class
homes was by logs or coal that had to be carried regularly to the grate by
servants. The portable vacuum cleaner and the electric washing machine,
recently invented luxuries, had barely yet been purchased by most house-
holds.

The urban diet was more varied and perhaps more nourishing than that
of the subsistence farmer. In Germany a typical working-class household
budget in 1907 was estimated to allocate a little under half of family income
to food, a lower proportion than in 1927, 1937, or 1950 and only slightly
higher than in 1962 when German workers were certainly not starving. This
suggests a certain margin of discretionary income. Average weekly meat
consumption of all classes in Britain and Germany in 1914 was over 2 lb per
person. In poorer countries less meat was eaten, but so long as they had jobs
few urban workers starved. In most of central and eastern Europe imported
oranges, grapefruit, or bananas were exotic luxuries available only to the
wealthy. Locally produced vegetables were cheap and some workers grew
their own on plots in the country or suburban allotments. Sections of the
urban population, however, ate miserable fare. Slum children in Britain
often contracted rickets for lack of vitamin D. The standard English work-
house provision of the early years of the century was designed more as a
deterrent than as a nutrient: for breakfast the inmate received 4 oz of bread
and 1.5 oz of porridge; for lunch, vegetables (12 0z) were served four times
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a week and meat (4.5 oz of beef or pork) three times; supper consisted of
more bread plus 1.5 oz of gruel; broth and cheese appeared occasionally; tea
was available only on Sundays. The British had the sweetest national tooth
in Europe: 87 Ib of sugar was consumed per head in 1914. Perhaps for this
reason Britain had more than three times as many dentists as France.

Urban working-class incomes tended to be higher and to grow faster than
rural ones, although this might hardly be noticeable to city people weighed down
by the pressure for money payments of all sorts. In Germany, for example, real
wages 1n industry are estimated to have doubled between 1871 and 1913. They
varied greatly, however, by area: wages in Hamburg and Berlin were more than
double those in Silesia. Average earnings of rural day-labourers in the same
period also increased—but only by about three-quarters. Continuity of
employment for unskilled urban workers was far from assured but in 1913-14
unemployment was low. It was estimated at 4.7 per cent in France, 2.9 per centin
Germany, and 2.1 per cent in Britain (we have no exact figures because
governments hardly yet recognized the concept of unemployment, often seeing
it as a moral rather than an economic problem; consequently regular statistics
on the unemployed were not collected). Unemployment insurance, generally
organized by benefit societies, municipalities, or trade unions, covered mainly
skilled workers. Britain introduced a broader compulsory state system in 1917,
covering, however, only certain industries. Nevertheless, many urban workers
could rely to some extent on state insurance schemes against accidents, disability,
sickness, and old age: these had been initiated in Germany by Bismarck and
were later emulated in other advanced economies.

Some degree of protection for urban workers was also provided by trade
unions. Relative prosperity in the years before 1914 had led to fast growth in
trade union membership: in Britain the numbers had grown from 2.2 million
in 1906 to 4.1 million in 1913; and in Germany from 2.3 million in 1907 to
three million in 1913. Although unions had not yet captured a majority even of
the non-agricultural workforce in any country, they were making headway,
particularly in extractive and manufacturing industries. In spite of economic
growth and low unemployment, the years immediately before the outbreak of
the First World War saw heightened industrial tensions in several countries.
Syndicalist doctrines, popularized in France, spread through much of western
Europe and between 1910 and 1914 both Britain and Germany suffered record
numbers of workdays lost in strikes.

In the industrial societies of north-west Europe, most observers in 1914, if
asked to identify the most dangerous sources of social conflict, would have
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pointed to the profound class divisions that rent Britain, Germany, Belgium,
and France. These found ideological form in the various streams of socialism
characteristic of each country: revisionist Marxist in Germany and Austria,
Marxist, Blanquist, Proudhonist, and syndicalist in France, and various radical,
generally non-Marxist traditions in Britain. They found institutional form in
the working-class movements that had grown up over the previous two
generations. Socialist political parties were advancing in partnership with
labour unions. In the elections to the German Reichstag in 1912 the Social
Democrats had won a third of the votes and 110 seats, thereby becoming the
largest party in the chamber. In France too election results in May and June
1914 showed significant Socialist gains. Socialists also gained ground in elec-
tions in Norway in 1912, in Italy in 1913, and in Sweden in the spring of 1914.
Within the Socialist parties conflict raged between revolutionaries and
constitutionalists; trade unions were often divided between syndicalists, who
dreamed of a revolutionary general strike, and reformists, who sought
gradual economic gains for their members within the existing social order.
Internal splits notwithstanding, the Second International, an alliance of
national Socialist parties founded in 1889, seemed in 1914 to be a major
political force. But the advanced economies, in which socialism was moving
ahead, were not representative of Europe as a whole. The urban proletariat,
to whom socialism made its chief appeal, might take courage from the forecast
that they represented the wave of the future. In most countries, however, they
were outnumbered by the peasantry and in the cities outgunned and outman-
oeuvred by the class that stamped its interests, its values, and its tastes on urban
civilization: the bourgeoisie.

Of all classes this was the most difficult to define. The term embraced a
number of quite disparate social groups, sometimes with conflicting inter-
ests: high financiers and entrepreneurs, petty traders and shopkeepers, the
independent professions and government officials. One simple way of
recognizing a ‘bourgeois’ household that has been suggested by historians
probably makes sense: it generally could not exist without servants. But
even this litmus test was not universally valid, since it might exclude many
teachers, librarians, clerks, shop assistants, and other white-collar workers
spawned by commerce and bureaucracy, some of whom subsisted on wages
only marginally above those of the skilled working-class.

At the outer fringes of the bourgeoisie was another floating element that
defied rigid classification: the intelligentsia. The word first came into use in
several European languages at this period, originally with special application
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to Russian radical intellectuals. This was the group of whom Marx had
written in the Communist Manifesto: Just as . . . at an earlier period, a section
of the nobility went over to the bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the
bourgeoisie goes over to the proletariat, and in particular a portion of
the bourgeois ideologists who have raised themselves to the level of com-
prehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole.” If the bour-
geoisie is defined narrowly as the owners of movable capital, then the
intelligentsia might be excluded; but their intangible capital of ideas gave
them a special power that, in truth, enabled them to transcend class,
although by no means all of them ‘comprehended the historical movement’
sufficiently to adopt the role allotted to them by Marx.

For the archetype of the bourgeois city in 1914, we may turn to the largest
provincial city in Europe (leaving aside only Moscow): with a population of
one million, Glasgow, now at the height of its importance as an industrial
centre and port, exemplified the creative vitality of middle-class civilization in
its industrial importance particularly in shipbuilding, its international trading
connections, its architecture, and its cultural life. A greater tonnage of ships was
produced on the Clyde in 1913 than in the whole of Germany. The stolid
grandeur of Glasgow’s mercantile thoroughfares, its municipal buildings, and
its university, the confident sweep of the terraces in its western suburbs, and
the ornamented fantasy of'its French Renaissance-style art gallery, built for the
Glasgow International Exhibition in 1901, all gave expression to the self-
satisfaction of the city’s regnant merchant class. ‘No city has rivalled, far less
surpassed, the commercial metropolis of Scotland,” boasted its Town Clerk in
1915, adding, “This has chiefly arisen from the city being—if the expression
may be used—cosmopolitan in its commerce and manufactures.’'® The architect
and designer Charles Rennie Mackintosh, a pioneer of modernist functional
design, achieved his masterpiece in the interior decoration of the Willow Tea
Rooms on Sauchiehall Street—setting for that most sacred ritual of Scottish
life, high tea. Cheek by jowl with this splendour were the tenements of the
Gorbals, among the vilest slums in Europe. Free Church Presbyterians from
the Highlands, Catholics from Ireland, and Jews from Lithuania crowded into
the poorer areas of the city, sucked into its booming, diversified economy.

Of all the institutions of bourgeois Europe in 1914, two were at their
apogee: the department store and the café. Every European city worthy of
the name possessed several large retailing emporiums. The Bon Marché in
Paris claimed to be the largest in the world; the other large Paris stores in order
of 1910 sales volume were the Louvre, La Samaritaine, and Printemps. In
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London Whiteley’s, ‘the Universal Provider’, founded in 1863, claimed to be
the oldest; the newest and most glamorous was Selfridge’s, founded in 1909.
Berlin had more than thirty major stores, of which the best known were the
Kauthaus des Westens (‘Kadewe’), the palatial Wertheim store on the Leipzi-
gerstrasse, and the Hermann Tietz (‘Hertie’) store on the Alexanderplatz. The
two latter were regarded as architectural marvels on account of the grandeur
and sumptuousness of their design. Some stores expanded into nationwide and
even cross-national chains. Lewis’s spread from Liverpool all over Britain.
Tietz bought stores in various parts of Germany as well as the De Bijenkorf
store in Amsterdam. These were huge concerns. Harrod’s building in Knights-
bridge, London, covered 4.5 acres by 1911 and had a staff of six thousand. Even
a provincial store, Cockayne’s in Sheffield, employed over five hundred
permanent staff. Such stores were veritable temples of consumerism. Their
staff were commonly subjected, like regular clergy, to iron discipline: at La
Samaritaine, we are told, ‘regulations governed every detail of behaviour,
from prohibiting the wearing of silk stockings and décolleté dresses by the
assistants, to the requirement that each of the eight thousand employees should
always sit in the same place at the free lunch’.?® Although department stores
controlled only a small share of trade, they set standards and modernized
retailing practices. Trademarked brand-name goods, packaged in factories,
attractively displayed, and advertised on a national scale (features satirized in
Wells’s Tono-Bungay (1909)), were gradually displacing the old-style system
whereby goods were weighed, measured, and wrapped only at the point of
sale. In eastern Europe, however, this process was still in its infancy. Marc
Chagall’s painting Shop in Vitebsk (1914), shows equal-armed balances for
weighing goods that were stored in sacks, jars, and boxes.

This was the great era of the café as a social and intellectual centre throughout
most of continental Europe. The coffee-house culture of Budapest, Prague,
and Vienna provided a home, workplace, club, salon, reading-room, debating-
hall, advertising agency, and stock exchange for gossip. The café was a forum
that was classless in the sense that it was open to all who could pay its modest
charges, yet a place where bourgeois manners and mannerisms were cultivated
to the highest degree of refinement—and the lowest depths of vulgarity. In the
early years of the century Paris had around thirty thousand cafés. Budapest had
over six hundred, of which the most luxurious was the Café New York, whose
architect, Alajos Hauszmann, was also responsible for the reconstruction of
the Hungarian royal palace. The café was an alien concept in Britain where the
club, the public house, and the tea-room each performed some, but not all,
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of its functions. No central European intellectual of the period would have
disagreed with the conservative Hungarian publicist Jend Rakosi who later
recollected that ‘every intelligent person had spent a part of his youth in the
coffeehouse . . . without that, the education of a young man would be imper-
fect and incomplete’.21 The café was an ersatz university for the half~educated,
finishing-school for the semi-civilized, and drawing-room for the demi-
mondaine. Everybody went there, but it was the peculiar haunt of people at
the margin of society: prostitutes, conmen, faddists, flaneurs, layabouts, ‘resting’
actors, freelance feuilleton writers hoping to be published, and discontented
would-be artists waiting to be ‘discovered’. Among the latter in the cafés of
Vienna and Munich in 1913 and 1914, engaging in violent arguments, or
muttering to himself as he ate cream cakes and read the newspapers, was the
young Adolf Hitler.

To some extent the café was merely a respectable transmogrification of
the tavern. Drunkenness was a major social problem in most European
countries in the years before 1914. In France 34 gallons of wine were drunk
per head of population in 1905. Consumption of beer in Britain in 1914 was
27 gallons per head and the figures were similar for Germany and Denmark.
In Belgium, where children often drank beer, an astonishing 48.8 gallons
per head were consumed in 1905; however, the alcoholic content there was
relatively low. In Russia, where vodka was the main alcoholic drink, nearly
a gallon a year per head was consumed. The effects on health and social
behaviour were far-reaching: in Russia half of all prisoners were said to have
committed their offences while drunk. Temperance groups in several
countries conducted energetic propaganda campaigns but achieved little
or no reduction in alcohol consumption.

For many working-class people drink was the chief escape from drudgery
and squalor, a partial substitution for old-style recreations still popular among
country folk. Among the Vlach mountain people of northern Greece, for
example, young people played vigorous outdoor games, Muma ku Preftlu
(The Mother with the Priest) and ku Gdmila (With the Camel). Traditional
rural or small-town entertainments, hurdy-gurdies, bear-baiting, cock fights,
and circuses, were being replaced by urban mass amusements: music halls in
Britain, Grand Guignol melodramas in France, and the silent cinema almost
everywhere. Germany alone had two thousand picture houses by 1914.
Variations on the café incorporated old styles of entertainment in a new
setting, as in the café-concert in Paris and the art-nouveau-style Café Jama
Michalika in Cracow, which presented cabaret, szopki (a form of political
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satire), and a puppet theatre. Games and sport too were adapting to the
constraints of city life. Urban workers could not afford to play middle-class
sports, such as tennis, golf, or badminton, let alone upper-class ones like polo,
fencing, and yachting; they had few open spaces in which to play games of
any sort. Cycling, however, was a relatively classless sport that attracted a large
following in England, France, and the Low Countries. The working classes
flocked to old spectator sports, horse-racing and boxing, as well as newer
ones, particularly football. The average professional football match in Britain
on Saturday afternoon attracted a crowd of thirty thousand. The modern
Olympics, held quadrennially since 1896 (at Stockholm in 1912), attracted
huge crowds. In north-western Europe day trips by railway to the seaside
were common and the beginning of a mass tourism industry was discernible.

The rise of literacy extended the market for popular fiction, while the
growth of public libraries, particularly in Britain, brought all literature
within the reach of urban workers. Autodidacts used the libraries as night
schools, betting men as a place to ascertain the odds, and tramps as shelter
from the rain—leading some authorities to institute separate reading rooms
to protect ladies from unpleasant odours. Over sixty million books a year
circulated from public libraries in Britain in the years before 1914. Although
Britain led the field, most of western Europe was well endowed with
various types of public library: in 1906 Berlin had 268, Dresden 78, and
Vienna 165. In this respect too eastern Europe lagged behind.

This was very much a man’s world. Most governments, institutions, and
businesses were run by men. In 1906 Finland (an autonomous Grand Duchy
under the suzerainty of the Tsar) had become the first European country to
enfranchise women and also allowed them to stand for election to parliament.
But only Denmark and Norway followed suit before the First World War.
Women were beginning to gain admission to some professions but were
barely represented save in nursing and teaching, both low-paid and low-status
by comparison with the ‘free’ professions such us law and medicine. Married
women were generally regarded, in legal form and social practice, as subject
to the authority of their husbands. The proper object of the single woman was
held to be the finding of a husband. Women, even if they worked outside the
home, were expected to bear primary responsibility for household tasks and
to cultivate domestic arts such as sewing, knitting, and embroidery.

In general, European society in 1914 was settled and peaceful. Crime,
both against persons and against property, was low. In Britain the average
number of murders per annum in the years 1910—14 was 153; the rate had
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been going down steadily since 1890. Elsewhere the rate was higher (it was
at least four times as high in Italy) but still low by the standards of the second
half of the century. Capital punishment, while on the statute books of most
countries, was generally regarded as exceptional and unusual; it had dis-
appeared altogether in Belgium, Finland, the Netherlands, Italy, Portugal,
and Romania. By and large the bourgeoisie remained confident that the
future was on its side; alarmists might take fright from syndicalist threats of
a general strike or from occasional eruptions by violent anarchists but in
general social peace prevailed. Yet there was an insidious force at work that
would shortly destroy this world.

The nationalist canker

The root of European disorder in 1914 was not, as some thought, class, but
ethnicity. Solidarities and antagonisms based on ethnicity, for reasons that
lie buried in human hearts, answer to some of the most deeply rooted and
instinctive social feelings of our species. European history in our time shows
how futile it is to ignore them.

Nationalism, not socialism, was the most explosive political force in
much of central and eastern Europe, all the more so because it was frustrated
and pent up by the authoritarian structures of the multi-national empires.
Even in some of the advanced economies national questions had become
acute in these years: in Britain the struggle over Irish home rule reached its
parliamentary climax; in Belgium conflict between advocates of French and
Flemish in education and the army divided the country bitterly. National
feeling was dismissed as ‘false consciousness’ by Marxists and derided
as irrational by many others. Its force derived from the fact that for large
numbers of people it provided the most intelligible framework into which
to fit their understanding of the world around them. For some it became,
as James Joll has put it, ‘an all-demanding, all-excusing nationalism’?* that
defied the conventional cost-accounting of rational men and pressed the
quest for national fulfilment to the ultimate extremes of glory or death.

The national question took different forms in different places. Sometimes it
was bound up with property relations, sometimes with language disputes, and
sometimes with religion. In Ireland nationalism was mainly supported by
Catholic peasants and opposed by Protestant landowners and urban workers.
Although some romantics sought to revive the Gaelic tongue, most Irishmen
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already spoke English and the language question was not at the forefront of
political controversy. In Croatia, by contrast, resentment of enforced linguistic
Magyarization was a primary grievance of nationalists; Croatian peasants’
demands for land reform at the expense of Magyar and German landowners
also featured prominently in the nationalist programme. Most Croats shared
the Roman Catholic religion of their Austrian and Hungarian rulers but
religious affinity barely abated nationalist enthusiasm. In Finland, we find a
third pattern: here the Finnish language and the Lutheran religion formed
a basis for national identity and resistance to forcible Russification; but since
most agricultural land was farmed by Finnish peasant proprietors, the land
question did not figure in nationalist politics.

The national question was most acute in Austria-Hungary. To some extent,
however, this is more apparent in retrospect than it was to contemporaries.
The common picture of the empire as a ‘prison of nations’ is overdrawn, a
product of the nationalist historiographies of the subject peoples and of some
of their foreign champions. In reaction against this tradition, one historian has
described pre-1914 Austria as ‘a tolerant, open society, without forcible
Germanization or blind centralism’.?> Limited freedoms enabled Czechs,
Poles, Ukrainians, and others to fashion national cultures and organize political
parties under the Habsburg umbrella. Jews, unlike their co-religionists in
Russia, enjoyed civil equality and in Vienna, Budapest, and elsewhere many
moved into the professions and upper bourgeoisie and played important
economic and civic roles. On the other hand, the demands of Czechs and
others for political autonomy in the empire were not granted. The national
question remained the Achilles heel of the Habsburgs. It arose most danger-
ously in its Balkan extremities.

The twin provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina had been under Ottoman
suzerainty from 1463 but since 1878 had been occupied by Austro-Hungarian
forces. At the time of the 1910 census the population of 1.9 million consisted of
43 per cent Serbs, 32 per cent Muslims, and around 20 per cent Croats; there
was also a small Jewish community. The Muslims, descendants of Christian
converts to Islam, were ethnically and linguistically indistinguishable from
their Serb and Croat neighbours. There was very little industry and 87 per cent
of the population lived off the land. Most large estates belonged to Muslim begs
and agas and were worked by Christian tenants, kmets, who were little more
than serfs. This was one of the last areas in Europe where a system akin to
serfdom still existed. There were, in addition, large numbers of smallholders,
both Muslim and Christian. Following the Young Turk Revolution of 1908
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the Habsburgs, fearing a resuscitation of Turkish power in the Balkans,
formally annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina (in order not to upset the balance
between Austria and Hungary it was annexed to neither but was ruled as a
corpus separatum by the joint Austro-Hungarian Minister of Finance). The
annexation exacerbated Serbian resentment and anti-Habsburg feeling. Habs-
burg rule was relatively efficient and began construction of a modern infra-
structure in the region. The Austrians conceded a Diet (assembly) with limited
powers and governed with the support of a coalition of Muslim landowners,
Croats, and some Serbs. But the rulers were seen as alien by all major elements
of the population. Croats sought links with neighbouring Hungarian-ruled
Croatia. Muslims hankered after Ottoman rule. Serbian nationalists, both in
Serbia herself and in Bosnia, had for several years harboured the ambition to
acquire the province for Serbia. Terrorist groups, encouraged by elements in
the Serbian government, became active in Bosnia. Such groups were hostile
both to the feudal agrarian order and to Habsburg rule. On 28 June 1914
Gavrilo Princip, a young Bosnian Serb member of one such group, the
“Young Bosnians’, assassinated the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, nephew and
heir-apparent of the Austrian emperor, as he visited Sarajevo.

There was no inevitability about the spiral that descended from the assassin-
ation in Sarajevo to the outbreak of world war. Nevertheless, if the archduke
had left Sarajevo unscathed, some similar incident elsewhere would probably
have led to a similar war. The murder was a precipitant, not a cause. The
conflict between national aspirations and imperial structures was not unique to
Bosnia. It existed in different forms over much of Europe. In particular, a
dangerous vacuum had opened up in the Balkans as a result of the virtual
elimination of Ottoman power in Europe. Russia and Austria-Hungary found
themselves drawn in by way of vindication of the principles on which they
believed their empires were based. Russia had long championed the rights of
the south Slavs to independence. To abandon that position now, Russia’s
leaders believed, would be to abdicate her role as a great power. Austria-
Hungary’s leaders felt that the very survival of the Habsburg monarchy was
threatened by the resurgence of south Slav nationalisms. Meanwhile Germany’s
dynamic economy and military strength demanded, in the minds of many
political, military, and business leaders, some outlet, whether in the form of
territorial acquisitions in eastern Europe (a German-dominated Mitteleuropa) or
colonies (Mittelafrika). War, while not inevitable, was a logical outcome.
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I stood on my own, the last

of the species that fight,

seeing these brothers, with feet turned upwards, growing
until they reached the sky, in death,

to kick it. I saw

the moon like an animal

rub a silver face on the worn nails in the boots

of upturned soldiers.

Uri Zvi Greenberg, Balkan front, 1915/16%

Outbreak

P he First World War has been called ‘the Third Balkan War’.! The most
A immediate explanation for the outbreak of this third war, at the local level,
is the situation resulting from the previous two. The First Balkan War, which
ended with the Treaty of London in May 1913, had demonstrated that
Turkish power in the Balkans was at an end and that the final stage of the

scramble for succession was at hand. In the Second Balkan War, in the summer
of 1913, the Bulgarians, angered that Athens and Belgrade had come to an
agreement to partition Macedonia, attacked their former allies, Greece and
Serbia. They were joined by Romania, which had stood on the sidelines in the
First Balkan War. Ottoman forces renewed the struggle against Bulgaria. The
result was the defeat of Bulgaria’s bid to become the dominant state in
the region. The Turks regained Adrianople. In the Treaty of Bucharest, signed
in August 1913, Greece gained Salonica, Crete, and part of Macedonia.

* From ‘Naming Souls’, translated from the Hebrew by Jon Silkin and Ezra Spicehandler. Jon
Silkin, ed., The Penguin Book of First World War Poetry, London, 1996, 277-8.
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Romania took the northern Dobrudja. The biggest victor was Serbia, which
doubled in size as a result of her acquisition of Kosovo and much of Macedonia.

This result had serious consequences for Austria-Hungary since both the
Romanians and the Serbs, whose territorial ambitions had vaulted higher with
their military successes, had long-standing designs on Habsburg-held lands:
Romania hoped one day to annex Transylvania and Serbia had her eye on
Bosnia-Herzegovina, as well as Slovenia, Croatia, and other Slav-populated
areas. Romania’s membership of the Triple Alliance with Germany and
Austria-Hungary and her comparative military weakness prevented her for
the time being from taking any steps to realize her ambition. Not so Serbia.
Emboldened by sympathetic voices in Russia, also to some extent in France
and Britain, militarist elements in Belgrade gave overt and covert support to
nationalist groups in Bosnia-Herzegovina that engaged in anti-Habsburg
agitation, conspiracies, and terrorism. As early as January 1913, the British
ambassador in Vienna wrote: ‘Servia will some day set Europe by the ears and
bring about a universal war on the Continent, and if the French press
continues to encourage Servian aspirations as it has done during the last
few months, the Serbs may lose their heads and do something aggressive
against the Dual Monarchy which will compel the latter to put the screw on
Servia.”

The Archduke Franz Ferdinand was generally known to have toyed with
a “Trialist’ solution of the nationalities problem in the Habsburg Empire; but
the prospect of transforming the Dual into a Triple Monarchy in which
Slavs would share power with Germans and Magyars found little favour
among Slav nationalists who viewed the idea as a cunning device to stave off
real independence. In any case, by 1914 the archduke had abandoned the
proposal. The Sarajevo assassins, fervent nationalist visionaries who abjured
sex and alcohol for fear of contaminating their revolutionary purity, sought
the unity of all Yugoslav (south Slav) peoples and believed that tyrannicide
and martyrdom would further their cause. Gavrilo Princip, the nineteen-
year-old Bosnian Serb who fired the fatal shot, told the court at his trial: ‘T do
not feel like a criminal because I put away the one who was doing
evil. .. Austria represents the evil for our people, as it is, and therefore it
should not exist.”® Within the Serbian political establishment counsels were
divided on the wisdom of promoting the efforts of such idealistic juvenile
hotheads. Prior to the assassination, the Serbian government, headed by
Nikola Pasi¢, had sought to curb arms smuggling across the Austro-Serb
frontier and to limit the support given to the nationalist secret societies
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by the head of military intelligence, Colonel Dragutin Dimitrijevi¢, known
by his nom de guerre *Apis’. Pasi¢ was an arch-enemy of Apis; the story that he
gave the Austrians warning of the impending attack on the archduke seems
unfounded, but the Prime Minister certainly disapproved of such terrorism
and took action to try to stop it.

Austria-Hungary’s leaders had no intention of following the fate of the
Ottomans in Europe and allowing small Balkan states, backed by Russia, to
nibble away at their empire. Serbia seemed to pose a threat to the Habsburgs’
rule over their south Slav subjects that, if not nipped in the bud, might well
grow more formidable. Even before the assassination, influential figures in
Vienna had reached the conclusion that if the Habsburgs were to avoid disaster
they would sooner or later have to assert themselves militarily against the
impudently assertive Balkan states. The Austro-Hungarian Chief of Staff,
Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf, was one of those who had long advocated
a preventive war against Serbia. In a letter to his German counterpart,
Helmuth von Moltke, in February 1914, he had urged the necessity for
forceful action to ‘break the ring that once again threatens to enclose us’.*
The assassination of Franz Ferdinand four months later has been called ‘an
unexpected gift from Mars to the Viennese war party’.> Worried about
potential disloyalty among the subject nationalities, the Hungarian Prime
Minister, Count Istvan Tisza, exercised a certain restraining influence in the
ensuing discussions. In the end, he agreed to firm action, provided that
the delicate balance of the Dual Monarchy were not upset by any accretion
of Serbian territory.

After nearly a month of deliberation, Austria-Hungary presented an
ultimatum to Serbia on 23 July 1914. This accused the Serbian government
of having tolerated the activity of the subversive groups directed against the
Dual Monarchy; it alleged that officials of the Serbian government had been
directly involved in the conspiracy to bring about the assassination; and it
dictated the text of an announcement, to be issued by the Serbian govern-
ment, acknowledging the role of its officials in the murder. It further
demanded the immediate dissolution of the anti-Habsburg secret societies,
the arrest of two named officials, the enforced retirement of others, and the
acceptance by the Serbian government of collaboration by Habsburg
officials in the suppression of subversive movements and in a judicial inquiry
into the assassination. The Austrians set a time limit of forty-seven hours for
receipt of a reply. The Serbian Foreign Minister was told by the Austrian
Minister in Belgrade that he had been instructed, failing an unqualified
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acceptance by the deadline, to leave immediately for Vienna with all the
legation staff.

The ultimatum was deliberately designed to elicit a Serbian rejection that
might then be used as justification for a declaration of war by Austria-Hungary.
This ulterior purpose of the document was immediately recognized by the
Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Sazonov, whose first reaction on being
presented with a copy was recorded by the Austrian ambassador: ‘In the course
of reading he said he knew how it was, we wanted to make war with Serbia and
here was the pretext.”® The Serbian government, aware that Austria meant
business, came very close to accepting the ultimatum. Its reply was conciliatory
and chastened in tone. The Serbs agreed to publish an announcement along the
lines dictated by the Austrians, though not completely identical with it. They
also acquiesced in virtually all the other demands. Only the participation of
Austro-Hungarian representatives in the proposed judicial inquiry was rejected
outright, on the ground that such a procedure would constitute a ‘violation of
the constitution and of the law on criminal procedure’.” The Austrian Minister
in Belgrade, upon receiving this reply, immediately withdrew with his staff
to Vienna. On 28 July Austria-Hungary, strongly encouraged by Germany,
declared war on Serbia.

It is doubtful whether even this local war would have broken out had it not
been for the support given to the two potential antagonists by their allies.
During the month between the assassination and the Austrian ultimatum the
Austrians looked to Berlin for support. The clear tendency of the advice
received by Vienna, both through regular diplomatic channels and in commu-
nications between the two military staffs, was in favour of strong action against
Serbia. This was the famous ‘blank cheque’—‘indeed blank’, as Hew Strachan
points out, since the Germans did not limit their support to any specific course
of action.® The German Emperor told the Austro-Hungarian ambassador in
Berlin that Vienna could ‘reckon on full support from Germany’ even in the
event of a war between Austria-Hungary and Russia.’

As for Serbia, she depended even more critically on Russia than did Austria
on Germany. Serbia too was not disappointed by her ally. During the crises of
1912 and 1913 Sazonov had exercised a restraining influence on the Serbs.
Even then, however, he had given hostages to fortune in the shape of
assurances of future support ‘in order later, when the time comes, to lance
the Austro-Hungarian abscess’.'® In July 1914 the Russian government felt that
to withhold support from Serbia, threatened as she was with total humiliation
by Vienna, would imply that Russia could no longer perform the role ofa great
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power in European affairs. This time the Russians were determined they
would not blink, as they had in the Bosnian crisis of 1908. Sazonov did not
give Serbia quite the blank cheque that Austria received from Germany. He
told the Serbian Minister that Serbia could count on Russian aid without
specifying its form. At the same time he suggested that, if it came to war, the
Serbs should permit the Austrians to enter the country without offering
resistance. Potential Serbian doubts about the implications of this advice,
however, were thrust aside with the news that the Russians had decided on a
partial mobilization against Austria. The Russians seem to have intended the
move as a deterrent against Austria and an aid to diplomacy. Its effect was quite
different. The Serbian government had been on the verge of accepting the
Austrian ultimatum unreservedly, but the assurance of Russian support stiff-
ened its back and led it to redraft its reply. Thus the local war itself came about
in large measure as a consequence of the broader involvement of the powers.
The involvement of great powers did not necessitate their direct partici-
pation in the war. Why, then, was this third Balkan war not successfully
localized? This question has received a variety of answers over the years. In
the early months of the war each of the combatant powers published selective
dossiers of diplomatic documents designed to show that the war was caused
by the aggressive designs of the enemy. Many left-wing opponents of the war
were persuaded by V. I. Lenin’s Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism,
published in 1916, which argued that the war arose from a crisis of capitalism
in which imperialist powers, thwarted of outlets for ‘excess capital’, struggled
for world domination. In the inter-war period, liberals, particularly in the
United States, stressed the evil consequences of ‘secret diplomacy’ as a prime
cause of the war. None of these explanations is taken very seriously today.
More recently historians have laid stress on such factors as railway timetables
which dictated reciprocal mass mobilizations: Germany, France, Russia, and
Austria had each prepared elaborate mobilization and deployment plans, based
on the use of rail transport to move vast numbers of men, horses, heavy guns,
and other equipment rapidly into position. The pre-war arms race, both in the
form of naval rivalry between Britain and Germany and in the military build-
up of the continental powers, has been seen as another major cause of the war.
‘While investment in armaments need not have increased the propensity to use
them, military staffs in 1914 were haunted by the fear of being overtaken by
the modernization programmes of their rivals. In the 1960s the German
historian Fritz Fischer steered historiographical debate in a different direction
by emphasizing the determination of leading political, military, and business
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circles in Germany to enable her to attain the status of a ‘world power’, if
necessary by war. Opponents of the Fischer thesis complained that this came
close to a resuscitation of the charge against Germany of ‘war guilt’. Never-
theless, other historians have followed Fischer in turning from a scrutiny of the
diplomatic record alone to examine the internal politics of each of the powers
for clues to their decisions for war. Beyond the search for, as it were,
intelligible causes, some have focused on an indefinable but nevertheless
palpable atmosphere in 1914 that impelled Europe to war: ‘The mood of
1914 must be seen partly as the product of a widespread revolt against the
liberal values of peace and rational solutions of all problems which had been
taken for granted by so many people for much of the nineteenth century,’
writes Joll.!* Each of these explanations, which are not mutually exclusive,
sheds light on the larger picture, although their significance varies in the case of
each of the powers.

The view from Vienna was coloured not only by the nationalist pressures
within the empire and at its borders but by its frustratingly unequal relation-
ship with its major ally, Germany. Austria-Hungary’s position as junior
partner in the alliance was irksome to policy-makers in Vienna. To some
extent Austrian policy in 1914 can be seen as an attempt to reassert Habsburg
power not only vis-a-vis Serbia and Russia but also in relation to her
domineering ally. Austria’s last-ditch effort to prove that she was a great
power, however, flew in the face of military reality. Paul von Hindenburg,
German Chief of Staff from 1916 to 1918, remarked aptly: “To me as a soldier,
the contrast between Austria-Hungary’s political claims and her domestic and
military resources was particularly striking.’*? (It should be noted, however,
that Hindenburg wrote this after the war when he was, of course, anxious to
shuffle off responsibility for Germany’s defeat.) The Austro-Hungarian
army’s permanent strength of about 450,000 men was the weakest of the
major continental powers’ armed forces. The kaiserliche und konigliche (k.u.k.)
army was one of the few Habsburg institutions, other than the monarchy
itself, that transcended the national divisions of Franz Josef’s dominions. At
the same time, however, there existed separate territorial forces, the Austrian
kaiserliche-konigliche (k.k.) Landwehr and the Hungarian kdniglich ungarische
(k.u.) Honved, the latter an object of endless bickering between German and
Hungarian politicians. National differences did not appear to impair the
cohesion of the officer corps of the common army, though non-Germans
were heavily under-represented and conflicts had erupted repeatedly over the
language of command. Austria-Hungary spent far less on armaments than any
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other major European power. While she certainly had the capacity to crush
Serbia on her own, albeit probably at some considerable military cost, she
could not contemplate with equanimity the prospect of war with Russia.
Hence the need to lean on German support. Even then, given the likely
German preoccupation with the danger in the west from France, Austrian
military planners could not be sanguine about the outcome of a general war.
Indeed, Conrad von Hétzendorf, recognizing the comparative weakness of
the forces at his disposal, seems, like Brutus on the eve of Philippi, to have
harboured a strangely fatalistic expectation of defeat. In a letter to his mistress
immediately after the assassination of the archduke, he wrote: ‘It will be a
hopeless struggle, but nevertheless it must be, because such an ancient
monarchy and such an ancient army cannot perish ingloriously.”*® Some
more sober heads in Vienna hoped to localize the conflict but there, as in
several other capitals, notably Berlin and St Petersburg, military staffs exer-
cised a powerful, sometimes predominant, influence on decision-making in
the later stages of the crisis. This influence led the Dual Monarchy to
overreach itself in a desperately ill-calculated bid to ensure its survival.
Russia’s leaders too were influenced by the notion that inaction might spell
doom for their empire. Beyond that, not only conservatives but also many
liberals in Russia felt a national obligation to support their Slav brethren in the
Balkans. Less idealistic goals also entered the minds of Sazonov and others in
the Russian government who saw war as offering the long-sought opportunity
to gain Constantinople for the empire. The Russian standing army was the
largest in the world, with over a million men under arms. Moreover, Russia’s
large population gave her an unparalleled manpower reserve on which she
might draw to build new armies. On the other hand, the Tsar’s ‘steamroller’
moved slowly and inefficiently: the Russian army was more primitively
equipped and trained than the German and suffered from severe logistical
problems arising from poor communications and a backward industrial base.
In spite of heavy military spending in recent years, the army and navy had still
not fully recovered from the crushing blows inflicted by the Japanese in 1904—s.
After 1910 the Russians had begun a programme of military modernization and,
with the help of French loans, had invested heavily in railway improvements
on their western frontiers. These, however, would not be completed until 1916
at the earliest. In a war with Austria-Hungary alone in 1914, Russia might
anticipate success. But if Germany were to take the field against Russia, the
outcome was much less certain. Everything would depend on whether France
would fulfil her alliance obligations and turn Germany’s flank in the west.
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On this point the Russians received throughout the crisis categorical assurances
from the French ambassador in St Petersburg, Maurice Paléologue, and also, it
appears, from the French President, Raymond Poincaré, who happened to be
visiting St Petersburg in late July.

Germany’s leaders were driven by a long-standing desire to win for the
Reich the status and appurtenances of a ‘world power’. Among the driving
forces was the German officer corps. Still highly aristocratic in composition
and suffused with antiquated political and social attitudes, it enjoyed a prestige
and authority that enabled it to defy civilian control by parliament and, in
matters that it regarded as of critical importance, to impose its will on the
government. Together with other dominant elements in German society,
including business leaders, Junkers (Prussian landowners), and nationalist
politicians, German military leaders aimed to break out of what they saw as
Germany’s ‘encirclement’ by winning control, direct or indirect, over a broad
expanse of territory in eastern Europe. In addition, they sought a powerful
navy and colonies, of which they felt unjustly deprived by comparison with
Britain and France. The idea that Germany would have to go to war to attain
these aims had become deeply entrenched in the collective mentality of the
German political elite by 1914. Among popular tracts that gave expression to
this concept was General Friedrich von Bernhardi’s Deutschland und der Ntchste
Krieg (Germany and the Next War). Building on a crude social Darwinism,
Bernhardi wrote of the ‘biological necessity of war’; he quoted the dictum of
the influential historian Heinrich von Treitschke, that ‘a country which owns
no colonies will no longer count among the European Great Powers’ and
declared that the choice facing the country was ‘world power or downfall’.!*
First published in 1912, Bernhardi’s book went through six printings by 1914.
During the war it was interpreted in Britain and elsewhere as evidence of
Germany’s aggressive intentions. The German Chancellor, Theobald von
Bethmann Hollweg, in his memoirs, written in 1919, protested that the public
never read Bernhardi.'* But Bernhardi’s work certainly impressed the Kaiser,
whose influence in the July crisis was, with only occasional hesitations, in a
violently bellicose direction. Bethmann, while sharing many of the objectives
of the military leaders and the Kaiser, leant towards a somewhat more cautious
policy designed, in particular, to secure British neutrality in the event of war.
The Chancellor was weakened, however, by sniping from nationalists who
impugned his patriotic zeal. Furthermore, Bethmann, like other European
statesmen, found himself increasingly overshadowed by military leaders,
especially the army chief, Moltke.
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The German army was the most professional and, in most branches, the
best equipped in the world. Since 1911 military spending had more than
doubled. Peacetime army strength had increased from 628,000 in 1913 to
840,000 by August 1914, not including the large number of excellently
trained reserves who would become available upon mobilization, and a
potential manpower pool of nearly six million. German military planning
was based on the famous Schlieffen Plan, named after its creator, Moltke’s
predecessor as Chief of the General Staff. Actually, there was a series of
plans, reformulated each year in the light of changing conditions. But they
all shared a similar basic approach. This envisaged a two-front war in which
the Germans, threatened with encirclement by Russia and France, would
take advantage of their excellent internal lines of communication to win a
quick victory in the west while Russia’s cumbersome mobilization, calcu-
lated to take at least six weeks, proceeded. During the initial phase, limited
German forces in the east, supported by the Austrians, would contain the
Russians. The bulk of the German army would meanwhile launch an all-out
offensive through Belgium and Luxembourg with the objective of destroy-
ing the defensive capability of the French army. Ample forces could then
safely be moved east to deal with the Russians. By 1914 they were on the
threshold of being able to mobilize two-thirds of their army within eighteen
days. The railway timetable thus confronted the Germans with both a short-
and a medium-term incentive to move fast. If they waited for a few more
years, the entire strategic approach on which they had based their plans for a
two-front war was in danger of collapsing. All this accentuated, in the minds
of the German General Staff, the need for a short, sharp victory in the
west—dictating an attack through Belgium and Luxembourg.

French policy in the later stages of the July crisis was hamstrung by the
absence from Paris of the President and Prime Minister, on their way home by
sea from their visit to Russia. President Poincaré, a Lorrainer, was a bitterly anti-
German nationalist. Unlike most presidents of the Third Republic, he sought to
play an energetic role in formulating foreign policy. The vacillation of the
Prime Minister, René Viviani, enabled Poincaré to exert himself effectively in
this sphere. France did not actively pursue war in 1914 but Poincaré expected
that it would come at some stage and was determined to take advantage of the
opportunity, with Russia’s help, to regain Alsace and Lorraine.

The French army was smaller than the German and not nearly so well
equipped. In August 1914 France had 540,000 men under arms and could
call on another 1.3 million reservists. A higher proportion of Frenchmen
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than Germans had received some military training since France habitually
called up larger numbers of each age cohort in order to try to compensate
for the lower total manpower pool on which she could potentially draw. In
1913 the length of compulsory military service had been extended from two
to three years—another incentive to the Germans to seek a military decision
sooner rather than later. French heavy artillery was woefully deficient
compared with German, both in numbers and in quality. Only in the as
yet little regarded field of military aviation could France boast technical and
numerical superiority over any other power.

The Austrian declaration of war on Serbia did not make a general conflict
inevitable. The Serbs might have followed Sazonov’s advice and yielded
without fighting. Even if they resisted, the war might have been contained
at the regional level, as in the previous Balkan wars. Much depended on the
action of Russia, Serbia’s ally and great-power patron. Under pressure from
the French, the Russians decided on 30 July to order a general mobilization.
This was the fateful move that most immediately precipitated a general war.
The German government decided that it was now or never. On 1 August
Germany declared war on Russia. That night all telephone and telegraph
communications between Germany and France were cut. German troops
mobilized and prepared for an attack in the west. The French felt they had
no choice but to respond with their own mobilization. Not only their treaty
obligations to Russia but their own national security was at stake. On 3
August Germany declared war on France.

Britain was the last of the great powers to declare war. She was the only one
among the belligerents that did not have a large standing army in August
1914. Her small professional force numbered no more than 125,000 men.
Germany, gambling on a quick military victory in the west, did not rate the
possibility of British intervention as a serious threat since British military
power was so slight in the short term. In any case the German government
hoped that Britain might be induced to remain neutral. Within the British
Liberal Cabinet were several ministers who adhered to the tradition of
hostility to militarism and to involvement in foreign wars. But Britain was
more deeply bound to France than was publicly realized or than even some
senior British politicians knew. British and French military staffs had been
conducting secret conversations since 1906. Naval talks had led in 1912 to
secret understandings whereby the French would concentrate their navy in
the Mediterranean while the British would take responsibility for defence of
the English Channel. These arrangements had not been approved by the
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British Cabinet, many of whose members would not recognize any moral
obligation to go to war at the side of France. The Cabinet hesitated until near
the end, reluctant to commit the country to support France and Russia unless
British interests seemed directly threatened.

The crucial determinant was the German decision to launch her offensive
against France by means of an attack through Belgium and Luxembourg.
Bethmann Hollweg was conscious that such an attack would threaten his
objective of securing British neutrality since Britain was a guarantor of
Belgian neutrality under a treaty of 1839. Moreover, the threat of German
domination over the Channel ports was regarded as a direct peril to Britain’s
security. But as Bethmann later recalled: “The offence against Belgium was
obvious, and the general political consequences of such an offence were in no
way obscure. . . . Moltke was not blind to this consideration, but declared that
it was a case of absolute military necessity. I had to accommodate my view to
his.”'® The last comment indicates the extent to which, by this stage, civilian
leaders were obliged to yield ground to military chiefs, particularly in Berlin.
On 2 August the Germans demanded that Belgium permit the German army
free passage across her territory. The Belgians refused and prepared to resist.
The aggression against Belgium caused a great revulsion of feeling in Britain.
The German ultimatum and its rejection by the Belgians led the British
Cabinet, with some misgivings and four dissenters, to issue an ultimatum of
their own to Germany that led to a state of war on 4 August.

The shape of the warring coalitions had now been clarified: Germany and
Austria-Hungary (the ‘Central Powers’) were at war with Russia, France,
and Great Britain (the ‘Entente Powers’) as well as Serbia and Belgium.
Enver Pasha, the most pro-German member of the ruling Turkish trium-
virate, induced his government to sign a secret alliance treaty with Germany
on 2 August but Turkey bided her time before joining the belligerents. The
United States observed the rush to war in Europe with concern but the
question of American involvement was not seriously raised at this stage.
Italy too, notwithstanding her membership of the Triple Alliance with
Germany and Austria-Hungary, renewed as recently as December 1912,
stayed neutral for the time being, as did Portugal, Romania, Greece, and
Bulgaria. The Netherlands, close to the arena of combat in Belgium, also
chose neutrality and, unlike all the rest, maintained it for the duration of the
war. So too, at some cost in internal dissension, did Spain, which enjoyed an
economic spurt by supplying both the Entente and Central Powers with
raw materials and industrial goods.
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Few images in collective memory are more familiar or more poignant
than the cheering crowds in the capital cities of Europe in the early days of
August 1914. The war everywhere seemed wildly popular. For masses of
people across Europe, patriotism overcame all other emotions, both public
and private. Young men looked forward to a great adventure. Socialists who
had until recently spoken of international working-class solidarity as an
invincible barrier to future wars voted for war credits in the French and
German parliaments. In France two left-wing Socialists, Jules Guesde and
Marcel Sembat, joined the government. In the spirit of the union sacree,
invoked by Poincaré, old enmities were forgotten; left and right laid aside
their differences. Poincaré himself was reconciled with his bitter political
enemy, Georges Clemenceau. They talked of Alsace and shed tears of
emotion. “When men have wept together,” said Clemenceau, ‘they are
united forever.”'”” The German equivalent of the union sacrée was the Burg-
frieden (truce of the fortress): “We can say that on the day of mobilization the
society which existed until then was transformed into a community,” declared
a German economist in 1914.'® In Russia the outbreak of war evoked a
similar access of emotional patriotism, particularly from the liberal profes-
sional classes represented by the Kadet Party. When the Tsar reconvened
the Duma for a special session on 26 July, nearly all members, including
most Socialists and members of non-Russian nationalities, followed the lead
of the Kadet leader, Pavel Milyukov, who called for national unity. Not a
single vote was cast against war credits, although a few Socialists walked out.

We should not deduce from all this that Europe as a whole succumbed to
a wave of bellicosity. Political leaders, journalists, and intellectuals were not
necessarily representative of the politically unconscious or half-conscious
masses, in particular the rural majorities. Peasants responded readily enough
to the call to arms, but neither they nor their families could be delighted that
they were obliged to abandon their fields on the eve of the harvest. This was
the first of five harvests gathered by women, children, and old folk through
most of continental Europe.

Western front
The Germans took the initiative in the west in accordance with their pre-

war plans—and came close to succeeding. They achieved their first victory
on the morning of 7 August when the as yet little-known General Erich
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Ludendorft captured the Liege citadel: ‘No German soldier was there when
I arrived. The citadel was still in enemy hands. I banged on the closed gate.
It was opened from the inside. The few hundred Belgians gave themselves
up at my order.’*” This, at any rate, was Ludendorft’s self-dramatizing
account of the episode, for which he was awarded Prussia’s highest military
decoration, the Pour le merite (the ‘Blue Max’). The ring of fortresses
surrounding the city put up more stubborn resistance; the last one did not
fall to the Germans until 16 August. The consequent delay in the German
advance played a critical part in the ultimate failure of their plan of cam-
paign. The bulk of the German army in the north-west, however, swept on
ahead and, on 20 August, entered Brussels.

The French meanwhile launched an offensive against Alsace and Lorraine.
This was in accordance with their pre-war ‘Plan XVII’, based on the theory
of ‘mass plus velocity’, that had been embraced by their Commander-in-
Chief, General Joseph Joffre (see plate 4). In the eyes of some military
historians the plan ‘was one of pathetic simplicity’.?° “The essential principle
that guided me was the following: to go into battle with all my forces’, Joffre
later wrote.?! Actually, French planning was more sophisticated than that.??
But it was based on a number of erroneous assumptions, derived in part from
faulty intelligence: among these were the expectations that the Germans
would concentrate their main strength on the common frontier rather than
moving through central Belgium; and that, in the initial phase of the war,
the Germans would use only regular forces rather than deploying reserves.
The French played directly into German hands by charging headlong into the
centre of the German defensive line in Lorraine. Attackers and defenders
were roughly equal in strength. After initial advances against light opposition,
the French were driven back in Lorraine, the Argonne, and the Ardennes.

While Moltke thus achieved his strategic aim of drawing the weight of
the French army away from the northern sector, German forces advanced
rapidly through central Belgium. Joffre had not expected this. In Plan XVII
he had opposed any significant French deployments that might appear to
infringe on Belgian neutrality. Confronting the most powerful elements of
the German army near the Franco-Belgian frontier were only light French
forces and four British divisions that had been hastily rushed across the
Channel. At Mons on 26—27 August the British Expeditionary Force,
commanded by Sir John French, put up a stiff holding action. They were
now known as the ‘Old Contemptibles’, adopting the nickname with pride
after the Kaiser was alleged to have spoken, a few days earlier, of ‘General
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French’s contemptible little army’. A British journalist sent a dispatch
describing the appearance on the battlefield of St George and the angels,
dressed in white, who beat back the advancing Germans. In the inflamed
public mind this flight of fancy was transformed into authenticated fact and
a legend was born. With or without supernatural assistance, the British and
French were compelled to withdraw as the Allied generals engaged,
through interpreters, in mutual recriminations. Altogether, by the end of
August they had suffered 300,000 casualties in what became known as the
‘Battle of the Frontiers’. The German right wing now wheeled round to
threaten Paris.

One month after the outbreak of the war the French faced the imminent
prospect of catastrophic and total defeat. On 2 September the government
and parliament crept miserably out of Paris under cover of darkness and
took temporary refuge in Bordeaux. They were followed by hordes of
refugees who clogged the roads as they fled the regions overrun by the
Germans. Parisians awoke to find the city under military government and to
read affiches announcing unconvincingly that the government had left the
city ‘to give a new impetus to national defence’.?®

Moltke, however, made several strategic and tactical errors. In his pre-war
planning he had made a crucial change from the original conception of
Schlieften, reducing the balance of forces between the northern and southern
sectors from 7:1 to 3:1. The result was to weaken the aggressive capability of
the forces in Belgium that were to conduct the great wheeling motion
towards Paris. Moltke compounded this error by diverting further precious
troops from Belgium to help contain the Russians in the eastern theatre, by
detailing other forces to besiege Belgian fortresses, and by sending yet others
to reinforce the resistance to the French attacks in the centre. As a result of
Moltke’s dispositions, the overstretched German right, instead of circling to
the west of Paris, as Schlieffen had envisaged, found itself compelled to move
towards Paris from the north-east, a more direct but more hazardous direction
from which to launch their assault on the capital.

Between 6 and 10 September, the fate of the German offensive was
decided when the French initiated a counter-offensive that came to be
known as the Battle of the Marne. The Germans found themselves logistically
over-extended. Their communications were inadequate and, most import-
antly, Moltke’s weakening of the German right wing prevented them from
pressing home their initial advantage. Having found an opening in the
German line, the French rushed in additional troops from Paris. At a crucial
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GOUVERNEMENT MILITAIRE DE PARIS

Armeée de Paris,
Habitants de Paris,

Les Membres du Gouvernement de la
Reépublique ont quitté Paris pour donner
une impulsion nouvelle & la défense
nationale.

J'ai recu le mandat de defendre Paris
contre l'envahisseur,

Ce mandat, je le remplirai jusqu'au bout.
Paris, lo 3 Septembre 1814

Le Goveerneur Wilitaira de Parie
Conmendant [ rmde de Parvs,

GALLIENI

Fome  lomp Whlo sl PUAKE. 190, me do Fombuory Saiee Mam  Toliphonss &5 4w 0815

‘Wall poster announcing the abandonment of Paris, September 1914 (Imperial War
Museum)
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stage in the battle, six thousand soldiers were hastily delivered to the front by
taxi-cab: the story of the taxis ballooned until it was believed that a whole
army had been mobilized by this means. In fact, most of the reinforcements
arrived by train. The Germans, whose advanced units had reached almost
within sight of the capital, were driven back to a line along the Aisne. By 11
September Joffre was able to claim a ‘victoire incontestable’. Although he took
the credit, the main author of the victory was General Joseph Gallieni,
military commander of Paris, who persuaded Joffre to order an attack on
the Germans’ overstretched and enfeebled right wing.?* The Battle of the
Marne saved France and shattered the entire strategic concept with which the
Germans had entered the war. Thirty-three German generals were dismissed.
Among these was Moltke, who was replaced as Chief of Staff by the Prussian
Minister of War, Erich von Falkenhayn, though, for fear of upsetting public
morale, the change was not announced until 3 November.

There followed the ‘race for the sea’, in which both antagonists belatedly
moved large forces north to try and outflank each other. On 10 October the
Germans captured Antwerp in spite of a quixotic effort by Winston Churchill,
First Lord of the Admiralty in Asquith’s government, to take personal charge
of the defence of the port city. The Germans occupied the whole of Belgium
except a tiny segment in the north-west. After a series of battles, at the Yser
in October—November, at Ypres in November, and in Champagne in late
December, with very heavy casualties on both sides, the ‘race’ ended in a
draw. Neither side was able to outflank the other and renewed attempts by
both Germans and French to punch through enemy lines also failed.

War on the western front settled down to static trench warfare along a front
that wound from the Swiss border to the Channel. Neither side wanted this;
neither knew of any alternative. For the next four years millions of men
endured a nightmarish world of mud, barbed wire, sandbags, and constant
danger of death or mutilation. The overwhelming superiority of defence,
coupled with the irrepressible determination of generals to attack at all costs,
produced the highest death rates in battle in the history of man. Hordes of
infantrymen were repeatedly ordered to charge with bayonets drawn into the
fire of waiting machine-guns. By 20 November 1914 the French army alone
estimated that its casualties already numbered 581,000.

Numbers consequently became critical and the massive French losses
were only gradually alleviated by the arrival of British troops. Liberal
tradition in Britain was hostile to conscription and to large standing armies,
considered to be characteristic of militaristic continental empires. For nearly
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two years after the outbreak of the war Britain adhered to the voluntary
principle. Over a million men volunteered before the end of 1914, and by
June 1916, when universal compulsory service was introduced, 2,675,000
had been recruited into the army. Inevitably a gap yawned between don-
ning uniforms and receiving the necessary armaments and training. By
contrast with the highly efficient and disciplined ‘Old Contemptibles’, the
raw recruits who were rushed to France in the first two years of the war
were sometimes a poor match for their well-trained opponents.

Until the end of 1915 there was hardly such a thing as an Allied grand
strategy. Neither of the two warring coalitions had prepared detailed plans
for coordinating their strategies; nor did they do so until the disastrous
offensive failures they both suffered in the early part of the war compelled
them to subordinate national amour-propre to more pressing objectives. The
preponderance of the French over the British in numbers of troops meant
that they in effect dictated Allied strategy on the western front. As the
British built up their forces they acquired a greater share in decision-making
but strategic coordination remained imperfect and there was no joint Allied
Commander-in-Chief until 1918.

On the western front in 1915 the French pursued a strategy of grignotage
(nibbling). Again and again massive artillery assaults, designed to ‘soften up’
the enemy, would be followed by infantry attacks ‘over the top’ of the
trenches. Generally attackers were mown down by enemy fire before they
reached the enemy lines. In successive Allied attacks in the course of the
year the would-be ‘nibblers’ were themselves devoured. The Allies suffered
hundreds of thousands of casualties.

In the second Battle of Ypres, in April 1915, the Germans were the first to
use poison gas as a weapon of war (though they had fired shells containing
a kind of sneezing powder at Neuve-Chapelle in October 1914 and the
French had occasionally used carfouches suffocantes of tear gas). But the
Germans failed to follow through the initial advantage that they gained by
this loathsome (and, under the Hague Convention of 1899, illegal) killing
method. The development of efficient gas masks soon reduced its impact.

Successive failures on the western front led in November 1915 to the
dismissal of General French, who was replaced as British Commander-in-
Chief by Sir Douglas Haig. At the same time Sir William Robertson became
Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Both Haig and Robertson believed that
the war must be decided on the western front: the war of attrition thus
continued in France with terrible losses.
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In early 1916 the Germans resorted to a new strategy. On 21 February
nine German divisions attacked the French fortress of Verdun. The pur-
pose of the battle as conceived by Falkenhayn was less to break through the
Allied lines than to draw the French into a trap in which, as Falkenhayn put
it in a memorandum to the Kaiser, the French army would ‘bleed to
death’.?® The Germans assembled an artillery concentration of 1,220 big
guns including thirteen ‘Big Berthas’ (supposedly named after Bertha
Krupp, wife of the armaments manufacturer, Gustav Krupp von Bohlen),
huge 17-inch mobile howitzers each weighing 43 tons and firing a shell that
weighed over a ton. The battle lasted ten months. On 25 February General
Philippe Pétain was appointed to command French forces at Verdun (he
had to be summoned from his mistress’s bed at the Hotel Terminus of the
Gare du Nord). Pétain was popular with his troops and had an unusual
reputation among western-front commanders for being parsimonious with
the lives of his men. The Germans had cut the main railway line into
Verdun. Pétain solved the problem by ordering the construction of an
eighty-four-mile-long dirt road that became known as the Voie Sacree.
The supply of Verdun was an impressive feat of organization. Thousands
of lorries were assembled to bring in arms, food, and men. The opening of
the road enabled Pétain to ease the strain on the defenders by frequent
rotation of troops: eventually more than two-thirds of the entire French
army on the western front came to serve at Verdun.

Unwilling to allow Falkenhayn to dictate the terms of the battle, Pétain
considered a tactical withdrawal with the object of drawing the Germans into
a trap. But Joffre would not hear of retreat and was impatient for Pétain to
launch an attack. When he found Pétain unwilling to take the offensive he
decided to promote him out of Verdun into command of the entire Army
Group Centre. While Verdun remained within his general sphere of oper-
ations, command of the battle was transferred to General Robert Nivelle,
whose strategic ideas were more in line with those of Joffre. It was Nivelle, not
Pétain, who famously declared ‘ils ne passeront pas’.?® Nivelle scrapped Pétain’s
rapid rotation system in order to free troops for a projected late-summer
Anglo-French offensive further north on the Somme.

In late June 1916 the Germans came close to capturing the fortress. They
used newly developed phosgene gas shells, against which French gas masks
were at first ineffective. French losses were so heavy that Verdun became
known as the ‘mincing machine’. But on 1 July the long-planned offensive
by British and French armies on the Somme drew off German forces and
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prevented Falkenhayn from pushing the attack on Verdun through to a
conclusion. By December the French had succeeded in recapturing their
lost ground around Verdun and the Germans were obliged to call off their
effort to capture the fortress. In the sense that they had beaten off an intensive
and concentrated German attack, the French could claim a victory. But the
cost for both sides was almost beyond endurance. According to the best
estimates, 162,000 Frenchmen and 140,000 Germans were killed at Verdun.?”
Even larger numbers were wounded. Identification and normal burial of the
dead was often impossible; the French piled their bones into ossuaries.

On 29 August 1916 Falkenhayn was dismissed, to be replaced by
Hindenburg. Bethmann Hollweg had argued for the change in the hope
that Hindenburg’s immense popularity might provide cover for a possible
compromise peace: ‘The name Hindenburg is a terror to our enemies; it
electrifies our army and our people who have boundless faith in it. Even if
we should lose a battle, which God forbid, our people would accept that if
Hindenburg were the leader, just as they would accept any peace covered
by his name.’?® Bethmann Hollweg’s manoeuvre rebounded against himself.
Rather than providing a cloak for his diplomatic moves, the authority of
the new Chief of Staff soon overshadowed his own. Hindenburg and
Ludendorff, now Quartermaster-General, formed a duumvirate direction
of the German army for the remainder of the war (see plate 8). Their power
soon expanded far beyond the military sphere to encompass all aspects of
government. In his post-war apologia, in which he tried to lay the blame for
Germany’s defeat on everybody but the German High Command, Luden-
dorft complained: ‘The Government departments only with difficulty
accustomed themselves to the idea that on the outbreak of the war an
authority, the General Headquarters, had come into being, which not
only shared responsibility with the Imperial Chancellor, but bore such an
enormous share of it that it was obliged to take ever more energetic
measures to compensate for the lack of them in Berlin.”?® Ludendorft,
who often took decisions in the name of his nominal superior, Hindenburg,
came close to being dictator of the German Empire.

In response to desperate pleas from Joftre and from the French Prime
Minister, Aristide Briand, Haig had agreed to move forward the date of the
offensive on the Somme in order to alleviate pressure on the beleaguered
French position at Verdun. The Anglo-French attack was launched on 1
July 1916 after a massive week-long artillery bombardment with 1,738,000
shells. As usual, the bombardment was intended to ‘soften up’ the enemy
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but instead merely indicated the location of the coming attack. Twenty-five
British and fourteen French divisions went ‘over the top’. The ground had
been ill-chosen: in many places the attackers had to fight uphill, each man
carrying 66 1b of equipment. On the first day the British lost 60,000 men,
a third of them dead. The hoped-for ‘breakthrough’ again failed to materi-
alize. The British were by this time making a major contribution to the
alliance in both men and mateériel: 128,000 tons a week of stores and
ammunition were crossing to France in September 1916. The gargantuan
supply effort failed, however, to change the military balance. By the time
the battle ground to a halt in mid-November, the British had lost over
400,000 men and the French 200,000. The Germans lost over half a million
but they had prevented Haig from making any significant territorial gain for
this horrendous sacrifice.

On 15 September, in the course of the Battle of the Somme, a new weapon,
developed by the British, made its first appearance in combat—the tank,
which, in the words of one of its greatest champions, ‘changed the face of
war by substituting motor-power for a man’s legs as a means of movement on
the battlefield and by reviving the use of armour as a substitute for his skin or
for earth-scrapings as a means of protection’.*® Early models, however, were
slow, cumbersome, prone to frequent breakdowns, and unbearably hot for
crews. They tended to be used as a moving shield for infantry rather than as
mobile armoured formations and were deployed in ‘penny packets’ rather than
en masse. Over the next two years enthusiasts for mechanical warfare argued
that imaginative use of the tank and the aeroplane could break the stalemate on
the western front. Improvements in tank construction proceeded rapidly and
several hundred were used in action in the final year of the war (see plate s).
The Germans failed to match Allied technological advances in this area. But
British army chiefs, in particular Haig, remained sceptical of the claims made
for the tank. The French were even more dubious. The tank’s revolutionizing
effect on strategy was not fully realized until a later conflict.

Eastern and southern Europe

From the outset, the war on the eastern front took a very difterent course
from the conflict in the west. By contrast with the trench battles in the west,
the war in the east was primarily one of movement. Even before the failure
of the initial German offensive in the west, German forces in the east,
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originally earmarked merely for a holding operation pending the arrival of
reinforcements, achieved brilliant success.

The Russians had mobilized more quickly than expected. But their armies
were ill-equipped and inadequately supplied. Unlike the other major powers,
the Russians’ supreme command failed to execute a coherent war plan or to
assert supreme coordinating authority over the war machine. In late August
1914 the German armies in East Prussia, commanded by Hindenburg and
Ludendorff, won a great victory. Ninety thousand Russian soldiers and nearly
four hundred big guns were captured and the Russian commander, Aleksandr
Samsonov, shot himselfin the head. Ludendorft’s draft report of the battle was
prepared at the village of Frogenau, but at the suggestion of Lieutenant-
Colonel Max Hoffmann, he gave the site of the battle as the nearby village
of Tannenberg, scene of the defeat of the Teutonic Knights by the Polish-
Lithuanian army in 1410. Two weeks later a second Russian army under Paul
Rennenkampf was routed in the Battle of the Masurian Lakes. Hindenburg
and Ludendorff were acclaimed as saviours of the fatherland, though much of
the credit for the triumph at Tannenberg may have been due to Hoffimann,
who later claimed that he had been the author, and Hindenburg and Luden-
dorff merely the executors, of the envelopment manoeuvre that brought
victory. But it was Hindenburg who was awarded a Pour le mérite and literally
elevated to pedestal: a gigantic wooden statue of him was erected in the
Konigsplatz in Berlin and citizens who offered 1, 5, or 100 marks to the war
loan were accorded the privilege of driving in iron, silver, or gold nails.

Further south, in Austrian Galicia, an initial Russian offensive had greater
success. The Austrians, like the Germans, were constricted by the need to fight
a two-front war—but without the resources of the Germans. At the outset
Conrad von Hotzendorf committed the serious error of concentrating his main
effort not on the Russian front but against the Serbs. The Russians quickly rolled
back the feeble Habsburg forces and captured Lemberg, the main city of eastern
Galicia. In March 1915 they captured the fortress of Przemysl, with its garrison
of 120,000 men, and advanced into western Galicia. The Austro-Hungarian
army seemed on the verge of collapse. A German liaison officer reported to
Falkenhayn that it was ‘exhausted, rotten’.*® To a large degree the Dual
Monarchy’s critical situation was of its own making, a product of poor leader-
ship, disorganization, and faulty priorities. That summer, we are told, half a
million soldiers were diverted from military duties to help gather the Hungarian
harvest.*?
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Conrad appealed to the Germans for help and even threatened a separate
peace if his allies were not forthcoming. Eight German divisions under
General Mackensen were sent to bolster Conrad’s armies. Mackensen quickly
turned the tables on the Russians. In early May the Germans achieved a
decisive breakthrough between Tarnow and Gorlice in Galicia. They cap-
tured 140,000 prisoners and 200 guns in six days. In June the Austrians
recaptured Lemberg. Lublin, Brest-Litovsk, Grodno, and Vilna also fell to
the Central Powers in the course of 1915. In August Warsaw fell: as the
Russians retreated from the city they destroyed the bridges across the Vistula
and other landmarks, incurring the indignation of the Polish civilian popula-
tion. The Russians, grievously short of shells and even of rifles, suffered
catastrophic casualties and lost over a million men captured by the enemy in
1915 alone. By March 1916 they had been driven back hundreds of miles to a
line stretching from Riga in the north to Czernowitz in the south. A further
defeat in that month at Lake Narotch, east of Vilna, seemed virtually to
eliminate the offensive capability of the Russian army.

Remarkably, within three months they achieved a striking reversal of
fortunes. On 4 June 1916 forty Russian infantry divisions and fifteen cavalry
divisions under General Aleksei Brusilov attacked the Austrians on a broad
front in Galicia. Brusilov achieved tactical surprise, in spite of Austrian intel-
ligence warnings that an attack was imminent. As Ludendorft putit, ‘the k. und
k. [Austro-Hungarian| troops showed such small powers of resistance that
with one blow the situation on the eastern front was in dire peril’.>® The
Austrians were routed. Their collapse was attributed at the time to the poor
quality of their troops, particularly those of subject nationalities. A recent study,
however, suggests that the primary explanation was the over-confidence and
poor leadership of the Austrian command.>* The Central Powers were also
weakened on the Galician front by Falkenhayn’s withdrawal of German forces
to feed the attack on Verdun and to meet the Anglo-French attack on the
Somme. The Brusilov offensive turned out to be the most successful Russian
operation of the war. The Austrians lost over 750,000 men, at least 380,000 of
whom were captured by the enemy. The army of the Habsburgs was shattered
and henceforth virtually ceased to exist on the eastern front, save as an
appendage of the Germans. Brusilov’s forces occupied the Bukovina and
eastern Galicia. On the other hand, Russian losses were hardly less than those
of the enemy. Russia by this time had more than seven million men under arms
but casualties on this scale were near the limit of what even the most populous
of the warring European empires could bear.
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Meanwhile, in early November 1914, the Ottoman Empire had been
drawn into the war by a German-inspired coup de main. Two German ships,
the battlecruiser Goeben and the light cruiser Breslau, both of which had evaded
British naval patrols in the Mediterranean, entered the Dardanelles on 10
August and were transferred, complete with their crews, to the Turks. On
29 October the Ottoman navy, thus reinforced, opened fire from sea on the
Russian naval base at Sebastopol. The Russians declared war on Turkey on 2
November and Britain and France did so three days later. The Germans did
not set great store by their new ally’s military capacity. A few months earlier
Moltke had pronounced Turkey ‘militarily a nonentity’.>> But Turkish belli-
gerency carried serious implications for Russia. It opened a new front that
would drain troops from the struggle against Germany and Austria. It also
deprived Russia of access through the Straits to the Mediterranean from her
only year-round warm-water ports. The effect on supply to Russia of arma-
ments from Britain and France was immediate and damaging.

The Ottoman entry, however, opened up in some British minds the
possibility of a new grand strategy. The Dardanelles campaign was Churchill’s
project—and temporarily his nemesis. He envisaged the scheme as a way of
knocking the Ottoman Empire out of the war, attacking the Central Powers at
their weakest point, and reopening a warm-water supply route to Russia. As an
alternative to the stalemate and carnage on the western front, the basic concept
was sound: it has been called ‘the one imaginative strategic idea of the war on
the Allied side’.>® But its execution was flawed by poor planning, faulty tactics,
inadequate commitment of resources, lack of coordination, delays, logistical
difficulties, and poor leadership. Churchill initially proposed a joint naval and
military attack on the Dardanelles. But this was opposed by the War Secretary,
Lord Kitchener, who was reluctant to deplete military strength on the western
front. The scheme was revived as a purely naval assault. The Cabinet sup-
porters of the plan had so low an opinion of the Turks that they persuaded
themselves that a demonstration of naval might would of itself be enough to
topple the government in Constantinople. The Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward
Grey, told the War Council on 28 January 1915, the day they decided on the
attack, that ‘the Turks would be paralysed with fear’.*” Ominously, Captain
Wyndham Deedes, one of the few British officers who had served with the
Turkish army, told Kitchener that he opposed the enterprise. So did the First
Sea Lord, Admiral Fisher: ‘Damn the Dardanelles!” he wrote to his political
master, Churchill, on § April, “They will be our grave!?®
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A major element in British thinking was an appeal from Russia for some
diversionary venture against the Turks to ease the pressure on her southern
front against the Ottoman Empire. The Russians declined to participate
themselves in the attack and also vetoed a Greek offer to send troops to
support the British. At the same time they anxiously demanded assurances
from Britain that Constantinople and the Straits would be theirs after the
war. The British and French acquiesced, on condition that their own
territorial demands were met elsewhere in the near east. The French
contributed a division, but their high command was even more sceptical
than the British, and they pursued a limited liability policy throughout this
campaign. The British Cabinet took one of the most disastrous decisions of
the war on the basis of unjustified hope and unqualified greed.

The attack began on 19 February 1915 with a naval bombardment of the
Turkish fortifications on the shore of the Dardanelles. This failed to achieve its
purpose, at the expense of severe Allied losses: six out of eighteen battleships
were lost or disabled by mines. The conception then changed to an amphibi-
ous operation. On 25 April a seventy-thousand-strong force under General Sir
Tan Hamilton began landing on the Gallipoli peninsula. Hamilton, who had
enjoyed a glittering early military career, proved to be one of the least effective
military leaders of the war. When the attackers encountered fierce resistance
from the Turkish garrison, led by the German General Liman von Sanders,
they became bogged down on the beaches in hopeless positions. The British,
French, Australian, and New Zealand troops suffered fearful losses. So abom-
inable was the stench of the thousands of dead of both sides that an eight-hour
armistice was agreed on 24 May while bodies were collected for burial. Staff
officers of the two armies talked as they watched the macabre operation.
A Turkish captain said to a British officer: ‘At this spectacle even the most
gentle must feel savage, and the most savage must weep.”*® The truce over, the
two armies returned to the business of killing each other.

The failure of the early attacks had already precipitated the resignation of
Fisher and the dismissal of Churchill from the Admiralty. The Conservative
opposition was invited to join a coalition government, under Asquith’s lead-
ership, in which the former Conservative Prime Minister A. J. Balfour took
Churchill’s place at the Admiralty. The War Office delayed sending vitally
needed reinforcements until July, by which time the Turks too had brought in
large reinforcements. In the intense heat of the summer fearsome new enemies
appeared: lice, maggots, and millions of green flies that feasted on carrion in no
man’s land, then moved to the army latrines. ‘Boots the chemists’ sent out a
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special powder from England but it did not get rid of vermin in the trenches. By
August 80 per cent of the Allied army was suffering from dysenteric diarrhoea.

On 6 August a British force effected a successful new landing at Suvla Bay,
at the north-western end of the peninsula, but poor leadership prevented
them from following this through by ousting the small defending force on the
neighbouring hills. Lack of fresh water in the blazing heat was one reason
given for the inaction, although water was to be had if the troops had gone to
look for wells. Instead they were allowed to go bathing in the sea. By the time
they tried to advance, the local Turkish commander, Mustafa Kemal, was able
to bring in reinforcements and throw the British back on to the beaches.
Hamilton was relieved of his command and his successor advised immediate
evacuation. By January 1916 the last Allied troops were withdrawn in a
humiliating rout. The Allies suffered over 250,000 casualties in the campaign,
the Turks even more—but they won a defensive victory.

The fiasco became one of the most fiercely refought campaigns in
military history—a debate to which Churchill himself made a major con-
tribution. Gallipoli was above all an indictment of poor leadership. But it
was also a failure of military organization, which on all fronts in this war
proved the critical determinant of success. In undertaking that most difficult
of military operations, amphibious attack against defended positions, the
British had failed to prepare serious plans and had gravely underestimated
their opponents. Gallipoli discredited all ‘sideshows’ in the minds of British
and French strategic policy-makers for the rest of the war. The decisive
arena would be the western front, they now concluded, and Allied grand
strategy henceforth adhered undeviatingly to this premiss.

Even the Serbian front, where the conflict had begun, was regarded as
peripheral by the major contestants—‘emphatically a subsidiary operation’,
declared Falkenhayn.*® The Austrians, however, felt that their honour was at
stake, and invaded Serbia at the outset of the war, expecting an easy victory.
Against all expectations the Serbs, who had organized a modern conscript
army, succeeded in rebuffing three successive assaults in the autumn of 1914
and drove the enemy off their territory altogether by the end of the year. The
situation changed in October 1915, when Bulgaria, led by her king, ‘Foxy’
Ferdinand (or ‘the Balkan Richelieu’) (see plate 7) entered the war on the side
of the Central Powers, hoping to regain Macedonian lands lost in the Second
Balkan War. Bulgarian troops joined German and Habsburg forces in a
renewed attack on Serbia which was overrun within six weeks.
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Upon the British withdrawal from Gallipoli shortly afterwards, the Central
Powers dominated the Balkans. A substantial Anglo-French force in Salonica,
which had arrived in October 1915, was the only remaining Allied army in
the region. Greece was divided over its presence and over the question of
entry into the war: the Prime Minister, Venizelos, favoured entry on the
side of the Allies, but King Constantine was opposed. Venizelos eventually
formed a rival government in Salonica and in June 1917, with the aid of Allied
naval power, returned to Athens, deposed Constantine, and took Greece into
the war. In the meantime half a million Allied troops were tied down in
Salonica to no very clear purpose. The Germans called Salonica their ‘largest
internment camp’.*'

One Allied objective in remaining in Salonica was to support Romania if
she entered the war on the Allied side. Romania was a signatory to the
Triple Alliance, but like Italy had declined to go to war in 1914. In July 1916
she secured from the Allies a promise of territorial gains if she joined the
coalition against the Central Powers. The next month, encouraged by
Russian advances in the Brusilov offensive, Romania declared war against
Austria. Her army made some initial headway against the Austrians in
Transylvania. But most of her territory was quickly overrun by German-
Austrian armies aided by Bulgarian and Turkish forces. By December 1916
Bucharest had fallen and the Romanian army, government, and king were
forced to take refuge behind Russian lines at Jassy.

Unlike the Balkan states, Italy considered herself a great power. In August
1914 she declined to join the war, complaining of lack of consultation about
the attack on Serbia. Conrad von Hoétzendorf fumed at Italy’s treachery and
looked forward to settling accounts. Moltke agreed and wrote to him that
[taly’s failure to fulfil its obligations under the Triple Alliance constituted a
‘felony’ that would be ‘revenged in history’.** During the first ten months of the
war Italy held what amounted to an auction of her services, whether as neutral
or belligerent. The Prime Minister, Antonio Salandra, in a speech in October
1914, defined his country’s policy as ‘sacro egoismo’, a phrase that was variously
interpreted. Eventually the Entente offered the highest bid. In the secret Treaty
of London, in April 1915, Britain, France, and Russia promised Italy that, in
return for waging war against ‘all their enemies’, Italy would receive substantial
territorial acquisitions, including the South Tyrol, the Istrian peninsula, and
Dalmatia. Her sovereignty would be recognized over the Dodecanese islands,
occupied by Italy ‘temporarily’ since 1912. More vaguely, the Entente also
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promised Italy ‘a just share’ in any partition of Turkey and ‘some equitable
compensation’ in the event of a further imperial share-out in Africa.

In May 1915 Italy declared war on Austria-Hungary. Contrary to her
engagement in the Treaty of London, she did not declare war on the
Ottoman Empire until the following August, nor on Germany until a
year after that. In purely numerical terms Italy, with 875,000 men in her
armed forces, seemed a formidable antagonist; eventually nearly five million
were called up. Some units, such as the Alpini and Bersaglieri, were highly
effective, but the artillery and infantry were poor, the desertion rate was
high, and the leadership displayed by officers was variable. Between 1915
and 1917 the Italians fought eleven inconclusive battles on their north-
eastern frontier with Austria along the River Isonzo. By the end of 1915
they had lost a quarter of a million men. Several hundred thousands more
fell or were captured in the battles of 1916.

Disaster came at Caporetto in October 1917 when a combined Austro-
German army of fifty-five divisions inflicted a crushing defeat on the Italians.
Demoralized Italian units surrendered en masse. A young German officer,
Erwin Rommel, who displayed great skill in the battle, recorded that in one
engagement, several hundred Italians thrust aside their officers and ran up to
him. ‘In an instant I was surrounded and hoisted on Italian shoulders. ““Evviva
Germania!” sounded from a thousand throats.® Italian officers wept with
shame at such surrenders but seemed powerless to prevent them. The entire
Second Italian Army fled in disarray and clogged the roads in the rear, joined by
a rabble of civilian refugees. By the end of December 1917 the Italians had lost
450,000 men, killed, wounded, missing, or taken prisoner at Caporetto, quite
apart from the disintegration of the Second Army. But the Austrians failed to
follow through after their victory, partly because the German High Command
rejected pleas from Conrad for reinforcements. Almost miraculously, the
Italians, reinforced by British and French forces amounting eventually to eleven
divisions, made a stand on the River Piave, and held their ground.

Sea and air warfare
The First World War was primarily a land war. Sea power, except in the

case of Britain, was generally regarded as subsidiary and air power as merely
ancillary. In both cases, however, rapid technological advances produced
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new machines and dictated new battle tactics that, especially in the later part
of the war, helped shape the course of the conflict.

In 1914 the British Navy, with seventy capital ships, remained the most
formidable on the waves. Since 1897 the Germans had embarked, amidst a
great blast of patriotic fervour, on a programme of naval expansion under the
direction of Admiral Tirpitz and with the enthusiastic support of the Kaiser.
The British countered with a revamped naval building programme centred
on the Dreadnought class of battleships, of which the first was launched in
1906. The Germans lost the race. In 1914 they could muster only forty
battleships. The British had fifty-six submarines to the Germans’ twenty-
eight, but these were as yet primitive vessels. Few naval strategists appreciated
the enormous potential of this weapon. The French, Russian, and Austro-
Hungarian navies were much smaller and less modern than either the British
or the German and played only a minor role in the naval war.

The war at sea began on 1 November 1914 with an engagement off the
coast of Coronel, Chile, between the powerful German East Asiatic Squadron
commanded by Vice-Admiral Maximilian Graf von Spee and the weaker
British West Atlantic Squadron under Rear-Admiral Sir Christopher Cradock.
The Germans sank two British armoured cruisers, including Cradock’s flag-
ship, HMS Good Hope. Following this defeat, the Royal Navy dispatched a
force of nearly thirty ships, including two Dreadnoughts, under Rear-Admiral
Sir Doveton Sturdee, with orders to seek out and destroy Spee’s squadron. In
the Battle of the Falklands, on 8 December, Sturdee won a decisive victory,
sinking four of Spee’s five ships (the fifth was later scuttled to avoid capture).
In January 1915 the British scored another success in an encounter at the
Dogger Bank (a shoal in the North Sea, about sixty miles off the coast of
Northumberland), in which a German heavy cruiser was sunk. Thereafter the
Germans limited themselves to occasional hit-and-run raids on merchant ships
and on the British North Sea coast, while the British devoted their main naval
energies to the enforcement of an economic blockade of the Central Powers.
Until 1916 both navies desisted from large clashes with each other in northern
waters, the Germans because they were outnumbered, the British because
they preferred to avoid German mines and impose their blockade on Germany
from a prudent distance.

In May 1916, however, the German Grand Fleet, under Admiral Reinhard
Scheer, emerged en masse into the North Sea, hoping to ambush British ships.
British intelligence, however, had obtained the German naval cipher and
succeeded in decoding most German naval communications. In the ensuing
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Battle of Jutland (or Skagerrak) on 31 May/1 June 1916, the British, under
Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, outnumbered the Germans in capital ships by more
than three to two and their advantage in firepower was even wider. Each side
lost several ships in the battle, which ended as something of a draw, though in a
strategic sense the British may be said to have won since the German imperial
fleet never again ventured out in force from its territorial waters.

Although there were no more large-scale naval encounters, this was not the
end of the war at sea. In early 1917 the German navy was finally permitted to
unleash a new weapon that, it hoped, would break the stalemate in the west:
the U-boat. In attacking unarmed or lightly armed merchantmen rather than
battleships, the Germans thought they had found a vulnerable point. The
German High Command had been pressing since the end of 1915 for
a campaign of ‘unrestricted submarine warfare’ against Britain. Falkenhayn
pointed out that it would ‘strike at the enemy’s most sensitive spot, because it
aims at severing his overseas communications’.** Bethmann Hollweg rejected
the proposal then, and again in April 1916, for fear of upsetting the United
States. But the assumption of semi-dictatorial power by Hindenburg and
Ludendorft in August that year led to a change in policy. The new rulers in
Berlin believed, as Ludendorft put it, that unrestricted submarine warfare was
‘the only means left to secure in any measurable time a victorious end to the
war’.*® Initiated on 1 February 1917, with a fleet of 111 submarines, the new
strategy was intended to prevent supplies from reaching Britain, which was
critically dependent on imported food. This was a daring initiative since it
challenged British power in the arena where it was strongest—the sea.

In order to be effective, however, the German onslaught had to be directed
not only against British shipping but also against neutral vessels carrying
supplies to Britain. The Germans thereby ran the risk that other powers,
notably the United States, might enter the war. The sinking of the British
transatlantic liner Lusitania in May 1915, with the loss of more than 1,100 lives,
among them 124 Americans, had already provoked outrage in America. The
German decision for unrestricted submarine warfare led President Woodrow
Wilson to decide that the United States must go beyond its earlier policy of
‘armed neutrality’. The declaration of war on Germany by the United States
on 6 April 1917 (as an ‘Associated’ rather than an ‘Allied’ Power) held out to
the Allies the long-term prospect of access to almost unlimited new resources
of raw materials, capital, armaments production, food, and manpower.

The U-boat campaign reached its peak in April 1917 when 869,000 tons of
Allied and neutral merchant shipping were sunk by the Germans. Had losses
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on this scale continued Britain must have succumbed. As so often in warfare,
however, new weapons evoked counter-measures. In May 1917 the British
Cabinet, overruling Admiralty resistance, adopted the convoy system
whereby large groups of commercial vessels were escorted by an outer ring
of naval ships (sometimes also by aircraft). The success of convoys and the
development of new anti-submarine devices reduced Britain’s monthly ton-
nage losses by more than half by the late autumn. At this level new ships could
be constructed quickly enough to replace the losses. Thereafter the U-boat
remained an irritant but no longer a weapon that might decide the war.

If naval power seemed to decline in importance as an element in the
overall strategic equation during the war, the opposite was true of air power.
Aircraft, in the form of tethered balloons, had first been used in warfare by
the French at the Battle of Fleurus in 1794. The Italians were the first to
deploy heavier-than-air machines in the invasion of Libya in 1911—-12. In
Europe they were first used by the Bulgarians in their siege of Adrianople in
1913. By 1914 all the powers were beginning to invest in military air power
though none yet recognized its potential for dominating the battlefield.
France entered the war with about 600 military aircraft, Germany with 450;
but only 136 French planes were ready for combat upon mobilization as
against the Germans’ 220. General staff officers tended to regard aviation as
little more than a sporting enthusiasm. Strategists had not yet reformulated
military or naval doctrine to take account of this new arm. Experience soon
changed such attitudes. As early as November 1914 Joffre recognized that air
power was ‘not only, as could once be imagined, merely an instrument of
surveillance’, but ‘by launching powerful explosive projectiles’ might ‘act
as an offensive arm both on long-range missions and in liaison with other
troops’.** The translation of this insight into battlefield doctrine took some
time. In the early years, aerial warfare tactics were almost laughably primi-
tive: pilots dropped hand grenades on trenches and shot with pistols at
enemy planes. Apart from reconnaissance and leaflet drops, aircraft did not
play a significant role until the final campaigns of the war.

For civilians the best-known sight of the air war was the Zeppelin
dirigible airship used by the Germans in bombing raids over London and
Paris from early 1915 onwards. Paris newspapers had assured their readers
only a few weeks earlier that Zeppelins would not fly over Paris. When they
appeared after all, one newspaper declared unabashedly that they were ‘even
less fearsome when viewed at close quarters’.*” But a German observer was
thrilled: ‘Now war, with all its terrors, [has been] driven home to the



EUROPE AT WAR TQ9T14—1917 67

country of lies and slander.’*® Count Ferdinand Zeppelin dreamed that his
invention might be the miracle weapon that would save Germany and end
the war with one overwhelming and decisive blow. In the event, the
airships caused some alarm and interfered with production but their huge
size and ready combustibility rendered them tempting targets for attacks
by aircraft and ground fire. Of Germany’s 125 military and naval airships,
79 were lost in five thousand offensive sorties in the course of the war.
Airship bombardments caused $56 British deaths, but almost as many
German airship crewmen perished. The cost of such attacks to Germany
probably outweighed their offensive value.

In the last two years of the war, machines and tactics developed fast.
Allied bombers played a useful role at Verdun and in the Battle of the
Somme. The price was high: the British alone lost over seven hundred
planes over the Somme; the Germans lost more. For a while the Germans
gained a crucial technological edge by developing Fokker fighters equipped
with a forward-firing gun whose bullets would not hit the propeller (gun
and propeller operated as one machine), but this was soon copied by the
Allies. By 1918 Britain, France, and Germany were producing much more
sophisticated planes, among them the fast-climbing Fokker DVII, the
British Sopwith Camel, and the French Spad XIII. These had maximum
speeds of between 113 and 134 miles per hour and were manufactured in
large numbers. Spectacular but strategically irrelevant duels between solo
‘aces’ gave way to battles between squadrons of fighters operating in
formation. The British and the French conducted some not very effective
air raids on German industrial targets in the Saar, the Ruhr, and Lorraine.
Neither side, however, yet realized the potential disruption to rail and sea
communications that might be caused by concentrated air attack.

By late 1918 the Allies had won overwhelming superiority not just in the air
over the battlefield but in aircraft production, where the Germans were limited
by shortages of skilled labour and raw materials. Germany and Austria manu-
factured altogether about 47,200 planes of all types during the war, the British
and French as many as one hundred thousand. The creation in Britain of the
Royal Air Force in April 1918, the first independent air arm in the world,
reduced inter-service rivalries over the uses to be made of air power and
increased pressure for the development and supply of modern aircraft. With
the great expansion of British production capacity in the final year of the war,
and the gearing-up of American manufacturing potential, the Germans lost any
hope of achieving superiority in the air.



68 EUROPE AT WAR 19I14—1917

State, economy, and society in wartime

The phrase ‘total war’ appears to have been coined by the German aphorist
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg in or around 1776.* Now it acquired a grim
reality. The new forms taken by both the sea and the air wars pointed to the
transformation of the nature of warfare itself. This was a war in which, in the
end, access to raw materials and production capacity were the keys to
victory. Not only fortresses and cities but virtually the entire civilian
populations of countries found themselves, in effect, under siege.

Recognition of the changed character of modern war was slow. On 4
August 1914 the British Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George,
had announced that the government’s policy was ‘to enable the traders of this
country to carry on business as usual’.5° At that time he and his fellow ministers,
except Kitchener, anticipated a short war, as did most governments through-
out Europe. The reality, of course, was very different, and its effects on
European economies far-reaching. In all the belligerent states economic
blockade, massive demand for armaments and other war goods, and the
mobilization of huge armies led to pressures on the supply of labour and of
raw materials, the flow of trade, and the stability of prices. All this over-
whelmed the free-market system. None of the powers had prepared economic
plans for a war that would last more than a few months. None had laid in large
stockpiles of strategic materials or food. The immense expansion of industrial
production was nowhere foreseen. The need for mobilization of labour did
not immediately become apparent; at the start of the war, governments were
more worrled about war ‘distress’ and the threat of unemployment arising
from a decline in normal economic activity.

As soon as the scale of the conflict became apparent, governments,
whatever their economic philosophy, found themselves compelled to inter-
vene in the market. Before the war liberals and socialists had debated the
exact limits of proper governmental intervention in the economy; now
conservatives swept aside theoretical constraints and helped impose sweep-
ing moves towards economic socialization. By February 1915 Lloyd George
was demanding ‘legislation . .. to commandeer all the works in the United
Kingdom’.** Large-scale planning became the order of the day. Imports,
transportation, mining, manufacture, and distribution all came under gov-
ernment control. Government bureaucracies swelled to an unprecedented
size. When the stalemate on the western front generated demand for
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munitions and supplies of every kind on a scale unimagined before the war,
the trade union movements in Germany, Britain, and France behaved in
strikingly similar manners: they cast aside the class struggle and harnessed
their memberships to production for the war effort. The great pre-war
strike movements in France and Britain virtually evaporated. In Britain
strikes in war industries were banned by law, compulsory arbitration was
introduced, and the government took powers to direct labour. In France
the productive effort was severely affected by enemy occupation of the
north-eastern region, which produced 16 per cent of French industrial
output; mass conscription created an urgent need for industrial mobiliza-
tion. The Socialist Albert Thomas, who headed the French munitions effort
from October 1914 to September 1917, obtained the collaboration of labour
leaders for his dirigiste measures. Workdays lost in strikes fell in France from
2.2 million in 1913 to just §5,000 in 1915. In Germany the fall was even
steeper. In both countries, they remained at a low level until 1917.

Women’s participation in the workforce increased and spread to industries
that had hitherto been male preserves. The number of women gainfully
employed in Britain rose during the war from a little under six million to 7.3
million. In 1914 they constituted 31 per cent of the total British labour force;
by 1918 they were 37 per cent. By the end of the war almost a million British
women were employed in metal and chemical industries or in government
arsenals. In France the increase in women’s share of employment during the
war was from 38 per cent to 46 per cent. A quarter of the 1.7 million workers in
war factories in France in 1918 were female. In Russia too women’s employ-
ment increased, not only in those sectors where they were already strongly
represented, such as textile manufacturing, but in industries in which they had
previously played little part: by 1917 they were a third of the workforce in the
chemical industry and one seventh in iron, steel, and engineering works.

As an economic struggle the First World War was first and foremost one
between Britain and Germany. Upon their ascent to supreme power in 1916,
Hindenburg and Ludendorft called for drastic measures whereby the entire
workforce would be militarized, on the principle ‘he who does not work shall
not eat’. Women too were to be subjected to compulsory labour. ‘The entire
German people should live only in the service of the Fatherland,” the army
chiefs declared.>* On the face ofit, this pronouncement might appear akin to
Lloyd George’s Cabinet memorandum a year earlier, which laid down that
‘the population ought to be prepared to suffer all sorts of deprivations and
even hardships’ in the interest of maximizing war production.®® The British,
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however, were more successful than the Germans in translating such ideas
into a coherent strategic equation. The adoption in 1916 of the ‘Hindenburg
Programme’ seemed to indicate that Germany was mobilizing her economy
according to an integrated plan that would yield the highest productive
potential of war materials. The outcome, according to one authority, was
different: ‘In his pursuit of an ill-conceived total mobilization for the attain-
ment of irrational goals, Ludendorff undermined the strength of the army,
promoted economic instability, created administrative chaos, and set loose an
orgy of interest politics.”** The programme subordinated economic planning
to supposed military necessity to such a degree as to ignore the balancing of
industrial with military manpower needs. No consideration was given to such
matters as financial or transportation constraints. The inevitable results were
inflation, supply bottlenecks, and shortages, particularly of food.

By 1917 military spending accounted for more than half of Germany’s
national income and more than a third of Britain’s. The huge growth in
government expenditures generated by the war led to unprecedented
increases in taxation in all countries. In France, a country with a historic
aversion to any form of direct taxation, income tax rose to 20 per cent. In
Britain the standard rate of income tax rose from one shilling and three pence
in the pound (6.25 per cent) in 1914 to six shillings (30 per cent) by 1918. The
tax net was extended downward into the working class, most of whom had
hitherto paid no direct taxes at all. Even so, taxation could not meet Britain’s
increasing need for hard currency to pay for war supplies. By April 1917
barely three weeks’ supply of dollars remained. Only the providential entry of
the USA into the war that month saved Britain from a collapse of sterling.
Until after the end of the war the British currency was propped up at a 2 per
cent discount on its pre-war parity of $4.86 by American financial support to
the tune of some $100 million a month. In Germany existing taxes were
increased and indirect ones were imposed on such goods as tea, coffee, and
chocolate; but in general the imperial government resorted less to taxation
than to giant war loans, building a mountain of debt that was to bankrupt
post-war Germany. Britain too raised a large war loan to which millions of
patriotic small investors subscribed: its real value to the subscribers proved far
from ‘gilt-edged’ and it was eventually repaid in heavily depreciated pounds.
In all countries large sums were raised for war charities by voluntary sub-
scription drives. But neither taxation, nor loans, nor gifts sufficed: all the
major belligerents ran large deficits.
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An inevitable consequence was inflation. In Britain and France prices
more than doubled during the war, a phenomenon that was disconcerting
and frightening to a generation that had not known inflation in its lifetime.
In Vienna the price of fresh eggs multiplied four times in the first two
years of the war. Inflation in Austria and Germany accelerated under the
pressure of the Allied blockade.

Rationing consequently grew steadily more stringent. It extended to soap,
clothing, and fuel but its effects were felt most immediately in food. The
civilian population in Germany, where a bread ration was introduced in June
1915, suffered ever-increasing hardship from lack of food. Shortages of live-
stock, accentuated by inadequate fodder, became acute. Imports to Germany
from the Netherlands, Sweden, and Switzerland could not make up the
shortfall. Meat and milk became ever scarcer. Ersatz replacements were
marketed for bread, butter, cooking oil, eggs, beer, coffee, and many other
products. In October 1916 meat was rationed at 250 grams a week. By the
winter the ration was lowered to 80 grams. Meat was in any case obtainable
only two days a week. One egg and 20 grams of butter per week were available
in Berlin for each person. Soup kitchens were set up in the streets to feed
the starving. During the ‘turnip winter’ of 1916/17 that unloved vegetable
replaced potatoes in German cooking pots. Conditions were not much better
in other countries. In Italy in 1918 the bread ration was reduced to 250 grams
per day, meat was available only twice a week, and confectionery was banned.
In rural areas, of course, rationing could not be enforced; quite soon urban
dwellers were going off to the countryside at weekends to forage for food and
in many areas a black market quickly grew up in rationed products. In some
parts of the continent, particularly in eastern Europe, food shortages by 1917
attained famine proportions. In Germany average civilian body weight de-
clined, according to a contemporary reckoning, by 20 per cent—a total of
‘more than half'a million tons of “human mass’”.** But such estimates failed to
take account of the growth of the black market. Avner Offer has argued that
while the German people ‘were often cold and hungry’, by and large wartime
Germany ‘did not starve’.>® Elsewhere, rationing had beneficial effects. In
Britain life expectancy for civilians rose and the general health of the civilian
population, particularly of children, improved during the war, mainly due to
improved nutrition. Infant mortality fell in Britain, but in Belgium it rose as a
result of the privations induced by the Allied blockade; it also rose in France
and Italy. The disruptive impact of the war on conventional social norms was
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reflected in an increase in illegitimate births: nearly one-third of all births in
Paris and one-fifth in Berlin during the war occurred outside wedlock.

The neutral states, Switzerland, Spain, the Netherlands, and the Scandi-
navian countries, found that their economies could not be cocooned from
the effects of the war. Economic blockades and embargoes led to loss of
markets and to changes in trade patterns. Reductions in imports produced
shortages that necessitated rationing. Norway enjoyed an unprecedented
trade boom in spite of Allied trade restrictions and German attacks on
Norwegian shipping that destroyed the equivalent in tonnage of nearly
half of the pre-war mercantile fleet. Sweden too enjoyed a wartime
boom, with tremendous stock market activity. Sales volume on the Stock-
holm stock exchange in 1918, measured in constant prices, was not
exceeded until 1980. The role of banks in the economy expanded greatly
and bank mergers increased the size while decreasing the number of insti-
tutions. Both Sweden and Norway, however, suffered severe food shortages
in the last year of the war: in Norway government price controls led to the
disappearance of butter from the open market; in Sweden by 1918 the price
of bread had nearly doubled since 1914, that of milk and eggs tripled, and
meat prices quintupled. Animals as well as people went hungry. In Denmark
the milk yield of cows fell by more than a third during the war.

The war brought some notable medical advances: X-rays were used on
the battlefield and in hospitals in order to locate bullets and shrapnel. But it
also brought previously unknown illnesses. The filth of the trenches led to
outbreaks of ‘trench fever’, a mysterious illness spread by the excreta of lice,
and other infectious diseases. Another hazard was ‘trench foot’, a fungal
growth that occurred when wet boots were worn for long periods. A new
psychological condition, ‘shell shock’, was diagnosed, although many
officers refused to recognize it as anything other than cowardice and
punished sufferers accordingly: some were shot.

Venereal disease was a widespread scourge. The Germans and French
tried to cope by hygienic control of prostitutes. Unlike the Germans, the
British had no civil or military brothels; and unlike the French, the British
military authorities did not license prostitutes. Instead, they relied on a
printed letter from Lord Kitchener that was handed to every soldier: ‘In
this new experience you may find temptations...and while treating all
women with courtesy, you should avoid any intimacy. Do your duty. Fear
God. Honour the King.’s” This piece of paper was of limited prophylactic
value. British soldiers frequented brothels in Belgium, France, and Egypt.
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In 1917 one-fifth of the British forces were infected by venereal disease.
Reluctantly the War Office decided to distribute condoms to the soldiers.
As for the eastern front, the standard of sexual (mis)conduct—and its
predictable consequences—may be gauged from the experience of the
most famous recruit to the Austro-Hungarian army, the immortal ‘Good
Soldier évejk’, as recorded in the crude, bawdy, vivid masterpiece of the
Czech writer Jaroslav Hasek.

Prolonged war inevitably increased the power of central governments,
threatened civil liberties, and diminished the ability of parliaments, courts,
or public opinion to check the authority of governments and armed forces.
Censorship of mail, telegrams, and the press was introduced or extended in all
belligerent countries. In France publication of casualty lists was forbidden for
fear of affecting morale on the home front. French censors were also ordered
to strike out all items ‘liable to harm our relations with Allied countries or
neutrals, or relating to political negotiations’ as well as ‘anything that might be
taken for peace propaganda’.®® Clemenceau protested against the imposition
of political censorship, whereupon his paper was suspended from publication.

Most of the press needed no official encouragement to adopt a tub-
thumping patriotic colouring that produced much exaggeration and frequent
absurdities. Writers flocked to enlist their pens in the cause of their country.
Maurice Barrés, who wrote of the ‘blessed wounds’ of French soldiers, was
dubbed ‘nightingale of carnage’ by the anti-war Romain Rolland.> Thomas
Mann in Germany and Gilbert Murray in Britain rallied divisions of intellec-
tuals to their respective flags. The rectors and senates of Bavarian universities
issued an appeal at the outbreak of war: ‘Students! The muses are silent! The
issue is battle, the battle forced on us for German Kultur, which is threatened by
the barbarians from the east, and for German values, which the enemy in the
west envies us. And so the furor teutonicus bursts into flame once again.”® The
French philosopher Henri Bergson complained that such pronouncements
were evidence of ‘barbarism reinforced by civilization’.* From Oxford to
Petrograd university professors issued calls to arms. Propaganda aimed at
popular audiences was hardly subtle: the German satirical magazine Simplicissi-
mus, for example, carried a sarcastic caricature of a bloated John Bull, ‘protector
of the oppressed’, crushing Egypt, India, the Transvaal, Ireland, and Belgium; a
famous French poster calling for subscriptions to the national defence loan
showed a poilu advancing cheerfully with the words ‘On les aura!’; an Italian
cartoon showed the Kaiser as ‘L’Ingordo’, the glutton who tries to bite off a
chunk of the globe but finds it is ‘too tough’. Film of war scenes began, for the
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first time, to be used as propaganda; often, however, the fighting was staged
for the cameras. Governments also used the cinema to keep up morale at home
and for more utilitarian purposes including proposed menus for coping with
food rationing: the British government, for example, produced a short film
showing the British housewife how to make suet pudding—without suet.

In spite of the horrors of the front and hardships at home, opposition to the
war was rare. Three streams of anti-war feeling, sometimes intermingled, may
be distinguished. The first was socialist internationalism. Objection on this
ground was at first much more limited than had been anticipated by many,
including Socialists themselves. Most German, French, and British Socialists
initially supported the war; the Russian Socialists included significant anti-war
elements but many adopted a ‘defencist’ rather than a ‘defeatist’ position. In
Germany the first vote against war credits was cast in the Reichstag by Karl
Liebknecht in December 1914. But his was a lonely voice and in 1916 he was
arrested for anti-war agitation, his parliamentary immunity was lifted, and he
was sentenced to imprisonment with hard labour for four years and one
month. International conferences of anti-war Socialists at the small Swiss
towns of Zimmerwald in September 1915 and Kienthal a year later produced
no significant results. The second source of opposition to the war was
humanitarian pacifism. In Britain this was represented in the Union of
Democratic Control, headed by E. D. Morel, which campaigned against
the war, against secret diplomacy, and against compulsory military service.
Romain Rolland was one of the few French writers who opposed the war
publicly almost from the outset. In his pamphlet Au-dessus de la mélée (1915),
he called on intellectuals to work for peace. He condemned the use of
colonial troops by the would-be ‘guardians of civilization’; it reminded him
of ‘the Roman Empire at the time of the tetrarchy calling upon the hordes
throughout the world to tear each other to pieces’. But Rolland’s critique
aroused a violently hostile reaction and few sympathetic echoes.

The third type of opposition was conscientious objection, generally on
religious grounds. This appeared chiefly in Britain. Some conscientious
objectors were sent to prison, but approximately 16,500 ‘conchies’ were
officially recognized. Most undertook some form of alternative service.
Conscription aroused strong opposition in Ireland and the government
avoided introducing it there. About 210,000 Irishmen nevertheless volun-
teered to fight for Britain and nearly 50,000 were killed.

In their treatment of prisoners of war and of conquered civilian populations,
the behaviour of armies was less barbaric than in other twentieth-century wars.
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The major powers generally treated captured enemy soldiers and occupied
civilian populations in accordance with humanity and with the provisions of
the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907. But there were many glaring
exceptions.

In Belgium, nearly the whole of which was occupied by Germany for most
of the war, the population suffered from the combined effects of German
requisitions and the Allied blockade. British propaganda alleging widespread
atrocities was later deemed to have been exaggerated but about 6,500 civilians
were killed, often victims of exaggerated German fear of francs-tireurs. The
university town of Louvain was sacked and its priceless university library
burned to the ground. Thousands of unemployed workers were forcibly
deported to Germany to work in labour battalions. An electrified fence was
installed along the entire Dutch—Belgian frontier to prevent illicit crossings by
Belgians seeking to join the Belgian army in France. The occupation author-
ities attempted to weaken potential Belgian resistance by crude attempts to
divide the Flemish-speaking population from the francophone Walloons. In
1916 the country was divided into three linguistic zones: Flemish, German,
and Walloon. This was followed, in 1917, by the virtual partition of the
country between Flanders and Wallonia. The University of Ghent was turned
into a Flemish-speaking institution. Some Flemish nationalists welcomed
these measures but the bulk of the population in Flanders, as elsewhere in
the country, remained loyal to King Albert.

Occupied areas in eastern Europe suffered much more severely, especially
those near front lines that moved to and fro repeatedly. In Galicia many
villages were totally destroyed. The retreating Habsburg armies took reprisals
against local inhabitants suspected of being Russian spies. Jews on the eastern
front fled from the ravages of the Russian army to the civilized embrace of
Austria or Germany. Many Ukrainian nationalists from Galicia took refuge in
Vienna and remained there until the end of the war. The most savage attacks
on civilian populations took place in the Balkans and in Anatolia where
national and religious animosities fuelled massacres, particularly by Turks
against Armenians suspected, often correctly, of supporting Russia.

No atrocity stories were needed to persuade most soldiers on the front line
anywhere in this war of the foul obscenity of warfare even if played strictly by
Hague Convention rules. They had only to lie awake at night listening to the
moans from the wounded men bleeding helplessly to death in no man’s land.
For years on end millions of men were subjected compulsorily to nauseating
and dehumanizing conditions of living and constant danger of death. Why
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did they put up with it? The fear that they would not was a source of constant
anxiety for governments and army staffs. In fact, none of the combatant
armies was immune from disciplinary problems, and of the major European
powers only the British (perhaps because of their lower rates of mobilization
and of deaths in action) managed to avert mutinies, large-scale desertions, or
revolution. By 1917 the strain on all the warring societies had produced
political changes, industrial unrest, and a rising tide of calls for peace.

To what end?

One by one the leaders who had taken their countries into the war disappeared
from power, to be replaced by men of a different stamp. In Britain, the reverses
of 1916 led to criticism of Asquith’s leadership. His placid demeanour seemed
ill-suited to the prosecution of a savage modern war. In April an Irish nationalist
rebellion in Dublin was brutally put down. Asquith was displaced in December
as the result of a palace revolution by members of his own government. The
head of the conspiracy was Lloyd George. Its chief organizer was the Canadian
newspaper-owner Sir Max Aitken (later Lord Beaverbrook). As Prime Minis-
ter, Lloyd George brought vigour and determination to his new post. He
created a small War Cabinet, most of whose members were free of any
departmental duties. Bypassing the civil service, he mobilized his ‘garden
suburb’ of expert advisers, housed in temporary huts at the back of 10 Downing
Street. He swept away some of the cobwebs of traditional practice in British
government, creating for the first time a Cabinet Secretariat, one of whose
functions was to record Cabinet meetings (hitherto no minutes had been kept).

In Germany, Bethmann Hollweg’s support for the installation of Hinden-
burg and Ludendorft as army chiefs soon became his own undoing. In the
autumn of 1916 informal peace feelers, encouraged by the Chancellor, led to
unofficial talks in Sweden between Germans and Russians. In December
Bethmann issued a ‘peace note’, declaring Germany’s readiness to negotiate,
but the army chiefs prevented his including any specific proposals that might
have lent the offer an air of substance. Six weeks later, against his own better
judgement, he gave way to the High Command’s insistence on unrestricted
submarine warfare. In April 1917 a major political crisis erupted. Bethmann
found himself caught between a left demanding peace with no annexations or
indemnities and a right calling for German economic domination of the
continent and large territorial acquisitions in eastern and western Europe.
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Under pressure from Hindenburg and Ludendorff, he resigned on 13 July.
His successors were lesser figures who allowed themselves to be dominated
by the high command. Six days after Bethmann’s resignation, the Reichstag,
whose left-centre majority wasincreasingly out of tune with the high command’s
annexationist war aims, passed a ‘peace resolution’ renouncing conquest and
calling for ‘a peace of understanding and permanent reconciliation of peoples’.
The Chancellor, Georg Michaelis, accepted it, but added the caveat ‘as
I interpret it’.

In France too the top military and political leadership changed. In Decem-
ber 1916 Joffre was removed from his command. The disastrous offensive on
the Somme spelt his demise. He was succeeded by Nivelle, whose charm and
command of English (his mother was British) commended him to British
generals and politicians. The change in command did not, however, portend
any renovation in strategy. By early 1917 the combined strength of British,
French, and Belgian forces on the western front was 3.9 million; they faced
about 2.5 million Germans. The French, however, were nearing the end of
their manpower resources. In April 1917 Nivelle launched another offensive
on the western front. The poilus walked into yet another bloodbath: the
French army suffered 120,000 casualties within the first two days. Nivelle
refused to resign and had to be dismissed. His successor was Pétain.

The low point of French morale, both civilian and military, was probably
the aftermath of this disastrous offensive. For the first time since 1914 major
strikes broke out in Paris, Toulouse, and in the mining district of Saint
Etienne. Although not anti-war in spirit, the stoppages showed the danger of
large-scale social conflict. Reports by prefects and postal censors suggested
a widespread war-weariness.®> This mood began to be reflected even in
public print. Some newspapers, including the recently founded Canard enchatne,
had begun to react against the propagandistic bourrage de crane (eyewash) that
had been the daily diet served up by most of the press since August 1914.

At the same time the morale of the French army threatened to crack. More
than 21,000 men deserted in 1917 compared with just under 9,000 the
previous year. In April mutinies broke out among the troops on the western
front. Over the next nine months between thirty and forty thousand soldiers
participated in at least 250 episodes of collective indiscipline. In a typical
incident on 1 June at Ville-en-Tardenois, near Rheims, two thousand soldiers
gathered outside the town hall. When their commanding general tried to
intervene he was attacked amid shouts of Assassin!. .. Buveur de sang!... A
mort! . .. Vive la Révolution!’® Altogether two-thirds of all French divisions on
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the western front were affected by the mutinies, a fifth of them seriously. The
movement seems to have been more an inchoate protest than a revolutionary
challenge. The main cause was disgust at the apparently pointless waste of lives
in endless unsuccessful offensives. Pétain handled the incidents with a deft
mixture of firmness and sensitivity. Several hundred mutineers were con-
demned to death, but most had their sentences commuted. Food and condi-
tions at the front were improved, leave periods were made more frequent.
Publication of news of the mutinies in the French press was prohibited.
Remarkably, the German High Command did not get wind of the movement
in time to try to take military advantage of it. Although limited in extent, the
mutinies caused serious concern in the French High Command and helped
steer it towards a new strategy in the final year of the war.

At Passchendaele in Flanders in the second half of 1917 British and
Canadian forces engaged in what Lloyd George later called ‘the battle
which, with the Somme and Verdun, will always rank as the most gigantic,
tenacious, grim, futile and bloody fights ever waged in the history of war’.%
Haig, who conceived this disastrous offensive, persuaded himself and a
sceptical Prime Minister that the long-hoped-for ‘breakthrough’ was within
his grasp and that, upon the capture of the Passchendaele ridge, the cavalry
would be able to move forward and capture Ostend, Bruges, and the Belgian
coastline. In the most ferocious chapters of his memoirs Lloyd George
recalled how he was induced to agree to this ‘muddy and muddle-headed
adventure’: “When Sir Douglas Haig explained his projects to the civilians, he
spread on a table or a desk a large map and made a dramatic use of both his
hands to demonstrate how he proposed to sweep up the enemy—first the
right hand brushing along the surface irresistibly, and then came the left, his
outer finger touching the German frontier with the nail across.” The attack
began on 31 July 1917 and ground on until early December. Although the
British used large numbers of tanks, they failed to overwhelm the German
defences. The Germans inflicted severe casualties on the attackers, particularly
by the use of mustard gas. There was no breakthrough and, as Lloyd George
put it, ‘not a single cavalry horse had wetted his hooves in the slush’.®* The
Allies lost over 400,000 men and gained about five miles of mud; German
casualties numbered about 300,000. The Allies thus ended the year as they had
begun it—in a bloody stalemate.

Meanwhile, the military impasse unsettled the French political class.
Briand, who had served as Prime Minister since 1915, fell from power on
17 March; he was succeeded over the next few months by uninspiring
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ministries headed by Alexandre Ribot and then Paul Painlevé. In France, as
in Germany in 1917, the idea of a compromise peace found an advocate,
here in the former Prime Minister Joseph Caillaux. Left-wing opinion
turned increasingly against the war and in September the Socialist members
of the government resigned. But in an atmosphere of heightened Germa-
nophobia and spy fever (in which the German agent Mata Hari was
executed), opponents of the war found few supporters. In November
Painlevé resigned and Poincaré was compelled to call on his old enemy
Clemenceau to form a government. Clemenceau was seventy-six years old
but he was the toughest politician in France. He embodied the fighting
Jacobin tradition. His was the militant patriotism of the left. “We present
ourselves before you,” he announced in Parliament on 19 November,
‘possessed by the single thought of total war [‘une guerre intégrale’]—his
original draft said ‘défense’ but he scored that out and wrote ‘guerre’®. ..
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war. Nothing but the war!’®” The new government’s firm rejection of the
concept of peace without victory was signalled by the prosecution of
Caillaux on charges of defeatism and contact with the enemy. The former
Interior Minister, Louis Malvy, was also indicted and the two men were
found guilty. Malvy was exiled and Caillaux was sentenced to three years’
imprisonment. Although both were later amnestied and returned to polit-
ical life, the prosecutions were an indication of the mood of intransigent
nationalism into which the French political class, with the exception of the
far left, had now plunged.

By November 1917, therefore, Britain, Germany, and France were all
led by men determined to fight to the end. Like George Canning in 18206,
Lloyd George could draw encouragement from the expectation that the
New World would redress the balance of the Old. American military
unpreparedness, however, left the Central Powers a breathing-space: victory
still seemed attainable if the long-awaited decisive battle could materialize
during the year or so before American strength began to be effectively
mobilized in Europe. Reversing their original strategic conception, German
military leaders began to dream of triumphing over the enemy in the east and
then turning their full strength against the western front for the final struggle.
In November 1917, as a result of events in Russia, their dream seemed about
to come true.



Revolutionary Europe
19T7—192T

Come brothers, hail this great and twilight year,
Come, celebrate the dusk of liberty.

Osip Mandelshtam, Russia, 1918*

Revolution in Russia

By early 1917 military reverses, economic collapse, and social distress had
given birth to a revolutionary situation in Russia. Nearly fifteen million men
were under arms; at least 1.6 million soldiers had been killed, two million
were wounded, and another two million had been captured by the enemy.
A serious munitions shortage in the army, caused not so much by lack of
production as by inefficient distribution, led to dark rumours of sabotage,
plots, and war profiteering. As the army retreated, morale plummeted,
officers were murdered, and desertion became pandemic. Hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees fled eastwards from the front, choking transport bottlenecks
and adding to pressure on food supplies. Fuel shortages in the cities led to
frequent interruptions in supply of electricity and gas. Strikes by industrial
workers, irate at price rises and lack of food, led to almost as many lost
workdays in the first two months of 1917 as in the whole of the previous year.

Central government in Russia had never been very adaptable and it did not
rise effectively to the challenges posed by total war against a technologically
superior enemy. Voluntary organizations such as the Central War Industries

* From ‘The Twilight of Liberty’, translated from the Russian by Babette Deutsch. Avrahm
Yarmolinsky, ed., Two Centuries of Russian Verse: An Anthology from Lomonosov to Voznesensky,
New York, 1966, 163—4.
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Committee and the All-Russian Union of Zemstva rather than the imperial
government took the initiative in organizing industrial production, social
welfare, and transportation. In response to demands for more effective
mobilization of industry, government controls were extended over produc-
tion, distribution, and prices. Councils were set up to regulate key commod-
ities but these bodies faced immense difficulties. The economy was severely
affected by the closure of Russia’s European land frontiers and of her sea
outlets in the Black Sea and the Baltic. Only Vladivostok, Murmansk, and the
Finnish ports remained open to international traffic. Manufacturing industry,
still in its infancy, was starved of imported raw materials and unable to meet
the vast demands imposed on it by the army. Coal shortages particularly
affected the railway system, crucial to military transportation. With the loss of
the Polish coalfields to the Central Powers, Russia became dependent on coal
from the Donets basin and on imports; railway capacity, however, proved
insufficient to move coal to where it was needed. The rate of railway
construction during the war was substantial (it was never surpassed in the
Soviet period) but in spite of this the system could not cope with the demands
of war. As railways were increasingly monopolized by the army, civilian
distribution channels were clogged. Food ran short in urban areas even
though agricultural production had fallen only about 6 per cent below pre-
war levels. Economic decline soon turned to economic meltdown, reflected
in rapid inflation. During the first two years of the war prices more than
doubled. By early 1917 they doubled again.

Opposition to the government coalesced in the Duma, where the mood of
patriotic unity at the outset of the war gradually evaporated. In August 1915 a
Progressive Bloc, dominated by the Kadets, gathered the support of a majority
of the assembly and demanded a ‘government of public confidence’. The
government presented a spectacle of disarray as its members were repeatedly
changed in what became known as ‘ministerial leapfrog’. Court intrigue
rather than administrative competence or public reputation became the
basis for official appointments; far from inspiring confidence, each successive
ministerial change heightened the loss of political legitimacy.

Criticism focused increasingly on the court. In August 1915 the Tsar,
acting contrary to the advice of most of his ministers, had taken supreme
command of the armed forces from his uncle the Grand Duke Nikolai. So
long as the army enjoyed successes, as in the Brusilov offensive of 1916, the
Tsar could bask in reflected glory; but when the war began, once again, to
go badly, blame was heaped on the imperial Commander-in-Chief. On the
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opening day of the new session of the Duma on 14 November 1916, the
Kadet leader, Milyukov, startled the assembly with a venomous attack on
the miserable incompetence of the government, his speech culminating in
the famous recurring query, or rather challenge: ‘Is this stupidity or is it
treason?’! Public antipathy focused on the Empress, accused of treasonous
pro-Germanism. The reputation of the royal family was further damaged by
gossip about the evil influence exerted by the miracle-working holy man
(often inaccurately called a monk) Grigory Rasputin. His assassination in
December 1916 by Prince Felix Yusupov and other members of the nobility
was a sign that disaffection had penetrated even the ruling class.

The ‘February Revolution” (March, according to the western calendar) was
almost entirely bloodless. Although some anti-government politicians had been
talking for months about a coup, it began as something closer to a spontaneous
mass outburst than a putsch. The immediate precipitant was a strike, followed
by a lockout, at the giant Putilov metalwork factory in Petrograd. Protests by
strikers stirred the general anger about food shortages into an explosive brew.
Demonstrators chanted “We want bread!’, ‘Down with the war!’, and ‘Down
with the Autocracy!” At first neither the government nor the Duma paid much
attention, regarding the demonstrations as a matter for the police. The civil
authorities, however, proved incapable of restoring order and troops were
marshalled to confront the crowds. The ensuing street fighting left several
dozen dead and wounded, enraging the populace and denting military morale.
Several units of the Petrograd garrison, including regiments of the imperial
guard, mutinied and many soldiers joined the rioters. Government ministers,
isolated from the political class, from popular opinion, and to a large degree
from reality, found that their orders were no longer obeyed.

By 12 March the Tsar’s government had ceased to exist. Prince G. E. Lvov,
a left-wing Kadet who was head of the All-Russian Union of Zemstva, formed
a Provisional Government, composed mainly of liberals of various hues. The
new Prime Minister, believer in ‘a curious brand of Slavophil-anarchic
populist liberalism,”? was an ineffective leader. Milyukov became Foreign
Minister. Aleksandr Guchkov, a leader of the Octobrists (right-wing liberals
who had accepted the Tsar’s reformist promises in his October Manifesto of
1905), became War Minister, and Aleksandr Kerensky, a lawyer who was
close to the Socialist Revolutionary Party, was appointed Minister of Justice.
The Provisional Government, an emanation from the Duma, was neither
elected by the people nor appointed by the Tsar. “We were chosen by the
Russian revolution’ was Milyukov’s response to those who questioned its
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legitimacy.® On 15 March the Tsar abdicated in favour of his brother, Grand
Duke Mikhail. Milyukov favoured the continuation of the monarchy in the
form of a regency, which, he believed, would bolster the authority of the new
government, but he found himself’ overridden by a wave of antagonism
against the Romanov dynasty and all it stood for. The Grand Duke in any
case declined to accept the throne and Russia thus passed effectively from
empire to republic, though the formal declaration came only in September.

The revolution was welcomed almost universally throughout the empire
and beyond. Workers burnt effigies of the Tsar in the streets; servicemen
hoisted red flags on naval vessels and in the trenches; towns and villages held
parades and festivals to celebrate. ‘A miracle has happened,’ the poet Alexander
Blok wrote to his mother.* The liberal bourgeoisie too hailed the revolution as
a new dawn of liberty. In Britain, France, and the United States, enlightened
opinion celebrated Russia’s entry into the comity of democratic nations.

From the outset the Provisional Government faced a challenge to
its authority from the Petrograd Soviet. This elected assembly, formed by
Socialists on 12 March (on the model of a similar body in October 1905)
represented the workers of the capital. The Soviet’s ‘Order No. 1, issued the
next day, called on the city’s garrison to elect committees and representatives
to the Soviet and ordered troops to obey the Soviet rather than their officers or
the Military Commission of the Duma. Soon Soviets of Soldiers” and Work-
ers’ Deputies sprang up across the country. The phrase ‘dual power’ was heard,
signifying the Provisional Government’s failure to stamp its authority on the
Soviet. Following negotiations between the government and leaders of the
Soviet, an agreed eight-point programme was issued. This called for (1) an
immediate political amnesty, (2) freedoms of press, speech, and assembly, as
well as the right to strike, (3) abolition of religious discrimination, (4) imme-
diate preparations for a constituent assembly, (5) replacement of the police by a
militia with elected officers, (6) election to local self-governing bodies by
universal, direct, equal, and secret suffrage, (7) retention of arms by the
revolutionary soldiery, and (8) observance of strict military discipline during
actual service with full civil freedom to soldiers when not on duty. The
government granted independence to Poland (a theoretical undertaking
since the Central Powers controlled all ethnic Polish territory) and restored
autonomy to Finland. This was an impressive programme but the new regime
was weakened by internal strife. Several ministers resented the fact that, as
Guchkov putitas early as 22 March, ‘one could say bluntly that the Provisional
Government exists only as long as the Soviet permits’.®
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Within nine months the parliamentary system was toppled with only
minimal resistance. Why were the fervid hopes of February so quickly
dashed? The keyholders to power were not the urban middle class but the
rebellious urban workers, mutinous soldiery, and discontented peasants.
Many of the latter, like their French predecessors in 1789, saw revolution
as a licence for land seizures. The government issued a warning against
arbitrary action but its slowness in tackling the critical issue of agrarian
reform discredited it in the eyes of the radicalized rural population. Even
more destructive of support for the government was its determination to
continue the war and the continued military reverses and rising social unrest
that flowed from that decision.

In the rumbustious Petrograd Soviet, leadership initially devolved on the
Mensheviks (the moderate wing of the Social Democrat Party) and their
allies, the Socialist Revolutionaries. Most Mensheviks, though not Julius
Martov and his faction of Menshevik Internationalists, advocated a ‘revo-
lutionary defencist’ policy of continuing the war until a ‘democratic peace’
could be achieved; but they repudiated Milyukov’s expansionist policy of
‘war until victory’. In spite of much revolutionary rhetoric they were, in
fact, ready to cooperate with the Provisional Government. Gradually,
however, as the war became ever more unpopular, the Mensheviks found
themselves outshone and outflanked by a little regarded but formidable
opponent on the left.

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, leader of the Bolshevik wing of the Social Demo-
crats, was in Zurich when the revolution broke out in Russia. He had not
foreseen the upsurge and his party had not played a major role in the events
in Petrograd. From exile he could not exert much influence within Russia.
At this critical juncture, however, an angel of deliverance appeared from an
unexpected quarter: Berlin. The significance of German aid to the Bol-
sheviks has been much debated. That it was given, and on a substantial scale,
is not in doubt, but ‘German gold’, while helpful to the Bolsheviks, was
probably only marginal to their success. More important was the Germans’
decision to facilitate the return home of the one Russian party leader they
could rely on to promote a militantly anti-war policy. Lenin obtained
German government approval for his journey to Russia by train across the
German lines. Contrary to myth, this was not a ‘sealed train’. Single-minded
in his ambition for a revolutionary seizure of power, infinitely flexible in his
tactics, and ruthless in his methods, Lenin returned to his homeland to seize
the day.
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On 16 April Lenin arrived at Finland Station in Petrograd and was
welcomed by supporters in the former imperial waiting room. In his
‘April Theses’, enunciated in a speech to a Bolshevik Party meeting, he
evinced an attitude of intransigent hostility to the Provisional Government.
He reiterated his implacable opposition to the war, ‘which also under the
new government of Lvov and Co. unquestionably remains on Russia’s part a
predatory imperialist war owing to the capitalist nature of that government’.
He denounced the doctrine of ‘revolutionary defencism’. The slogan of the
moment, he declared, was ‘All power to the Soviets’ He called for an
alliance of the proletariat with ‘the poorest strata of the peasantry’. He urged
a change in the party’s name: ‘we must call ourselves a Communist Party.’®
The April Theses outraged many veteran Bolsheviks, who were much more
cautious and regarded Lenin’s ideas as wild, even insane, but he succeeded
in enforcing his authority and his programme on the party.

Shortly afterwards the Provisional Government faced its first major crisis.
On 1 May Milyukov sent a diplomatic note to Russia’s allies in which he
denied that Russia sought a separate peace, affirmed ‘the aspiration of the
entire nation to conduct the World War to a decisive victory’, and promised
that the Provisional Government would ‘observe fully the obligations
undertaken towards our Allies’.” In the ensuing uproar, Guchkov resigned
and Prince Lvov formed a new government without Milyukov but with
several Socialists. Kerensky became War Minister. The Mensheviks and
Socialist Revolutionaries joined the coalition as junior partners but soon
found themselves compromised by its failure. The government’s leaders
were soon expressing despair at their inability to control events. “We are
tossed about like débris on a stormy sea,’” the Prime Minister confessed
privately.® Renewed strains within the government led on 20 July to the
replacement of Lvov by Kerensky, who personified the Provisional Gov-
ernment for the remainder of its short life. Enemies regarded him as a
would-be Bonaparte, admirers (and perhaps he himself) as a potential
saviour of the nation. ‘Hot hurricane, young dictator’, the poet Marina
Tsvetaeva called him.

Kerensky staked everything on a final military effort against the Central
Powers. It was a desperate gamble. The army was in a chaotic state.
Bolshevik propaganda, capitalizing on low troop morale, called for an end
to the war and for fraternization with the enemy. The ‘Kerensky offensive’
began on 1 July. The Prime Minister seemed to believe that his theatrical
oratory alone could inspire the army to triumphant offensives. ‘Kerensky
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displayed astonishing activity, supernatural energy, and the greatest
enthusiasm,” the Social Democrat Nikolai Sukhanov noted in his diary.
‘Crowds thronged into the streets he passed through. Flowers were show-
ered on his car. Standing up in it Kerensky hailed “the people”. He was at the
peak of his popularity. He was a hero and object of adoration—[Sukhanov, a
political opponent, added] for philistines and nondescripts.’ The ‘Supreme-
Persuader-in-Chief” discovered, however, that wars were not won by
speeches alone. After initial successes in Galicia, the offensive was a disastrous
failure that by September assumed the dimensions of a rout.

As enemy forces advanced inexorably, the Provisional Government faced
two challenges at home, the first from the left, the second from the right. In
mid-July growing popular unrest brought an uprising in Petrograd. The
Bolsheviks found themselves drawn in despite Lenin’s warning that they
were still a minority: ‘One wrong move on our part can wreck every-
thing . . . if we were now able to seize power, it is naive to think that we
would be able to hold on to it. . . . Events should not be anticipated. Time is
on our side.”*® Some soldiers nevertheless joined workers from the Putilov
works in street fighting against security forces. Moscow, however, remained
relatively unaffected and the unrest did not spread to the rest of the country.
After two days troops loyal to the government repressed the movement.
Lenin fled to Finland.

Reeling from defeat, Russia fell into virtual anarchy. The right called for a
strong hand and some thought the new Commander-in-Chief, General Lavr
Kornilov, could provide it. Kornilov was said to have ‘the heart of a lion and the
brain of a sheep’.!" In September the Prime Minister and the general quarrelled
violently. Kornilov accused the government of acting in collusion with the
Germans, and, ignoring Kerensky’s attempt to dismiss him, ordered troops to
positions around the capital. Socialists of all parties rallied to the defence of the
revolution and railwaymen halted Kornilov’s troop trains outside Petrograd.
The coup failed and Kornilov was arrested. Kerensky, falling into the same
error as the Tsar, appointed himself Commander-in-Chief.

By late 1917 the Russians had suffered over seven million casualties
since the start of the war. Military and economic disaster had totally
discredited the Kerensky government. Since all significant anti-Tsarist par-
ties except the Bolsheviks had participated in the Provisional Government,
all shared to some extent in its fall from grace. A last failure, surprising given
the regime’s original commitment to constitutional liberalism, was the
repeated postponement of the promised elections to a constituent assembly.
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The delay was partly due to red tape, perhaps also to the mistaken hope of
some members of the government that their electoral prospects might
improve with time. The possibility was thus lost that elections might provide
the necessary basis of legitimacy for a reconstituted government.

In these circumstances the Bolsheviks alone could claim to have clean
hands. Riding the wave of working-class and military discontent, they
recovered from the debacle of the ‘July Days’ and, in early September,
secured majorities on the Petrograd and Moscow Soviets. Revising classic
Marxist theory, which predicated the success of a proletarian revolution on
a lengthy phase of bourgeois capitalist rule, the Bolsheviks argued that the
bourgeois stage might be foreshortened and, with support from peasants and
soldiers, catapulted directly into the proletarian revolution. Moving clan-
destinely to and fro between Finland and Petrograd, Lenin directed party
strategy. His message to the Russian people was crude, direct, and in tune
with the popular mood. He demanded peace, bread, land, and *All power to
the Soviets of Workers” and Soldiers’ Deputies!'?

The Bolshevik revolution involved elements of both a popular move-
ment and a conspiratorial coup. In a meeting of the Bolshevik Central
Committee, convened secretly on 23 October, Lenin moved a resolution
declaring that the time was ‘fully ripe’ for ‘an armed uprising’. Two
members, Grigory Zinoviev and Lev Kamenev, opposed immediate action
which, they argued, would be ‘to gamble not only the fate of our party but
the fate of the Russian and international revolution as well’. They pointed
out that the Bolsheviks’ prospects in the elections to the Constituent
Assembly were excellent. With the strong support they now enjoyed
among the urban proletariat and the army, they might win as many as a
third of the seats. On the other hand, the majority of the peasants, they
correctly forecast, would vote for the Socialist Revolutionaries, who
retained overwhelming support in the countryside. The two dissenters
warned that support for revolution in the rest of Europe was far from
assured. A rising now, they concluded, would involve ‘declaring war on
the whole bourgeois world’, a conflict in which they could by no means be
certain of victory.” Lenin’s resolution, however, was supported by all the
other members and preparations immediately began for a rising.

The coup, when it came, seemed almost an anticlimax. The chief organ-
izer of the seizure of power was not Lenin but Trotsky, at whose behest the
Petrograd Soviet, on 2 November, appointed a Military-Revolutionary
Committee (MRC) that supervised the details of the insurrection. The
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committee included some Left Socialist Revolutionaries as well as Bol-
sheviks. The MRC and the Bolshevik-dominated soviets served as fronts
for Bolshevik control of the revolution, effectively muffling the opposition
of the Mensheviks and most Socialist Revolutionaries. The committee’s first
objective was to secure the support of the Petrograd garrison, partly on the
pretext that a renewed attack on the capital was threatened by Kornilovite
forces. The Bolsheviks meanwhile recruited as reinforcements to their cause
eight thousand sailors from the Kronstadt naval base near Petrograd. There
was little fighting. On 6 and 7 November troops loyal to the Bolsheviks
captured the Peter and Paul fortress and the General Staft headquarters and
seized control of telephone and telegraph communications in the capital.

A single blank shell fired at 9.40 p.m. on 7 November from the battleship
Aurora, which had entered the River Neva and trained its guns on the seat of
the Provisional Government in the Winter Palace, was the signal for an
assault. Inside the building ministers (minus Kerensky, who had rushed to
the front in a hopeless effort to rouse loyal troops) found that even their food
supply had been blocked by the rebels. They rejected an ultimatum demand-
ing surrender. An armed mob overwhelmed the barely defended barricades
and pillaged the palace, burning much of the imperial library, smashing
precious plate, bayoneting pictures, and consuming large quantities of
vintage wine. The ministers were arrested and narrowly escaped being
lynched before being imprisoned in the fortress of Peter and Paul.

Meanwhile a Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets had opened in the
capital. Unlike the first such congress, the previous June, in which the
Bolsheviks had been a small minority, this body had a large Bolshevik
representation—at least 300 out of 670—and together with allies among the
left wing of the Socialist Revolutionaries they were able to dominate the
proceedings. When news of the attack on the Winter Palace reached
the congress, the Mensheviks and most Socialist Revolutionaries as well as
the Jewish-Socialist Bund walked out in protest. Trotsky scornfully cried:
“You are pitiful isolated individuals; you are bankrupts; your role is played
out. Go, where you belong from now on—into the rubbish-bin of history!’**

Secure in control of the congress, the Bolsheviks presented a manifesto
drafted for the occasion by Lenin:

Supported by an overwhelming majority of the workers, soldiers, and peas-
ants, and basing itself on the victorious insurrection of the workers and the
garrison of Petrograd, the congress hereby resolves to take governmental
power into its own hands. The Provisional Government is deposed and
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most of its members are under arrest. The Soviet authority will at once
propose a democratic peace to all nations and an immediate armistice on all
fronts. It will safeguard the transfer without compensation of all land—land-
lord, imperial, and monastery—to the peasant committees; it will defend
the soldiers’ rights, introducing a complete democratization of the army; it
will establish workers’ control over industry; it will ensure the convocation of
the Constituent Assembly on the date set; it will supply the cities with bread
and the villages with articles of first necessity; and it will secure to all
nationalities inhabiting Russia the right of self~-determination. ... Long live
the Revolution!'s

The resolution passed with only two negative votes. ‘All power to the
Soviets’ was quietly forgotten as the Bolsheviks formed a new government
styled Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom). Its composition was
exclusively Bolshevik: Lenin was declared Chairman, Trotsky became
Commissar for Foreign Affairs, and a little-known Georgian, Josef Stalin,
took the Nationality Affairs portfolio.

Having lambasted Kerensky’s tardiness in organizing the elections to the
Constituent Assembly, Lenin could not avoid them, although he briefly
considered further postponement. Between 25 November and 9 December
1917 forty-four million votes were cast in the first relatively free nationwide
election in Russian history. There was some intimidation, particularly of
Kadets, but in general the vote provided a fair representation of opinion.
The Bolsheviks performed well among urban workers and the armed forces,
but the overwhelming victors were the Socialist Revolutionaries who won
17.5 million votes to the Bolsheviks’ 9.8 million. The Mensheviks, whose
support had waned over the previous few months, secured only 1.2 million
and the Kadets just under two million. These results hardly represented an
enthusiastic endorsement of the regime under whose auspices the ballots
had been cast. But Socialist Revolutionaries’ support was dispersed across
the Russian countryside whereas the Bolsheviks had by now secured firm
control of Petrograd and Moscow.

The Constituent Assembly convened on 18 January 1918 at the Tauride
Palace in Petrograd. That night two former Kadet ministers who had been
arrested and held in hospital were murdered in their beds. Russia’s first freely
elected parliament met for only a few hours. Shortly after it opened the
Bolsheviks walked out. The assembly remained in session and attempted,
in the face of barracking from the galleries, to transact business. Early
the following morning, however, a sailor who commanded the sentries
protecting the building ordered the deputies to disperse on the ground that
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‘the guard is tired’. In an awkward draft decree attempting to justify the
dissolution, Lenin argued that the Assembly ‘was an expression of the old
relation of political forces which existed when power was held by the
compromisers and the Kadets’. For the Soviets, which were the most
authentic representatives of the working classes, to relinquish power ‘for
the sake of bourgeois parliamentarism . . . would now be a retrograde step
and [he confessed] cause the collapse of the October workers” and peasants’
revolution’.*® The suppression of the Constituent Assembly, condemned at
the time by Socialists such as Maxim Gorky and Rosa Luxemburg, gave a
clear signal of the dictatorial intentions of the Bolsheviks—as Lenin declared
in conversation with Trotsky: ‘The dissolution of the Constituent Assembly
by the Soviet Government means a complete and frank liquidation of the
idea of democracy by the idea of dictatorship. It will serve as a good
lesson.’"”

War endings

The Bolsheviks rapidly made good on their pledge of peace. On their first
day of power, they issued a decree calling for the immediate conclusion of
‘a just and democratic peace...without annexations...and without in-
demnities’.’® Soon afterwards, the new regime greatly embarrassed Britain
and France by publishing the texts of secret treaties concluded in the early
stages of the war, showing the extent of Allied territorial ambitions at the
expense of the Central Powers. Talks between the Bolsheviks and the
Germans began almost immediately and on 15 December an armistice was
signed, to be followed in short order by similar agreements with Austria-
Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. A week later Russia and Germany, with
Germany’s allies in attendance, opened negotiations for a peace treaty at the
Germans’ eastern front military headquarters at Brest-Litovsk.

The Allied reaction was one of alarm and confusion. The former French
ambassador to Russia, Maurice Paléologue, suggested that the French might
turn the Russian defection to their advantage by negotiating a peace of their
own with Germany; he hoped that France would thereby regain Alsace and
Lorraine in exchange for allowing the Germans to annex former Russian
territories in the east. But this approach found few supporters among the
Allies since it would leave Germany even more powerful than at the
beginning of the war. Instead, the French moved towards a policy of
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creating an ‘eastern barrier’ of new states between a weakened Germany and
a weakened Russia. Hence the decision to declare support for an independ-
ent Poland—a war aim that the British, Americans, and Italians eventually
endorsed in a note issued on 3 June 1918. The British and French angrily
rejected Soviet proposals that they join in a peace without annexations.
They refused to recognize the legitimacy of the Bolshevik government and
began to cast around for some means of preserving an eastern front and
safeguarding the vast stockpiles of war matériel that they had shipped to
Russia and that they feared might fall into German hands.

At Brest—Litovsk the Germans, taking full advantage of their strong military
position, made far-reaching territorial demands. Ludendorff, in particular,
pushed the government towards maximalist claims: ‘If Germany makes peace
without profit, Germany has lost the war,” he declared.? Trotsky, who took
charge of the Russian delegation on 8 January 1918, hoped that revolution
in central Europe might spring to the aid of revolution in Russia and he
therefore resisted the German demands. But in spite of some signs of
working-class unrest in Austria and Germany no such revolutionary deus ex
machina materialized. Trotsky’s policy of ‘neither war nor peace’ provided no
defensive rampart against a renewed German advance which began in the east
on 17 February 1918. Meeting no opposition at all, the Germans captured
Estonia and Livonia and within a few days threatened an occupation of
Petrograd. Hastily and, as it turned out, irrevocably, the Bolsheviks moved
the Russian capital to Moscow. Some Bolsheviks, including Nikolai Bukharin
and Karl Radek, favoured a revolutionary war of resistance. But they had no
army capable of waging such a campaign. With some difficulty, Lenin
imposed his authority and insisted that peace must be signed at almost any
cost in order to preserve the Soviet state.

In the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, concluded on 3 March 1918, Russia was
compelled to make far-reaching territorial and other concessions (see plate
9). She gave up Finland, the Baltic provinces, Russian Poland, and the
Ukraine. She also returned to Turkey three sanjaks (provinces) in the
Caucasus that she had held since 1878. The treaty added insult to injury
by stating that Russia was to have no say whatsoever in determining the
future status of the areas she thus yielded; Germany and Austria-Hungary
alone would decide about that ‘in agreement with their populations’. Russia
undertook to recognize the independence of Ukraine, with which the
Central Powers had signed a separate treaty on 9 February, and to withdraw
all her troops from Ukrainian territory. What remained of the Russian army
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was to be demobilized. The Russian navy was to be disarmed or detained
in port. Under the terms of the treaty Russia lost 34 per cent of her
population, 54 per cent of her industry, and 89 per cent of her coal mines.
There was no choice, however, but to yield. The Russian delegate declared
that his country, ‘grinding its teeth’, was ready under duress to accept these
terms.?’ Two days later Romania too signed a peace treaty under which she
accepted German—Austrian occupation and became an economic satellite of
the Central Powers. As a consolation, and as a further way of weakening the
new Soviet state, the Russian province of Bessarabia, where about half
the population were ethnic Romanians, was recognized as belonging to
Romania.

Peace in the east gave Germany renewed breathing-space and hope. The
prospect of abundant grain supplies from Ukraine enabled the government
to increase the bread ration for German civilians in 1918. The Brest—Litovsk
treaty was generally applauded in the Reichstag. In spite of considerable unease
on the left, only the Independent Socialists voted against ratification. By the
end of 1917 Germany had nearly six million men under arms. For the 1918
campaign she could still muster over two hundred divisions and as a result of
Brest—Litovsk the bulk of these could be concentrated for the great struggle in
the west. The build-up of American forces there proceeded slowly. In January
1918 there were not more than 175,000 American soldiers in Europe. But
US troop strength could be expected to expand steadily. As the Germans
confronted the spring campaign of 1918, they therefore summoned up all
their strength for what must be their make-or-break effort to win the war in
the west as they had already done in the east.

On 21 March 1918 the Germans at last achieved a breakthrough on the
western front. Thanks to the transfer of thirty-six divisions from the eastern
front and another eight from Italy, they enjoyed clear numerical superiority in
the west for the first time in the war: 192 divisions against 169 Allied divisions.
In the initial attack the Germans achieved tactical surprise. Using mustard gas
on a massive scale, they advanced rapidly against the British, threatening to
drive a wedge between them and their allies. Fierce quarrels broke out
between Haig and Lloyd George and between Haig and Pétain. In the
hope of composing these disputes, Clemenceau and Lloyd George agreed
to promote Ferdinand Foch, Pétain’s Chief of Staff, over his head to the
position of supreme Allied Commander-in-Chief on the western front. At
last the Allies had a single generalissimo, although still not a fully integrated
command structure. On 12 April, as the British front in Flanders seemed
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about to give way, Haig ordered his men ‘to fight it out. ... With our backs
to the wall and believing in the justice of our cause, each one of us must fight
on to the end.”? The British line buckled and nearly broke but Ludendorft
failed to exploit his temporary superiority and the arrival of five French
divisions two days later helped stabilize the Allied position in the north.

In the summer of 1918, as in the autumn of 1914, the Germans seemed
on the verge of conquering Paris. The Kaiser Wilhelm Geschiitz, one of
the largest guns ever constructed, with a range of 76 miles, shelled Paris
from the Forest of Crépy. The bombardment caused widespread panic
although the number of casualties, at least compared with those at the
front, was small: 250 people were killed and 678 injured in the capital. At
the same time Paris came under renewed air attack although from this
quarter too casualties were slight. On 27 May the Germans launched a
great offensive in the west; again they achieved tactical surprise; they crossed
the Aisne and broke through Allied lines. Within a week they were once
more on the Marne. In a speech to a tumultuous session of Parliament on 4
June, Clemenceau made it clear that on this occasion there was no thought
of abandoning the capital: ‘I will fight in front of Paris, I will fight in Paris,
I will fight behind Paris.”* French manpower resources were on the verge
of exhaustion. More than 200,000 American troops a month were
arriving in France, offering the Allies hope for the future, but they were
judged unready for frontline service until they had received another three or
four months of training. On 15 July the Germans made their final lunge
towards Paris and crossed the Marne. This time the French line did not
break.

Three days later the French launched a successful counter-attack south of
Soissons, pushing the Germans back over the Aisne. By 24 July Foch
glimpsed the prospect of victory: ‘it passed before my eyes like a flash!’>
A decisive turning-point came with a British attack at Amiens on 8 August,
the ‘black day’ of the German army. The British achieved total surprise,
partly because they eschewed the ritual preliminary artillery bombardment.
They deployed 462 tanks for this battle as well as nearly 8oo aircraft and they
manoeuvred their mechanical forces in coordination with the infantry.
German morale cracked. Hindenburg later wrote: ‘I had no illusions
about the political effects of our defeat on August 8th.” But he evidently
still retained at least a glimmer of hope, for he added: ‘In the middle of
August I did not consider that the time had come for us to despair of a
successful conclusion of the war.”*
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Now began the ‘hundred days’ that vindicated Haig’s command or at
least extenuated his earlier failures. In six weeks the Allies captured 254,000
prisoners, 3,670 heavy guns, and 23,000 machine guns. The Allied armies,
among them ever-increasing numbers of Americans, pierced the great
German defensive fortifications known as the Hindenburg Line and threa-
tened the borders of Germany herself.

Germany’s allies too were on the brink of defeat. Austria-Hungary had
been searching for an exit from the war for the previous two years.
Following the death of the Emperor Franz Joseph on 21 November 1916
(see plate 7), his great-nephew, Karl, who succeeded him, announced that
he would seek ‘to put an end to the horrors and sacrifices of the war at the
earliest possible moment and to restore the sadly missed blessings of peace to
my peoples’.?® Through his brother-in-law, Prince Sixtus of Bourbon-
Parma, Karl opened contacts with the Entente Powers. Generous with
what belonged to others, Karl declared himself ready to support the return
of Alsace and Lorraine to France; he was less prepared to meet Italy’s
insistence on her claim to Trieste and the Trentino. In any case, his feelers
were disowned by his own ministers and by his senior ally. The German
Kaiser was furious when he found out about Karl’s support for the French
claim to Alsace and Lorraine, though the Germans themselves had had no
compunction about offering Austrian territory to Italy.

Karl’s diplomatic overtures led nowhere and in the end the Habsburgs,
like their allies, pursued the struggle to its bitter end. The Dual Monarchy
made a prodigious, last-gasp military effort: eight million men, one third of
the adult male population, served in the armed forces during the war. But by
1918 the Austrians, running short of horses and able to produce aircraft only
half as fast as the Italians, were thrown on the defensive. In October the
[talians were even able to drive the Austrians back and inflict a severe defeat
on them at Vittorio Veneto. On 27 October the Habsburg government
sought an armistice and sued for a separate peace. In the meantime the
Allied expeditionary force at Salonica had at last proved its value as General
Louis Franchet d’Esperey’s French, Italian, Serbian, Greek, and British
troops advanced into Bulgaria, which signed an armistice on 29 September.
The last European state to enter the war was thus the first to exit it. Allied
forces occupied Belgrade and moved into Bosnia. The Turks capitulated
on 30 October after a mainly British army under General Allenby had
completed the conquest of Palestine and Syria.
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Abandoned by her allies, her forces in headlong retreat in the field, her civil
population restive, Germany could resist no longer. By the beginning of
November the Americans, under General John Pershing, had two million
men and 240,000 horses on the western front. The balance of forces turned
more decisively against the Germans every day. In the hope of at least
preserving the German army intact as the bulwark of a society by now on
the edge of open revolt, Ludendorff and Hindenburg, on 28 September,
urged a speedy armistice. A new government, headed by the liberal Prince
Max of Baden, took office on 2 October. Hindenburg insisted on an imme-
diate halt to the fighting ‘in order to spare the German nation and its allies
useless sacrifices. Each day that is lost costs the lives of thousands of brave
soldiers.”?® Accordingly the new government sent a note to US President
Woodrow Wilson requesting an armistice and peace negotiations on the basis
of the ‘Fourteen Points’ programme that he had proposed the previous
January. Pershing and Pétain wanted to move ahead and occupy Germany
but they were overruled in the interest of preventing further bloodshed.

The armistice was signed by German representatives in Foch’s railway
carriage at Compiegne a little after 5.00 a.m. on 11 November. The Germans
had tried to negotiate terms but their efforts were brushed aside by Foch who
insisted on imposing harsh conditions that had been previously decided
among the Allies. The Germans were to hand over five thousand heavy
guns, twenty-five thousand machine-guns, three thousand trench mortars,
1,700 aeroplanes, five thousand railway locomotives and 150,000 wagons, five
thousand lorries, and 150 submarines. All Allied prisoners of war were to be
repatriated immediately and ‘without reciprocity’. Ten battleships and six
battlecruisers of Tirpitz’s Grand Fleet were to be interned.

Other terms of the armistice foreshadowed the Allies’ demands and
preoccupations at the forthcoming peace conference. Within fifteen days
the German army was to evacuate all occupied territories in western Europe
as well as Alsace-Lorraine. The Allies would occupy the left bank of the
Rhine as well as bridgeheads on the right bank. In eastern Europe the
Germans were to withdraw their forces from the territories of their former
allies. As for German troops in Russia, these were to return to Germany ‘as
soon as the Allies shall think the moment suitable, having regard to the
internal situation of these territories’. The treaty of Brest-Litovsk was
declared annulled. At the insistence of Clemenceau a clause was inserted
demanding German payment of ‘reparation for damage done’ on a scale to
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be determined later. The economic blockade of Germany was to continue
although the Allies would ‘contemplate the provisioning of Germany . . . as
shall be found necessary’.?” The head of the German delegation, Matthias
Erzberger, declared: “The German people, who stood steadfast against a
world of enemies for fifty months, will preserve their freedom and unity no
matter how great the external pressure. A nation of seventy millions can
suffer, but it cannot die.’?® Foch said, ‘Eh bien, messieurs, c’est fini, allez!’*

Foch drove back to Paris and presented the document to Clemenceau
with the words, ‘My work 1is finished; your work begins.”*® Fighting
stopped on the western front at 11.00 a.m. that day. Hindenburg recalled
the end in Wagnerian terms: ‘Like Siegfried stricken down by the treach-
erous spear of savage Hagen, our weary front collapsed.” In Paris and
London huge crowds rejoiced in the streets. Clemenceau was one of
many who broke into tears. Later in the day he smiled as he was kissed by
five hundred girls. On 8 and 9 December he accompanied Poincaré to
Strasbourg and Metz as the French President made a triumphal return to his
native province, now restored to French rule. ‘A day of sovereign beauty.
Now I can die,” Poincaré wrote.??

Revolution in central Europe

Germany had been defeated on the battlefield but her army had not been
destroyed and at the signing of the armistice hardly any enemy soldiers stood
on German soil. Her defeat was as much psychological as military, con-
firming what Liddell Hart called ‘the immemorial lesson of history—that
the true aim in war is the mind of the enemy command and Government,
not the bodies of their troops, that the balance between victory and defeat
turns on mental impressions and only indirectly on physical blows’.3* A
consequence, not a cause, of that psychological defeat was the revolution
that broke out in Germany in the last days of the war.

The roots of the German revolution can be traced back to the grim
winter of 1917/18. At that time Bolshevik hopes of avoiding an imposed
peace were concentrated on the prospect of a revolution in Germany, home
of the oldest and strongest Social Democratic Party in Europe and of a large
and politically conscious proletariat. Average urban workers’ earnings in real
terms declined by more than a third between 1914 and 1917. With food,
fuel, and clothing in short supply, the German working class became
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increasingly discontented. This mood was exploited by the Independent
Socialist Party (USPD), founded in 1917 on an anti-war platform. Mass
strikes in many German cities in January 1918, demanding the Bolshevik
formula of a ‘peace without annexations or indemnities’, were soon snuffed
out by a firm government response. Socialist and liberal newspapers were
suppressed. Strikers were arrested and major industrial enterprises placed
under military control.

The revolutionary contagion was contained for the time being but the
deterioration of the military position in the summer and early autumn brought
renewed unrest and the ‘revolution from above’ in which Ludendorft, in order
to evade responsibility for the debacle, insisted on handing over power to the
Reichstag and the civilian government.

In the course of October the new government revised the German
constitution in order to transform the country into a constitutional monarchy.
The Reichstag completed the revisions on 26 October. That day Ludendorft’
resigned his position as Quartermaster-General, expecting ‘to see the country
given over to Bolshevism’.>* His successor was General Wilhelm Groener, a
provocative appointment since he had been responsible for repressing the
strike movement the previous January. Two days later a naval mutiny broke
out at Wilhelmshaven, quickly spreading to Kiel and other naval bases. The
sailors’ basic demand was for peace. They were soon joined by shipyard
workers. By 7 November virtually the entire fleet had mutinied. Meanwhile
the spirit of revolt had infected the army. Soldiers’ and workers” councils, on
the model of the Russian soviets, were set up in a number of cities. In
Cologne the mayor, Konrad Adenauer, reached a modus vivendi with such
a council. Elsewhere established authority was entirely overthrown. A Bav-
arian government headed by Kurt Eisner, a USPD leader, deposed the
thousand-year-old Wittelsbach dynasty and declared a republic.

The German Empire gave way without a struggle. On 9 November a
general strike broke out in Berlin. Soldiers at many barracks in Berlin
fraternized with revolutionary crowds. Shorn of the means of repression,
the Kaiser agreed to abdicate. He and his family fled to neutral Holland.
Subsequently the victorious powers applied strong pressure for his surrender
to stand trial for war crimes. The Dutch government had nothing but its self-
respect to lose by yielding to the clamour; but it refused. Wilhelm survived
just long enough to applaud the destruction in 1940 of the state that had so
punctiliously protected him and to congratulate Adolf Hitler on succeeding
where he had failed—in presiding over a German-dominated Europe.
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Philipp Scheidemann, a leading Social Democrat, proclaimed a republic.
Another Social Democrat, Friedrich Ebert, a former saddler, took over the
government, not as Chancellor but as chairman of the Council of People’s
Representatives, composed of Socialists of various stripes. Within the new
government tensions soon appeared between moderate and extreme
elements. The Social Democrats, conscious of their lack of administrative
experience, had taken over and preserved intact the profoundly conserva-
tive imperial bureaucratic apparatus. Ebert also formed a tacit alliance with
the army high command, who were anxious to avert social revolution. On
the other hand, the USPD and other left-wing groups regarded the soldiers’
and workers’ councils as the legitimate source of authority and as founda-
tion-stones of a German Soviet Republic.

In December fighting broke out in Berlin between government forces and
left-Socialist adherents of the Spartacist League. On 29 December, at a
conference attended by Karl Radek as a fraternal delegate from Soviet Russia,
the Spartacists split away from the USPD and formed the German Communist
Party (KPD). Led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg (see plates 13 and
14), the Spartacists sought to establish a soviet republic and on § January 1919
launched a rebellion in Berlin. They occupied a number of buildings, includ-
ing the offices of the Social Democrat newspaper Vorwirts. The revolt, which
was joined by many left-wing Socialists, was crushed with great severity by
military units under the direction of Gustav Noske, the Social Democrat
minister for military affairs. At least twelve hundred people were killed in a
week of fighting in the capital. Liebknecht and Luxemburg were captured and
murdered by right-wing officers. Luxemburg’s body was thrown into a canal.

Gangs of ex-servicemen loosely organized into Freikorps played a prominent
part in suppressing the Spartacist revolt and in exacting savage revenge.
Inspired by reactionary, militarist, nationalist, and anti-Semitic propaganda,
these units were fertile ground for the Dolchstosslegende (‘stab in the back
legend’) of the cause of German defeat—the notion that Germany had
been beaten not on the battlefield but by subversive elements at home. The
Freikorps took to the streets as vigilantes, attacking leftists and, in some cases,
Jews. Over the next year or two they evolved into right-wing private armies to
which the republic, paradoxically and dangerously, became indebted for help
in repressing left-wing agitation. The army high command, seeing in the
volunteers of the Freikorps a politically more reliable buttress for their political
aims than the conscripted troops of the old imperial army, gave its blessing
to the movement. For unemployed veterans of the trenches the Freikorps
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provided a focus of companionship and loyalty and a sense of meaning and
purpose. For such men, any inhibitions about the use of political violence had
been shattered by the experience of war. A return to arms, whether in punch-
ups with leftists or in more disciplined combat and training, became an outlet
for the frustrations and disappointments of civilian life in the harsh post-war
economic climate.

Under these dubious auspices, the new regime, a strange alliance of
moderate Social Democrats and the reactionary army command, survived
its initial ordeal by fire. In January 1919 a Constituent Assembly was elected
on the basis of universal suffrage for all men and women over the age of
twenty. The elections confirmed the dominance of the Social Democrats
who won 39 per cent of the vote; the Catholic Centre Party, together with
its Bavarian pendant, drew 20 per cent, the liberal Democrats 15 per cent,
the conservative nationalists 8.5 per cent, and the USPD only 7.6 per cent
(although it won 27.6 per cent in Berlin). The Communists, still dreaming
of revolution, decided not to participate. For fear of disturbances, the
assembly met not in Berlin but at Weimar and elected Ebert President.
Scheidemann formed a coalition government of Social Democrats, the
Catholic Centre Party, and Democrats which turned to the difficult tasks
of political, diplomatic, and economic reconstruction.

After the suppression of the Berlin Spartacists, revolutionary eftervescence,
mainly organized by soldiers’ and workers’ councils, continued for several
months in various parts of the country. The most spectacular such movement
emerged, a little embarrassingly for Marxist theory, not in the more industri-
alized regions but in agrarian, Catholic Bavaria. Eisner, the leader of the
November revolution in Munich, had formed a government in alliance
with the Bavarian Peasants’ League. But in an election to the Bavarian Diet
in early January 1919, his USPD won only 2.5 per cent of the vote and he was
obliged to step down. On 21 February 1919, on his way to the opening session
of the Diet, Eisner was assassinated. The murder radicalized the left-wing
Socialists who declared a Bavarian Councils’ Republic (Rdterepublik) on 7
April. The new regime, composed of assorted leftist intellectuals, among
them the writers Ernst Toller and Gustav Landauer, had a distinctly amateurish
air. The elected government headed by the Social Democrat Johannes Hoft-
mann nevertheless took fright and fled to Bamberg. An attempted counter-
revolution in Munich on 13 April was thwarted butled to the installation there
of a second Ratferepublik dominated by Communists. The new leaders looked
to Bolshevik Russia for inspiration and guidance. But direct communication



I00 REVOLUTIONARY EUROPE IQI7—I92I

between Moscow and Munich was very limited. When Lenin and the Soviet
Foreign Affairs Commissar, G. V. Chicherin, succeeded in making brief radio
contact with the government of the first Raterepublik, asking for information,
they were told by Dr Franz Lipp, its ‘Foreign Minister’, that ‘the proletariat of
Upper Bavaria is happily united’ but that ‘the fugitive Hoffmann . . . has taken
with him the key to my ministry toilet’.>® This seems to have been the only
significant communication between Moscow and Munich during the short
life of the Bavarian Soviet Republic. Comic opera ended in tragedy. On 1 May,
after heavy fighting between the ‘Red Army’ of the infant soviet republic and
Freikorps contingents aided by troops dispatched by Noske in Berlin, the
Hoffmann government was reinstalled in power. At least six hundred people
were killed, among them many prisoners murdered by the Freikorps.

The German revolution was part of a general revolutionary tremor
throughout central Europe. Conservatives discerned the insidious hand of
Moscow behind the outbreaks; the Bavarian episode demonstrated that,
whatever the inspirational attraction of the Soviet idea, Lenin’s ability to
project power abroad was very limited. Bolshevism, in any case, was but
one of a number of ideological strands in the revolutions of 1918—19. In
Austria-Hungary, in particular, demands for political and social liberty were
mixed up with pressure from subject nationalities for national freedom. This
explosive mixture led, in the case of the Habsburg lands, not merely to the
overthrow of a regime, but to the break-up of an entire system.

The end of the Habsburg monarchy in November 1918, like that of the
Hohenzollerns, was precipitated by military defeat, but it can be attributed
also to the growing instability of the social and political structure of which it
formed the apex. An early portent was the assassination in October 1916 of
the Austrian Prime Minister, Count Stiirgkh, as he sat in a café in Vienna.
The death of Franz Josef a few weeks later, after a reign of sixty-eight years,
had long been expected and caused sadness but little surprise. He had
commanded deep reserves of loyalty and respect; by contrast, the new
Emperor and his wife, Zita, were unpopular and the subjects of malicious
rumours. Karl sought to move with the tide of public opinion both in
seeking peace and in constitutional reform. He advocated universal suffrage
in Hungary. He granted an amnesty to political prisoners in mid-1917.
Censorship was relaxed. All to no avail. Food riots, demonstrations, strikes,
and marches erupted in Vienna. A study of Viennese children in the spring
of 1918 found that out of 56,849, only 4,637 could be classified as healthy.
The inflationary spiral continued to rise inexorably. By June fresh eggs in
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the city cost more than seven times the July 1914 price. In October food
rations provided only 831 calories per person per day. Deaths from
influenza, tuberculosis, and hunger multiplied. The imperial capital,
according to one observer, was in a state of ‘social decomposition’.>®

On 30 October the German members of the Reichsrat, who had constituted
themselves a ‘Provisional National Assembly’ nine days earlier, declared the
creation of ‘German-Austria’. A coalition government, composed of Social-
ists, nationalists, and members of the conservative Christian Social Party, took
power. The army was by now crumbling. The imperial government, shorn of
all support, gave up without a fight and simply faded out of existence. The
emperor went into exile though he did not abdicate the imperial throne (later,
under pressure, he did abdicate the Hungarian throne). On 12 November the
National Assembly unanimously declared a republic and simultaneously an-
nounced that German-Austria was part of Germany. The latter declaration
indicated the lack of any real sense of Austria as a country: it was simply the
‘home-farm’ of the dynasty, what was left over when the non-German parts of
the empire severed their links with Vienna.

The passing of the Habsburg dynasty was merely the outward sign of
profound shifts in political identification that had already dissolved the
multi-national empire. As the historian Lewis Namier (born in Austrian
Galicia and a British Foreign Office official at the time) put it, ‘Austria-
Hungary disappeared when it vanished from the consciousness of those
concerned’.*” In 1914 the aspirations of the Slavic subject peoples had, with
few exceptions, been limited to the securing of equal status with Germans
and Magyars within the imperial system. In the early years of the war the
subject nationalities had remained surprisingly loyal to the empire. There
had been few desertions from the Austrian army. But by the autumn of 1918
the prospect of imminent Habsburg defeat produced a jostling for the
inheritance. ‘Successor states’ suddenly emerged, led by nationalist govern-
ments that threw off all allegiance not only to the Habsburgs but to any alien
authority: a resurrected Poland, a newly minted Czechoslovakia, and a
Serbia enlarged to incorporate most of the other south Slav lands.

During the war Polish nationalists had been united in their desire to restore
the independence that had been lost since 1795. They were deeply divided,
however, over the means of attaining it and their divisions reflected to some
extent the lines of the partition of their country. Both warring coalitions
assembled Polish military units and sought to woo recruits with promises of
post-war freedom. Some Polish nationalists, adherents of Roman Dmowski,
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declared support for Russia, hoping to gain some measure of autonomy from
the Tsar; others followed the lead of the former leader of the Polish Socialist
Party, Jozef Pitsudski, whose Polish Legions, formed in Galicia, fought for
Austria against the Russians. In November 1916 Wilhelm II and Franz Josef
met at Pless in Silesia and issued the “T'wo Emperors’ Declaration’ promising
the Poles independence. A Polish Regency Council was established in Warsaw
in which Pilsudski served for a short time as Minister of War. In July 1917,
however, he refused to serve as a puppet leader under the Germans. As a result
he was placed in a German prison. The treaty signed between Germany and
the Ukrainians at Brest-Litovsk involved recognition of their rule over the
province of Cholm, regarded by the Poles as belonging to Poland. Polish
public opinion reacted with outrage. The Regency Council as well as Polish
representatives in the Austrian Reichsrat protested bitterly. Henceforth the
Central Powers’ protestations of sympathy for Polish nationalism were dis-
missed by most Poles as hypocritical opportunism. Increasingly, they turned
instead towards the Entente Powers.

The eviction of Russian and then of German and Austrian authority in
the Polish lands left a political vacuum that was immediately filled. When
Pilsudski returned to Warsaw on 10 November 1918 he was the hero of the
day and immediately made himself master of the situation. He took over
from the Regency Council as ‘Chief of State’. The new Poland had ill-
defined borders that were quickly called into question when fighting broke
out between Poles and Ukrainians in eastern Galicia. The Ukrainians sought
the area’s incorporation in an independent Ukraine; the Poles considered it
part of their national state. The population of the region (east of the River
San) was predominantly Ukrainian but Pilsudski nevertheless insisted that it
must form part of Poland and sent troops to conquer it. Poland, Lloyd
George said, was ‘drunk with the new wine of liberty supplied to her by the
Allies’ and ‘fancied herself as the resistless mistress of Central Europe’.?®
Pilsudski’s attitude on the Galician issue reflected a broader objective of
constructing a large Poland, extending beyond areas of mainly ethnic Polish
concentration, a policy that soon led the new state into wars with almost all
its neighbours.

The territories that came to form the Czechoslovak state had never in
history formed a unified political entity. Czechs and Slovaks spoke closely
related languages but their historic experiences had been different. Under
the Habsburgs Slovak-speaking areas had been ruled by Hungary, while
Bohemia, Moravia and Czech Silesia formed part of the Austrian Empire.
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The national revival of the nineteenth century had imparted to the Czechs a
collective identity and sense of shared nationhood with the Slovaks but until
1914 there had been no serious thought of an independent state. After the
outbreak of the war, however, the philosopher Tomas Masaryk (see Plate 16)
contacted the Entente Powers and acted as chief spokesman for the cause of
national independence. He formed and headed a Czechoslovak National
Council in Paris. Between 1914 and 1918 Masaryk conducted an effective
lobbying campaign in London, Paris, and Washington, to assemble political
support for a Czechoslovak state. He was aided by sympathetic British and
French intellectuals and propagandists, notably the historian R. W. Seton-
Watson, who viewed the liberation of the subject Habsburg peoples as
both a high ideal and a useful tactic in political warfare. Just as the Germans
regarded support for revolutionary and nationalist movements as a device for
destabilizing the Russian Empire, the Allies (no doubt with less cynicism) hoped
that the Habsburg edifice might be weakened by their invigoration of Slav
nationalisms.

Advocates of a Czechoslovak state were strengthened by the creation of
distinct national fighting units, composed mainly of prisoners of war from
the Austrian army. Over forty thousand Czechs, mainly former Austrian
soldiers captured by the Russians, joined a Czech Legion that fought at the
side of the Russians on the eastern front. After the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk,
the soldiers of this force found themselves in a quandary as to how to get
home. In mid-1918, in order to effect their exit, they captured the main
stations along the 4,900 miles of the Trans-Siberian railway. They then
headed east from European Russia all the way to Vladivostok, giving heart
to the enemies of the Bolsheviks in Siberia—and further afield. By a strange
quirk of history this military feat on the other side of the world helped
secure diplomatic support for the fledgling Czechoslovak government-to-
be. When Masaryk was received by President Wilson in Washington, he
was able to present himself on the one hand as ‘formally a private man’, but
on the other as effectively ‘master of Siberia and half Russia’.** On this
peculiar basis the Allied powers granted recognition to the Czechoslovak
National Council in September 1918 ‘as a de facto belligerent government’
representing the Czechoslovak people.

As the Habsburg edifice cracked, the National Council moved fast to
forestall any second thoughts on the part of the Powers. On 21 October it
declared Czechoslovakia’s independence and established a provisional gov-
ernment. On 28 October it took over the administrative reins in Prague.
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Here the revolution was predominantly nationalist, not Socialist. Czech
units of the former Austrian army immediately transformed themselves into
an army of the new state. Two weeks later a National Assembly unani-
mously elected Masaryk President of the republic. At first the Czechoslovak
government’s writ ran only in those parts of Bohemia and Moravia where
Czechs predominated. In German-majority districts the inhabitants sought
incorporation in the new German—Austrian state. Gradually, however,
those areas were brought under Czech military occupation. Local Germans
protested, but were unable to organize a military force of their own and so
could do little. Here, as in the case of the ethnically mixed regions of
Poland, the seed of a great tragedy was sown.

The expansion of Serbia into the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes,
or Yugoslavia as it came to be known, was the cruellest blow to the Habsburg
system since it represented a triumphant assertion of the principle against
which Austria—Hungary had launched the war—that of south Slav unity.
Proportionately Serbia had suffered more than any other country in the war.
She lost a fifth of her population from the direct and indirect effects of the
fighting—among the latter a terrible typhus epidemic. Hundreds of thousands
of people had been forced to leave their homes with their oxen and carts. They
were turned into a horde of refugees (see plate 3). Joined by army deserters and
harassed by bandits, they wandered across the wild countryside in an exodus
that nationalist poets and historians later described as a Calvary: ‘By the waters
of Albania, by the waters of Death, we halted our soldiers. By the waters of the
Chkoumba, Séména, Voyoucha, we halted to rest our bones. . . . We were laid
low on earth, but we wept not at all, we died in silence, as a great mourning is
silent—silent like the Great Passion on the Cross at Jerusalem.’*

In December 1914, flushed with success in driving back the Austrian
invaders, the Serbian Prime Minister, Pasi¢, had issued a declaration calling
for the creation of a unified state of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. The
Austrian conquest of Serbia and the exile of her government did not put
an end to such plans. Rivalry and suspicion between Serbs and Croats
complicated the efforts of the south Slav nationalists but in July 1917 leaders
of both major nationalities issued a declaration at Corfu calling for the
creation of a common state. The question whether the country should be
a federation of national units or a centralized state (which would inevitably
be dominated by the largest national group, Serbs) was not resolved. It was
never resolved—with poisonous consequences for the entire history of the
south Slav state that was born out of the ashes in late 1918.
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Meanwhile, revolution in Hungary at the end of October 1918 led to the
appointment of the liberal Count Mihaly Karolyi as Prime Minister. His first
act was to secure the relatively peaceful establishment of a republic—although
the revolution claimed one prominent victim: Count Tisza, the former Prime
Minister, was shot dead. Karolyi was able to give Hungary only a brief taste of
liberal government. In March 1919 extreme leftist revolutionaries assumed
power and declared a Socialist Federated Soviet Republic. Its nominal head
was a Social Democrat, but the real moving force in the new regime was a
Communist, Béla Kun, who became Commissar for Foreign Affairs. The
acting Education Commissar was Gyorgy Lukacs, later famous as a Marxist
theoretician. Only a few weeks earlier the Karolyi government had impri-
soned most of the Communist leaders, but Karolyi’s position had become
impossible on 26 February when the victorious Allies presented Hungary with
proposals for a peace treaty that he declared totally unacceptable. Rather than
make the large territorial and other concessions demanded by the Allies, he
handed over the government to the left whose leaders thus found themselves
catapulted from prison cells to supreme power.

Kun’s government sought military aid from the Russian Bolsheviks and
tried to rally the country. But it failed to win popularity. Kun had a far from
prepossessing manner: he ‘somehow left the impression of an inflated frog’,
according to the Finnish Communist Arvo Tuominen.** The Kun regime
created a Red Army, a Red Guard, and revolutionary courts. It nationalized
industries, banks, schools, and even private homes. It decreed land reform,
breaking up the large estates and ordering the creation of large co-operatives.

The Entente Powers sent the South African General Jan Smuts to Hungary
to treat with Kun, but the emissary abandoned his task after one day during
which he did not leave his railway carriage. Kun’s forces moved into Slovakia
and set up a Slovak Soviet Republic. It lasted only a fortnight. Britain and
France then encouraged Romania to intervene. French military advisers were
attached to the Romanian army which quickly advanced into eastern Hungary,
capturing Debrecen on 23 April 1919. Meanwhile right-wingers, headed by
Count Gyula Karolyi and Count Istvan Bethlen, set up a rival regime at Szeged
under the protection of French forces. The Minister of War in this government
was the last chief of the Austro-Hungarian navy, Admiral Miklos Horthy. The
Kun government was now faced with enemies from within as well as without
and resorted to a common device of revolutionary regimes in extremis. A
Committee of Public Safety under Tibor Szamuely unleashed a ‘red terror’
against suspected counter-revolutionaries and killed three hundred people.
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On 31 July the Romanians began entering Budapest and the next day Kun’s
regime, which had lasted only 133 days, collapsed. The Romanians remained
in occupation of the Hungarian capital until November while all parties
manoeuvred for position. In a bizarre turn of events on 6 August, the
Habsburg Archduke Josef temporarily assumed the presidency of the republic,
allegedly having been appointed Regent by the deposed King Karl. Josef
appointed a right-wing government but its authority was not generally rec-
ognized. Meanwhile the occupying troops pillaged the countryside energet-
ically. According to an American military observer, they ‘cleaned the country
out of private automobiles, farm implements, cattle, horses, clothing, sugar,
coal, salt, and in fact everything of value’. Sixteen wagon-loads of supplies
were taken from the Children’s Hospital in Budapest with the result that
eleven children died within the next twenty-four hours. Clemenceau and
Balfour sent stiff rebukes to the Romanians and even discussed the possibility of
military or naval action. Romania, for her part, pointed out that by destroying
the Bolshevik regime in Hungary she had rendered a great service to the
general weal; she insisted on her right to take all that her army required ‘and
30% besides for her own population’.*? Meanwhile, the Hungarian Whites,
organized in groups such as the ‘Awakening Magyars’, launched a White
terror by way of revenge against the Reds. An estimated five thousand people
were killed. The traditional anti-Semitism of the Hungarian right was re-
inforced by a general tendency to identify Jews with Bolshevism, arising from
the fact that many of the leaders of the Kun regime had been deracinated Jews.
As a result, large numbers of Jews who had nothing at all to do with com-
munism were among the victims.

On 16 November a 25,000-man Hungarian army headed by Horthy
made a formal entry to Budapest as the Romanians completed their evacu-
ation in compliance with arrangements brokered by an inter-allied com-
mission. Horthy had close connections with militant groups of nationalist
officers and others involved in the White terror. Under his authoritarian
rule, 75,000 people were imprisoned for involvement in the Kun govern-
ment. An estimated 100,000 others, including many intellectuals, fled
abroad. But for all his reliance on the radical right, Horthy was an essentially
conservative figure whose attitudes were a throwback to the Habsburg
period. On 1 March 1920 he assumed the title of Regent. For the remainder
of the inter-war period this Admiral without a navy presided paternalistic-
ally over a kingdom without a king.
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The revolutions in central Europe were emulated elsewhere, but with
even less success. In the industrial areas of northern Italy widespread strikes
and unrest continued to agitate society well into 1920. In Spain syndicalist
and anarchist strikes broke out, particularly in Barcelona, and civil-military
conflict intensified in March 1921 with the assassination of the conservative
Prime Minister, Eduardo Dato. Ripples of Bolshevism even washed onto
British shores. In January 1919 at a demonstration in George Square,
Glasgow, called in support of a general strike, Willie Gallacher and Emanuel
Shinwell addressed a crowd of thirty thousand as the red flag was hoisted
above the City Chambers. Fighting with police erupted and twelve thou-
sand troops were called out to maintain order. Tanks rolled across the
cobbled city streets and parked incongruously in the Cattle Market. In
spite of the fiery temper of the labour movement in red Clydeside, the
Scottish soviet republic was aborted before birth.

Civil war and intervention in Russia

While the revolutionary tide on the continent receded, the conflict be-
tween Bolshevism and its enemies in Russia continued and assumed an
international dimension. Anti-Bolshevik “White’ armies, financed and sup-
plied by the Allied powers, were joined by foreign expeditionary forces.
The Russian Civil War was waged against the background of an effort by the
Bolsheviks to achieve socialism virtually overnight. Almost immediately upon
assuming power, Lenin’s government issued a number of far-reaching decrees.
Landed estates were to be nationalized, with the proviso that ‘the land of
ordinary peasants and ordinary Cossacks shall not be confiscated’.® In effect,
large estates were divided and distributed in small lots to peasants. A decree on
the nationalities question emphasized the equality of all the peoples of Russia
and abolished ‘all national and national-religious disabilities’, thus emancipating
the Jews. The same ordinance asserted ‘the right of the peoples of Russia to free
self-determination, even to the point of separation and the formation of an
independent state’, a commitment that was soon to be put to the test.* In
February 1918 the government repudiated Russia’s $3.6 billion foreign debt,
thus wiping out at a stroke both Russia’s liabilities and her ability to borrow on
the world’s capital markets. This was one of several actions by which the new
Soviet state excluded itself from the comity of respectable governments.
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Russia’s foreign trade dwindled to almost nothing. What came to be known as
“War Communism’ was a disorganized, helter-skelter rush towards a socialized
society. All enterprises were declared state property. ‘Communist Saturdays’
were introduced during which volunteers worked extra shifts, particularly on
the railways. Banks were seized and loans annulled. Money became worthless.
The Russian economy almost totally seized up. In part this was a natural result of
war conditions but in large measure it was a self-inflicted disaster.

The ideological justification for this policy grew out of the Bolsheviks’
fear that their revolution would succumb in the absence of support from
revolutions in the more advanced industrial states of Europe. Given Russia’s
primitive economic and social development, and the strong support for other
parties demonstrated in the election to the Constituent Assembly, the Bolsheviks
were pessimistic about the long-term prospects for their regime unless, by a rapid
series of institutional and economic changes, they could implant socialism
irrevocably in Russian society. They recognized that the greatest single block
of potential opposition to their rule was the Russian peasantry. Although the
new regime had secured its authority in the major cities, its hold on the
Russian countryside was much weaker. It therefore held out to the peasants
what has been called ‘a quid pro quo’: “The Bolsheviks sanctioned land seizures
while the peasantry would hand over grain to the cities and the army.”* But after
five years of war and tumult the food distribution system barely functioned. The
collapse of money values and markets led naturally to hoarding which in
turn stimulated forcible requisitioning by Bolshevik commissars determined
to feed the cities and the Red Army. In May 1918 the government declared a
Food Dictatorship, according carte blanche to urban ‘food supply detachments’
to roam the countryside and seize produce. Bolshevik use of force against
peasants and against their political opponents fed growing hostility to the regime
within Russia.

News in July 1918 of the murder at Yekaterinburg of the Tsar and his
family sent a shudder through Europe. This was still a time when many
people regarded the person of a monarch as sacrosanct. Moreover, unlike
the English regicide of 1649 and the French of 1793, these killings, ordered
by Lenin himself, bore no semblance of judicial sanction. Here was another
action by which the new rulers of Russia placed themselves outside the
conventional bounds of acceptable behaviour.

Already at the outset of their rule the Bolsheviks had demonstrated
readiness to take ruthless measures against their enemies. The secret police
force, the Cheka (or VVeCheKa: All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for
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Combating Counterrevolution and Sabotage, later to be known under vari-
ous other grim acronyms) was founded in December 1917. As successor to
the Tsarist okhranka, it took over its predecessor’s headquarters, its files, some
of'its personnel, and many of its techniques, including the use of torture. The
first head of the Cheka was Felix Dzerzhinsky, a Pole from Vilna (he attended
the same school there as Pitsudski). The secret resolution creating the Cheka
defined its function as the suppression of counter-revolution and sabotage; it
rapidly acquired not merely investigative but also executive and secret judicial
functions that facilitated its development into the most feared instrument of
state authority.

Sanction for terrorist methods came from the top. Asserting that the ‘ast
decisive battle’ with the kulaks (literally ‘tight-fists’, the term applied to the
upper stratum of private farmers) was under way, Lenin’s orders to Bolsheviks
in Penza province, south-east of Moscow, in August 1918 were explicit:

An example must be demonstrated:

1. Hang (and make sure that the hanging takes place in full view of the people) no
fewer than one hundred known kulaks, rich men, bloodsuckers.

2. Publish the names.

3. Seize all their grain from them.

4. Designate hostages in accordance with yesterday’s telegram.

Do it in such a fashion that for hundreds of kilometers around the people
might see, tremble, know, shout: they are strangling and will strangle to death
the bloodsucking kulaks.*

This message (which remained unpublished until the fall of the Soviet
Union) was not in any way exceptional. In tone and substance, such
instructions became a norm—and a precedent to be followed and multiplied
by Lenin’s successor.

Creation of a revolutionary dictatorship necessarily implied elimination
of political competitors. At first only right-wing and ‘bourgeois’ political
parties, such as the Kadets, were outlawed. But in July, following the
assassination of the German ambassador, Count Wilhelm von Mirbach-
Harff, by two Socialist Revolutionaries, the Bolsheviks turned on the Left
Socialist Revolutionaries, hitherto their allies. Alleging that the SRs were
engaged in an uprising, the Bolsheviks arrested their leaders. Some were
shot, others later put on trial. An unsuccessful attempt on Lenin’s life on 30
August was pinned on the SRs and was used to justify terror against all
opponents of the government. Soon all opposition parties were banned.
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Press freedom had already been curbed: one of the first decrees issued by
the Bolshevik regime ordered the closure of all newspapers ‘inciting to open
resistance or disobedience’ to the new government or ‘sowing confusion by
means of an obviously calumniatory perversion of fact’. Anticipating com-
plaints that this decree represented an attack on press freedom, the govern-
ment declared that the measure was ‘of a temporary nature and [would] be
revoked by a special ukaz when the normal conditions of life will be
reestablished’.*” Even left-Socialist papers such as Novaya zhizn were
banned. By February 1919 all non-Bolshevik papers had been suppressed
and a one-party press was firmly established.*®

‘Within a few months of the Bolshevik revolution, rival governments and
military forces had sprung up in several regions of the former empire. The
challenge to the Bolsheviks came from all points of the compass. In the east
an army under a self-proclaimed ‘Supreme Ruler and Supreme Com-
mander-in-Chief’, Admiral A. V. Kolchak, claimed to control vast tracts
of territory in Siberia. In the south the White armies were led by Kornilov
and, after he was killed by a Red shell in May 1918, by General Anton
Denikin. In the north, General Nikolai Yudenich threatened to occupy
Petrograd. In the west, Ukrainian nationalists, anarchist peasants led by
Nestor Makhno, and motley White armies waged a confusing multi-sided
war against the Bolsheviks and against one another. As the central power
weakened, some regions sought complete independence. By August 1918 as
many as thirty governments were said to be operating on the territory of the
former Tsarist empire. Finland, under the leadership of General Gustaf
Mannerheim, and the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania suc-
ceeded in vindicating their claims to independence. Others, such as the
Menshevik regime in Georgia, maintained a precarious hold on power only
for a short time.

Foreign intervention in the Russian Civil War was not animated primar-
ily by a desire to overthrow the Bolshevik regime. In the initial stages a
predominant motive was strategic: the Allied powers’ desperate wish to
keep open some sort of eastern front in order to preoccupy German forces
that might otherwise be transferred to the west.

At first, the French tried to persuade the Bolsheviks to renew the war
against Germany. They seemed to have succeeded momentarily in February
1918, when the Russo-German talks at Brest-Litovsk broke down and the
Russian Council of People’s Commissars decided to accept the aid of ‘the
brigands of French imperialism against the German brigands’.* In early



FINLAND

Turku
5 Helsmkl Vyborg
Gulf of Bothma Kron

et

Danzig
GER
LW~ 7
5"”}‘9, Blal’ystok ofo
Warsaw ¢ plnsk
¢ POLA ND Brest
e, Lubln
o
Cracow t~s ,
~
\,

Tarnoplo

Q.
Omsk

O
ROMANIA E Novoc -—-— Russian Empire 1914
Bucharestov . R AL Curzon Line (proposed 1920)
o Faiatine Astrakhan SEAC T Western border of USSR 1921
aterinodar
Sofia
B% LEARIA Soviet controlled areas
a [ November 1917
e Constantinople (‘40 ~_ [ ] April 1919
>
S @ ‘% C"IOS Ug R4 [ ] October 1919
S5 g Marmara Tibiisi ~ M7 * 0 100 200 miles
w‘ﬁy i N L Il L Il I}
~ . Yerevan ! T !
v T TURKEY ‘._,.3_~ Bk X 0 300 km
« N

Map 2. Russian Civil War

IT6I—-LTI61 3d0d4NTd AYVNOILNTOATA

ITT



I12 REVOLUTIONARY EUROPE IQI7—I92I

March British troops landed at Murmansk with the apparent approval of the
local Soviet. But in Moscow Lenin’s more realistic policy of acquiescing to
German demands prevailed. After submitting to the Germans’ draconian
terms, the Bolsheviks toyed briefly with the idea of securing support from
the United States, Britain, and France, against Germany. Those powers,
however, had no interest in buttressing Bolshevism; nor were they eager to
become involved in the efforts of the White armies gathering to overthrow
it. But a desire to distract German attention from the western front gradually
drew them into half-hearted and ill-planned entanglements in Russia.
Eventually soldiers of a dozen or more nationalities were to become
embroiled in the war of intervention.

In August 1918 a mixed force of fifteen thousand British, Canadian,
American, French, Italian, and Serb troops landed at Archangel. A huge
pile-up of imported war materiel had developed there awaiting transportation
down the single-track, low-capacity railway line that was the only feasible
overland goods route to the south. Protection of these supplies was a primary
goal of the force. Beyond that, the interventionist powers were of no very
clear mind as to the purpose of their enterprise and the troops never advanced
more than two hundred miles south of Archangel. Under their protection an
anti-Bolshevik government was formed, at first Socialist Revolutionary in
complexion, later acknowledging the authority of Kolchak. With the defeat
of Germany, Lloyd George soon lost what little enthusiasm he had had for
this adventure, though Churchill, Secretary of State for War from January
1919, urged robust support for the Whites against ‘the Bolshevik tyranny’,
which he pronounced ‘of all the tyrannies in history . . . the worst, the most
destructive, the most degrading’.* In September 1919 the British nevertheless
withdrew from the northern theatre altogether.

Meanwhile, however, in November 1918, a mixed force of twelve
thousand French, Polish, and Greek troops had landed at Odessa under
the command of Franchet d’Espérey, fresh from his victory in Bulgaria.
Enemies of the revolution hoped that he might stiffen the forces of Denikin
on the southern front. But d’Espérey was unimpressed by Denikin’s rabble-
like army and his orders were in any case limited. French statesmen, like the
British, dithered, reluctant to become deeply engaged in eastern Europe.
On 5 April 1919 the French sailed from Odessa, taking with them five
thousand of Denikin’s men and thirty thousand civilians. In October
Denikin was defeated at Orel and over the next six months was beaten
back to the Crimea. Wrangel, who succeeded him in command of White
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forces in the south, achieved some initial successes but by November 1920
he was obliged to evacuate the remnants of his army to Constantinople.

Meanwhile, in Siberia Kolchak was bolstered for a while by the Czech
Legion, strung out along the Trans-Siberian railway, and by American and
Japanese troops who landed at Vladivostok. But his regime never gained more
than tenuous control over the vastness of Asiatic Russia. In November 1919
he retreated from his headquarters at Omsk. The withdrawal was chaotic and
slowed down by thirty-six freight cars holding the imperial gold reserve. In
January 1920 he was captured by the Czechs. They handed him over to the
Bolsheviks who shot him and threw his body into a river. In the course of
1920 the Czechs and Americans left Vladivostok and the last Japanese with-
drew in October 1922. Long before then all the intervening powers had
decided to cut their losses and abandon any attempt to depose Lenin’s regime.

As the White governments on Russian soil evaporated, waves of refugees
boarded ships at Odessa and Vladivostok. Altogether more than a million (by
some estimates double that number) fled, settling in western Europe, the
Americas, and China. Substantial Russian communities concentrated in
Paris, Berlin, and Brussels. They founded Russian-language schools, churches,
and newspapers, and, in the common way of exiles, plotted their return and
argued acrimoniously among themselves about the causes of their misfortunes.

In addition to the Whites and the Allied powers, two other forces of
opposition to the Bolshevik regime posed determined and serious military
challenges. The first was Ukraine, the second Poland.

Ukrainian nationalists, like the Poles, had been divided during the war.
Some saw their destiny as lying in the creation of an autonomous region within
the Habsburg Empire, others sought full separation. After the February Revo-
lution in Russia an opportunity seemed to arise for autonomy under Russian
auspices. The first, short-lived Ukrainian government sprang into being in
April 1917 when a ‘Central Rada’ (council) was formed at Kiev, initially loyal to
the Provisional Government in Petrograd. In elections in November 1917 the
Bolsheviks won only 10 per cent of the seats in the Rada, whereupon they set
up a rival Ukrainian Soviet regime at Kharkov. On 24 January 1918 the Rada
declared Ukraine an independent state. Two weeks later the Germans and
Austrians signed a peace treaty with representatives of the Rada whereby
Ukrainian independence was recognized against Ukrainian promises of large
supplies of food and raw materials. But peasants refused to hand over their grain
and the Germans found themselves drawn into an expensive occupation of the
whole territory up to the Don. Tiring of the Rada, they decided to eliminate it
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and replace it with a pro-German puppet government headed by General Pavel
Skoropadsky, a former Tsarist officer who was proclaimed Hefman (chieftain)
of Ukraine. Deprived in November 1918 of its German buttress, Skoropadsky’s
regime fell and was in its turn replaced by a ‘Directory’ headed, from February
1919, by Simon Petliura. Over the next few years he battled the Bolsheviks, the
Poles, Denikin’s Whites, and Makhno’s anarchist bands in the hope of vindi-
cating the Ukrainian claim to nationhood. Kiev changed hands sixteen times in
the course of the war.

The Russo-Polish War of 1919—21 coincided in time and overlapped in
space with the later stages of the Russian Civil War, the Ukrainian inde-
pendence conflict, and the Allied intervention against Bolshevism. But it
should really be considered separately, since Pilsudski’s government had
its own distinctive war aims. Responsibility for the outbreak of hostilities
must be shared between the antagonists. The Poles aimed to take advantage
of the elimination of Russia’s power on its western marches in order to
secure a large swath of territory in Belorussia and Ukraine. The Bolsheviks,
hardly less than the Tsars, considered these areas to be part of the historic
Russian patrimony. In the first phase of the war, between February 1919 and
May 1920, the Poles advanced virtually unchallenged and captured Wilno
(Vilna/Vilnius), Pitsudski’s birthplace, and moved deep into Belorussia and
Ukraine. In the second phase, between June and August 1920, tables were
turned: soldiers of the Red Army, led by the youthful Mikhail Tukha-
chevsky, launched a successful counter-offensive that carried them to the
gates of Warsaw.

In an effort to resolve the conflict, the British Foreign Office delineated
the Curzon line (named after the British Foreign Secretary of the time), a
proposed frontier between Russia and Poland that followed approximately
the ethnographic border between Poles and their eastern neighbours,
Ukrainians and Belorussians. The British threatened to intervene if the
line was not accepted. But this was a bluff. The proposal was rejected by
Poles and Russians alike, although the line retained a strange diplomatic
half-life and was partly translated into reality a generation later.

In the third and final phase of the war, after August 1920, Polish forces
under General Wiadistaw Sikorski succeeded in enveloping and destroying
the bulk of Tukhachevsky’s army. This ‘miracle of the Vistula’ (allegedly
achieved with assistance from the Black Madonna of Czestochowa) decided
the outcome. Over the next few weeks Bolshevik forces were driven back
hundreds of miles. Facing disaster, the Bolsheviks offered peace at almost
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any price. They signed an armistice in October and a peace treaty at Riga in
March 1921. The treaty awarded the Poles a band of territory in western
Belorussia and Ukraine, from Latvia in the north to Romania in the south.
This frontier between Poland and Russia remained intact until 1939.

In the final stages of the Russo-Polish war, the Ukrainian leader Petliura
allied himself with the Poles. The Poles’ price for supporting him was Ukrain-
ian recognition of their rule in Galicia, the eastern part of which had long been
a stronghold of Ukrainian nationalism. The Treaty of Riga required Russia to
recognize the independence of Ukraine. But that provision was ignored. The
reassertion of Russian central authority spelt the doom of Ukraine’s fragile
independence. The country was partitioned: western areas, including Galicia,
where a “West Ukrainian People’s Republic’ had maintained a precarious
existence in 1918—19, followed by a ‘Galician Socialist Soviet Republic’
from July to September 1920, were allocated to Poland; the rest went to the
Bolsheviks. Squeezed between the Russians and the Poles, Petliura fled to
Poland and later to France, where he was assassinated in 1925.

In the Civil War the Bolsheviks had virtually the whole world and a large
part of the former Russian Empire ranged against them. Yet they won. The
primary reason was the disunity of their enemies, who shared neither
common aims nor a common strategy. Unlike their enemies, the Bolsheviks
enjoyed the advantage of holding the centre and consequently of relatively
secure internal lines of communication. They controlled the bulk of the
population and of war industry. The Russian railway system, decrepit
though it was, and capable of carrying only a fraction of its pre-war
traffic, proved a godsend to the Red Army. Armoured trains were used by
both sides in this ‘eshelonaya war’ (‘railway war’), though horses still drew
much military traffic. Victory in the Civil War was Trotsky’s greatest hour.
His followers later inflated his role and his enemies devalued it. Yet his
achievement was real. As Commissar for War, he created the Red Army out
of the debris of the old imperial army. Bolsheviks permeated the army: a
party cell was formed in each unit. At the same time, Trotsky had no
compunction about drawing on the professional expertise of members of
the old officer class. A total of 48,000 of these voyenspets (‘military special-
ists’) served the Bolsheviks in the Civil War, some voluntarily, others under
compulsion. To ensure their good behaviour, they were flanked by an ‘iron
corset’ of political commissars and their families were often held as hostages.
‘Let the turncoats realize’, wrote Trotsky, ‘that they are at the same time
betraying their fathers, mothers sisters, brothers, wives, and children.”!
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The Russian Civil War was the bloodiest in any European country in the
twentieth century. A total of 800,000 combatants are estimated to have died
(more from disease than in combat). Tens of thousands more were killed in
White terror and Red terror. Terrible atrocities were committed on all sides.
In the Far East the demented White general Baron R. F. Ungern-Sternberg
was guilty of horrific barbarities. The Red Army combined old-fashioned
military professionalism with the ruthlessness of revolutionary warfare. It
probably behaved no worse than most of its opponents. Where its leaders
distinguished themselves was in making a virtue out of their inhumanity.
Trotsky justified the use of terror tactics in rhetoric that married the fervour
of Robespierre and Saint Just in 1793 to the class analysis of Marx in 1871:

The State terror of a revolutionary class can be condemned ‘morally’ only by a
man who, as a principle, condemns every form of violence whatsoever.

‘But in that case, in what do your tactics differ from the tactics of Tsarism?” we
are asked.

You do not understand this, holy men? We shall explain to you. The terror of
Tsarism was directed against the proletariat. The gendarmerie of Tsarism throt-
tled the workers who were fighting for the Socialist order. Our Extraordinary
Commissions shoot landlords, capitalists, and generals who are striving to restore
the capitalist order. Do you grasp this distinction? Yes? For us Communists it is
quite sufficient.*?

This primitive philosophy helped the Bolsheviks cling to power against
overwhelming odds. Ultimately it destroyed both its author and millions of
his comrades, along with the utopian social vision that animated their
revolutionary zeal.

The expansion of the Russian Civil War into something close to a
European one led in almost every country to schism within Socialist
movements between pro- and anti-Bolshevik elements. The separation
had its roots in the divisions within the Second International over the
issue of support for the war. In 1919 the foundation of the Third Inter-
national (Comintern) confronted every Socialist party with the question
whether to affiliate with the new organization. The second congress of
Comintern in August 1920 issued twenty-one conditions for membership.
These included adherence to the principle of ‘democratic centralism’,
refusal to recognize ‘bourgeois laws’, ‘a complete and absolute rupture
with reformism’, the institution of periodic purges of party membership
‘in order systematically to free the party from the petty bourgeois elements
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which penetrate into it’, the obligation ‘to render every possible assistance
to the Soviet Republics in their struggle against all counter-revolutionary
forces’, and the waging of ‘a decisive war against the entire bourgeois world,
and all yellow Social Democratic parties’.>® Every member party of the
Comintern thus surrendered policy-making authority to the Moscow
centre. As an instrument of Soviet foreign policy, however, the Comintern
turned out to be more concerned with battling its Socialist competitors than
its capitalist enemies. Surveying the failures to realize revolutionary hopes in
central Europe, Lenin postponed world revolution and focused on stabil-
ization at home. By 1921 an implicit armistice in the European class war
took effect: the Allies called off intervention in Russia; Communists else-
where halted insurrectionary efforts and began to play the parliamentary and
trade union game.

Peace treaties

The Peace Conference, the greatest assembly of nations since the Congress of
Vienna in 1815, opened in Paris in January 1919 and lasted for a whole year.
Three powerful currents dominated its proceedings: first, the determination of
the European victors, above all France, to create a new continental structure
that would permanently disable Germany militarily and, as a corollary, to exact
territorial and financial compensation for the sacrifices of war; secondly, the
anxiety, particularly of the British, to staunch the flow of revolutionary poison
from Russia to the rest of the world; and thirdly, the desire of the United States,
more specifically of Wilson, to erect a supra-national authority that would
prevent future wars. Reflecting these underlying objectives, the conference
was dominated by Clemenceau, Lloyd George, and Wilson. The heads of
government and foreign ministries of the powers moved en bloc to Paris for
several months so that the city took on the aspect of capital of a new world in
the making. Altogether thirty-two countries were admitted to membership of
the conference but major decisions were reached by the five ‘Principal Allied
and Associated Powers’, the British Empire, France, Italy, Japan, and the
United States, who arrogated to themselves the exclusive right to participate
in all the sessions. Others attended only as and when summoned.

In concluding the armistice in November 1918 the German government
had conceived of the forthcoming peace conference as a negotiation among
equals. But, like the Russians at Brest-Litovsk a year earlier, they were
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speedily disabused of such notions. As a guarantee against any German
attempt to renew hostilities, the blockade was maintained throughout the
period of the conference. Deprived again of their eastern granaries, the
Germans faced mass starvation and were in no condition to resist Allied
demands. The defeated powers were further humiliated by being refused
admission to formal sessions of the conference, with the bizarre result that
countries such as Liberia, Panama, and Siam were seated, while Germany,
Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey were excluded. Delegations of the
smaller powers as well as suitors, supplicants, and petitioners of almost every
political cause populated the corridors of the conference. Among them
were ghost-like figures claiming to represent the deceased Russian imperial
government and the dying Ottoman one.

The French entered the Peace Conference puffed up with the delirium of
victory and keen to avenge the agony of war. Clemenceau, dubbed pere-la-
victoire, initially adopted a proposal by Foch that France should sponsor a
Rhineland republic to act as a buffer between France and Germany. This,
however, was opposed by the British and the Americans on the ground that it
conflicted with the principle of self-determination. Reluctantly, Clemenceau
settled for a compromise whereby the Rhineland would be temporarily
occupied by the Allies and permanently demilitarized. Foch angrily opposed
this arrangement and French military commanders in the Rhineland secretly
colluded with local separatists who were plotting the creation of a Rhenish
mini-state with its capital at Wiesbaden. Clemenceau, however, disavowed
the conspiracy while resisting attempts to water down the more stringent
anti-German provisions of the peace treaty.

This was an imposed peace. Of its 440 articles, the most humiliating for
Germany was number 231, the so-called ‘war guilt clause’, which stated:
‘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.” On the basis of this judgement,
the Allies imposed on Germany far-reaching territorial cessions, military
limitations, and financial impositions.

The territorial losses significantly reduced Germany’s land area and
included some of her most valuable industrial regions. ‘Recognizing the
moral obligation to redress the wrong done by Germany in 1871 both to the
rights of France and to the wishes of the population of Alsace and Lorraine’,
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Germany was obliged to return those two provinces to France. The Saar
was placed under international trusteeship with provision for a plebiscite
after fifteen years. The small districts of Moresnet, Eupen, and Malmédy
were ceded to Belgium after a plebiscite in 1920. A plebiscite was to be held
in Schleswig on the basis of which a new frontier would be drawn with
Denmark (eventually northern Schleswig was awarded to Denmark). In
Upper Silesia, after the Ruhr Germany’s most important industrial zone, a
plebiscite in 1921 produced a 60 per cent vote in favour of Germany. After
local fighting and diplomatic argument, the region was partitioned: Ger-
many retained 70 per cent of the territory and 57 per cent of the inhabitants
but lost most of the industry, including the city of Kattowitz (Katowice).
Another plebiscite, in Allenstein (Masuria), the south-eastern part of East
Prussia, produced a 98 per cent vote in favour of Germany; accordingly the
area remained in Germany (Allenstein’s Masurian Slavs were Lutheran and
pro-German). A belt of territory running north—south through the prov-
inces of Posen and Pomerania to the sea was also ceded in order to give
Poland access to the sea. This was the area that came to be known as the
‘Polish corridor’. Danzig was made a free city under the League of Nations.
German sovereignty over Memel was to end and its fate to be decided by
the Allies. In the meantime Memel was occupied by French troops and
governed by a French High Commissioner. Germany was forced to yield all
her colonies in Africa and the Far East. She was also obliged to abrogate the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (which had in any case been renounced by the
Bolsheviks) as well as all other agreements ‘with the Maximalist Govern-
ment of Russia’.

Under the military provisions of the treaty, the German army was restricted
to one hundred thousand men, all volunteer professionals, to be ‘devoted
exclusively to the maintenance of order within the territory and to the control
of the frontiers’. The army was to have no tanks, armoured cars, or gas
weapons, and hardly any heavy guns. Even the number of rifles was strictly
limited. The armaments industry was placed under Allied supervision. Com-
pulsory military service was to be abolished. The remains of Tirpitz’s fleet had
been scuttled by their crews in June 1919 in order to prevent the ships falling
intact into Allied hands. The future German navy was to have no more than
fifteen thousand men, six battleships, thirty smaller warships, and no submar-
ines. Germany was allowed no air force at all.

The treaty formally recognized the claim of the German representatives
‘that the resources of Germany are not adequate, after taking into account
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permanent diminutions of such resources which will result from other
provisions of the present Treaty, to make complete reparation for all such
loss and damage’. The Allies nevertheless required ‘compensation for all
damage done to the civilian population of the Allied and Associated Powers
and to their property’. In order to determine the amount of reparations
payable by Germany a Reparation Commission was to be established.

As a guarantee for Germany’s observance of the treaty, the Rhineland was
to be occupied by Allied troops; the northernmost section (2,500 square
miles) would be evacuated after five years, the central zone (approximately
the same size) after ten, and the remainder (6,690 square miles) after fifteen.
Thereafter the entire area, to a line fifty miles east of the Rhine, was to be
permanently demilitarized.

The German government at first refused to accept the treaty. Scheidemann
declared that the hand that signed it should wither. His government resigned
and was replaced by a new coalition of Social Democrats and the Centre Party.
The new government attempted to secure the elimination of what were
regarded as the most obnoxious clauses but all attempts at negotiation were
rebuffed by the Allies. Erzberger of the Centre Party called the treaty ‘the work
of the devil’® but he nevertheless took the lead in persuading his reluctant
party and the Parliament to accept the inevitable. Some German officers
attempted to organize resistance. But in reply to an enquiry from Ebert,
Groener admitted that any thought of fighting a threatened Allied advance
on Berlin was hopeless. Two German representatives signed the treaty under
protest at Versailles on 28 June.>® With deliberate symbolism the French staged
the ceremony in the Hall of Mirrors, where the German Empire had been
declared forty-eight years earlier. It was the first major treaty-signing cere-
mony to be recorded by newsreel cameras, thus helping to imprint its sign-
ificance on the consciousness of the generation. Max Weber, an adviser to the
German delegation, had earlier warned his countrymen that ‘a polar night of
icy darkness and austerity’ was about to descend on them, and he predicted
that ‘in ten years.. . . the reaction [will] long since [have] set in’.*® The French
were more sanguine: ‘C’est une belle journée’, said Clemenceau.5’

No less than the Germans, their former allies were treated with disdain by
the victors. Harold Nicolson, a member of the British delegation at the Peace
Conference, recorded his scorn for these lesser peoples. The Hungarians:
‘I confess that I regarded, and still regard, that Turanian tribe with acute
distaste.” For the Bulgarians Nicolson ‘cherished feelings of contempt’. And as
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for the Turks, ‘I had, and have no sympathy whatsoever’.5® Such prejudices
were not uncommon in the corridors of the conference.

The Treaty of St Germain with Austria, signed on 10 September 1919,
reduced the former empire to a small German-speaking rump. Most former
Austrian territory went to the ‘successor states’. Austria was required to
recognize the incorporation of Bohemia and Moravia in Czechoslovakia, of
south-east Carinthia and South Styria into Yugoslavia, and of Galicia into
Poland. Bukovina was ceded to Romania and the Trentino to Italy. Several of
these cessions aroused controversy and even resistance by German-speaking
populations in the areas affected. In Carinthia, which had a mixed German-
speaking and Slovene population, Italian, Austrian, Yugoslav, and Carinthian
separatist tendencies had vied for power since the armistice. Fighting between
Carinthian and Yugoslav forces led to a Yugoslav occupation of Klagenfurt in
June 1919. A plebiscite ordered by the Entente Powers was held in part of the
disputed region in October 1920: 59 per cent of those voting rejected
incorporation in Yugoslavia—a remarkable rejection of Slav nationalism
given that a majority of the population in the plebiscite area was Slovene-
speaking. As a result most of Carinthia remained in Austria. On Austria’s
eastern frontier, the Burgenland region, formerly part of Hungary, was
transferred to Austria, mainly because of the Allies’ concern about Béla
Kun. The regional capital, Sopron (Odenburg), was restored to Hungary in
1921 after a plebiscite in which the Hungarians won nearly 73 per cent of the
vote in Sopron itself while the Austrians gained a smaller majority in the
surrounding countryside. The Social Democrat government of Austria pro-
tested bitterly against the imposition of Czechoslovak rule on the more than
three million Germans of ‘German Bohemia and the Sudetenland’. (The term
‘Sudetenland’ derived from the name of a mountain range in northern
Bohemia; in the inter-war period it was used loosely to refer to all the
German-inhabited border areas of western Bohemia.) Even Edvard Benes,
the first Foreign Minister, had some misgivings about whether the Germans
there would be digestible in the new state; but the powers were in no mood
to add any territory to Germany and Czechoslovakia’s need for a secure,
natural frontier was regarded as paramount.

Like Germany, Austria was presented with a demand for reparations: a
‘reasonable sum’ was to be paid immediately and more later, the precise
figures to be fixed by a commission. She too was subjected to strict limitations
on her armed forces: the Austrian army could have a maximum of thirty
thousand men. The treaty also laid down that Austria would not be permitted
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to unite with Germany. All-German unity had been a dream as much of
liberals and Socialists as of right-wing nationalists since 1848. In Austria its
only significant opponents were a minority in the Christian Social Party,
Catholics who feared Protestant predominance in a united Germany. Otto
Bauer, the Social Democrat Austrian Foreign Minister, argued strenuously for
Apnschluss, which he regarded as the best safeguard against a Habsburg restor-
ation. In February 1919 the German Constituent Assembly at Weimar had
adopted a unanimous resolution in favour of union with Austria. But with the
Allied veto embedded in the treaty, the aspiration went into cold storage.

The Treaty of Neuilly with Bulgaria, signed in November 1919, followed
the common pattern of territorial cessions, reparations (/9o million to be
paid over thirty-seven years), and military limitations. The treaty confirmed
Romania in possession of the southern Dobrudja, an area of very mixed
population which she had gained from Bulgaria in the Second Balkan War
in 1913. Greece and Yugoslavia similarly retained territory in Macedonia that
they had won in 1913. Bulgaria gave up western Thrace, which was trans-
terred by the Allies to Greece. Article 48, never implemented, gave Bulgaria
the right to economic access to the Aegean.

The Treaty of Trianon with Hungary, signed on 4 June 1920, took away
more than two-thirds of pre-war Hungary’s territory and left one-third of the
Hungarian people under alien rule. Transylvania and most of the Banat were
added to Romania. The 1.3 million Hungarians in Transylvania, 29 per cent of
the population of the historic province, were thereby placed under Romanian
rule, a source of lasting bitterness for Hungary and one that she was eventually
to avenge. The Hungarians and Germans of the annexed areas abhorred rule
by the Romanians, whom they regarded as racial inferiors. Croatia, Slavonia
and the remainder of the Banat were handed over to Yugoslavia. Slovakia,
including Pressburg (Bratislava), and Sub-Carpathian Ruthenia and Spi$ were
ceded to Czechoslovakia. The Hungarian army was henceforth to be limited
to a professional force of thirty-five thousand. Hungary too was to pay
reparations and also to give up all her merchant shipping. The treaty left
Hungary embittered and fuming with irredentist ambitions.

One question left unresolved by the Austrian and Hungarian peace
treaties was that of Italy’s eastern border. Italy lodged far-reaching claims
to Trieste, the Istrian peninsula, Fiume, the islands of the Adriatic and part
of the Dalmatian coastline. During the conference, the venal French press
was heavily bribed by the Italians to support these demands. But a decision
on the Italian—Yugoslav frontier was left for subsequent negotiation
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between the two states. The ink was hardly dry on the Austrian peace
treaty, however, when the Italian poet-adventurer Gabriele D’Annunzio
led a band of desperadoes, Garibaldi-style, in a seizure of Fiume, formerly
Hungary’s only port. This act of political theatre and brigandage humiliated
the Italian government and shocked opinion elsewhere. In November 1920,
Italy and Yugoslavia agreed that Trieste and the Istrian peninsula would
become Italian, while most of the Dalmatian coastline would become
Yugoslav. Fiume would become a free state, separate from both countries.
D’Annunzio was ejected from the city by Italian forces on 29 December but
his exploit and the feeble response of the powers had set an ugly precedent.

The harshest of the peace treaties was the Treaty of Sevres with Turkey.
The country was to be virtually eliminated as an independent state,
restricted to a tiny area around the shores of the Sea of Marmara. Greece
was to receive most of what remained of Turkey-in-Europe. The bulk of
Anatolia was to be partitioned among France, Italy, Greece, and a nascent
Armenian state. Britain assumed mandates over Iraq, Palestine, and Trans-
jordan, France over Syria and Lebanon. This treaty, in effect a sentence of
death, was signed in August 1920 by the wraith that was all that survived of
the imperial Ottoman government. The Sévres Treaty, however, was never
ratified. It was soon superseded by new political realities that extinguished
not merely the Ottoman dynasty but a Greek presence in Asia Minor that
had lasted nearly three millennia.

The unwitting agent of this historic retreat was the Greek Prime Minis-
ter, Venizelos, who laid claim to Smyrna, the largely Greek-populated city
on Turkey’s Aegean coast. In order to press the demand, which was
contested by Italy, Greek forces landed at Smyrna on 15 May 1919 with
British, French, and American naval support. They advanced into Anatolia,
committing atrocities against civilians on the way, with the aim of con-
quering the hinterland and realizing the ‘great idea’ of the re-establishment
of the Greek Empire with its capital at Constantinople.

In Mustafa Kemal (later known as Atatiirk) the Turkish army and people
found a leader able to lead them to victory over the invaders and to national
regeneration. He formed a nationalist government at Ankara which dis-
placed the totally discredited Ottoman regime, defied the invaders, and
repudiated the Treaty of Sevres. Nascent Armenian and Kurdish regimes, as
well as rival Turkish forces, were crushed by the Kemalists. In early 1921
successive Greek offensives at Inonii were held back by Kemalists under
Ismet Pasha (thereafter known as Ismet Inénii). In August Mustafa Kemal
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won a brilliant victory over a superior Greek force at the Sakarya River.
Meanwhile Soviet Russia, France, and Italy signed agreements with the
Turks and withdrew their forces from Anatolia. By September 1922 the
Turks had driven the Greek army out of Anatolia and recaptured Smyrna,
henceforth to be known by its Turkish name, Izmir. Much of the ancient
city was sacked and burned to the ground (the source of the conflagration
was variously ascribed); the Greek population was driven out amidst scenes
of great brutality. In the autumn of 1922 Britain, France, and Italy mo-
mentarily considered using their occupation forces in Constantinople to
resist the Turkish advance towards the Straits. But there was little public
appetite at home for such an enterprise. The French and Italians withdrew
precipitately and the British signed an armistice with the Turks on 11
October. A further peace conference at Lausanne resulted in a wholesale
revision of the Sévres diktat. The Treaty of Lausanne, signed in July 1923,
restored the whole of Anatolia and eastern Thrace to Turkey. Allied
occupation forces evacuated Constantinople, which reverted to Turkey.
Italy retained the Dodecanese. King Constantine abdicated and Greek
politics dissolved into a chaotic and bloody settling of internal accounts.

Greece and Turkey negotiated a large-scale forced migration, euphemis-
tically termed an ‘exchange of populations’, whereby most Christians were
removed from Turkey to Greece and most Muslims from Greece to Turkey.
Fifty thousand Greeks had already fled Istanbul. The remainder were spared
for the time being, as were those of the Turkish islands of Imbros and Tenedos
and the Pomaks (Slavic Muslims) and Turkish Muslims in western Thrace.
Altogether around 1.3 million Christians and 400,000 Muslims fled between
1912 and 1923 or were driven out of their homes by 1925 under the supervi-
sion of a commission appointed by the League of Nations and headed by the
Norwegian explorer and humanitarian Fridtjof Nansen. Large numbers of
Greek refugees were resettled in Macedonia and western Thrace; hundreds of
thousands of others congregated like a ‘swarm of wasps’ in shanty-towns on
the outskirts of Athens and became a troubling element in the Greek economy
and in Greek politics for the next generation. Similar exchanges took place
with Bulgaria, which additionally was compelled to absorb at least two
hundred thousand refugees from Romania, Yugoslavia, and Turkey. About
125,000 Turks left Bulgaria between 1928 and 1939 — in the period after 1934
mainly as a result of pressure or expulsion. The disruption of patterns of
settlement stretching back to ancient times set an internationally endorsed
precedent that was soon to be copied elsewhere in Europe.
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The diplomacy of the peacemakers, clothed in the garb of national self-
determination and peaceful resolution of disputes, was sullied at several
points by the crude imposition of national interests and by acquiescence
in the use of force. The illusion was nevertheless created of a new order in
which righteousness would reign supreme. The cornerstone of the new
international system was to be the League of Nations. Conceived by British
liberal and Socialist thinkers, notably Viscount Bryce, H. N. Brailsford,
J. A. Hobson, and G. Lowes Dickinson, the idea had been taken up by
statesmen such as Lord Robert Cecil, Jan Smuts, and, most influentially,
President Wilson. The basic concept was the creation of an organized legal
framework for international relations that would include mechanisms
for resolving problems and provision for enforcement action in the case of
egregious breaches of the agreed rules. The Covenant of the League, its
foundation document and a sort of world constitution, was incorporated in
the Treaty of Versailles. Article X of the Covenant defined the League’s
primary task: ‘to respect and preserve as against external aggression the
territorial integrity and existing political independence of all Members of
the League.” From the outset the League was hamstrung by institutional
weaknesses and international realities. It had no standing armed force of its
own and although the Covenant provided for the imposition of economic
and, if necessary, military sanctions against an aggressor, these clauses proved
weak reeds. While it seemed to claim universal authority, the League never
attained anything approaching universal membership. The defeated powers
were initially excluded and American membership was blocked by the
United States Senate. The Soviet Union did not join until 1934. In spite
of its lofty ambitions, the imposing headquarters that were eventually built
at Geneva, and its dedicated corps of international civil servants, the League
never quite shook off the appearance of an Anglo-French club.

The treaties were condemned by the defeated powers and by some others
as a Carthaginian peace. Critics pointed out that the peacemakers paid lip-
service to the principle of national self-determination while in reality
stripping the Central Powers of much of their territory and their economic
viability. The treaties owed more to Clemenceau’s realism than Wilson’s
idealism. Nevertheless, compared with what she had imposed on Russia at
Brest-Litovsk, Germany had little ground for complaint at Versailles. She
remained potentially a great power.

The most trenchant and influential critic of the treaties was John Maynard
Keynes, who served on the British delegation in Paris as an economic expert



126 REVOLUTIONARY EUROPE I917—1921

but resigned in ‘misery and rage’. In The Economic Consequences of the Peace
(1919), he denounced the Versailles Treaty on both moral and practical
grounds, arguing that the economic demands on Germany represented ‘an
act of spoliation and insincerity’. After a pessimistic analysis of Germany’s
capacity to pay, he concluded that the vast reparations bill presented by
France and Belgium ‘skins [Germany| alive year by year in perpetuity’. He
also drew attention to the dangers inherent in the American reluctance to
forgive or reduce the large debts of her allies, amounting in total to over $7
billion. Failing a renegotiation of these debts, he predicted that ‘the war will
have ended with the intolerable result of the Allies paying indemnities to one
another instead of receiving them from the enemy’. He warned: ‘If we aim
deliberately at the impoverishment of Central Europe, vengeance, I dare
predict, will not limp.’*®® His mother thought he was committing himself
‘too much to a prophecy of a Jeremiah type’.°! But as his biographer writes,
Keynes felt ‘a brooding sense of menace; a sense of a civilization in extremis; of

the mindless mob waiting its turn to usurp the collapsing inheritance’.%?



Recovery of the Bourgeoisie
1921—1929

We are the hollow men

We are the stuffed men

Leaning together

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas!
Our dried voices, when

We whisper together

Are quiet and meaningless

As wind in dry grass

Or rats’ feet over broken glass

In our dry cellar.

T. S. Eliot, England, 1925*

Transition pains

T he European transition from war and revolution to more stable con-

A ditions was a painful and imperfect process everywhere. Victors and
vanquished alike were left with enduring scars that proved difficult or
impossible to repair. The notion that the defeated powers could pay for
the damages resulting from the war was a delusive mirage. The costs were
registered not only in human lives, but in devastated economic infrastruc-
tures, shattered social bonds, toppled political edifices, and traumatized
collective psychologies.

The number of war dead in most of the belligerent countries was so great as
to effect a significant shift in the balance of populations. A total of 9.5 million
military lives were lost. Germany and Russia suffered the largest absolute

* From ‘The Hollow Men’. T. S. Eliot, Selected Poems, London, 1954, 77.
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numbers of losses. Between 1.6 and 1.8 million German soldiers were killed.
Russia counted at least 1.7 million military dead by November 1917 plus
hundreds of thousands more in the ensuing Civil War. France, with her
smaller population, felt the loss of 1.4 million as an even more acute demo-
graphic shock. At least 1.2 million men died in Austro-Hungarian military
uniform, many of them neither Austrians nor Hungarians. British military
losses, not including those of the empire, were officially given as 548,749 but
recent research suggests that 723,000 may be closer to an accurate figure.
Italy’s appallingly wasteful campaigns on the Isonzo raised her death toll to
$60,000. The Turkish armed forces lost 437,000. The Balkan states also lost
hundreds of thousands of military and civilian dead. In many cases exact
numbers remain unknown: estimates varied widely and were inflated or
minimized for nationalist purposes. Hundreds of thousands died, particularly
in eastern Europe, due to war-related hunger and disease. A worldwide
influenza pandemic in 1918—19 claimed millions more.

The dead—or at least those of them that could be found—were buried:
in Flanders, Belgium, and north-east France the war cemeteries, with their
geometric lines of identical white slabs, sometimes stretching to the far
horizon, left a permanent mark of Cain on the landscape.

Even more visible, for the next generation, were the much larger numbers
of war wounded. Altogether eight million men were permanently disabled.
Italy was left with over nine hundred thousand injured. In Germany half a
million men had endured amputations. Others bore psychological scars that
were either not recognized or not fully understood. Much lip-service was paid
to the predicament of the wounded but sympathy had its limits. The rasping
voices and racking coughs of those permanently affected by gas burns were
offensive to the ear. Many people found it unpleasant to contemplate men
hobbling around without limbs or with terrible facial disfigurements. In
France the invalides de guerre were allocated special seats on public transporta-
tion and 1.2 million were given small pensions and free medical care for life. In
Germany and Austria from 1919 public and private employers were obliged to
hire war disabled as 2 per cent of their work forces. One-fifth of the entire
national budget of Germany in the 1920s was allocated to war pensions
(compared with 7-8 per cent in Britain). But for the most part the disabled
were thrown on the scrap heap by ungrateful societies. Most of the injured had
difficulty reintegrating into the workforce and, even more than veterans in
general, they became an alienated and embittered segment of inter-war
society.
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The economic effects of the war were far-reaching and in some respects
irreparable. Trade patterns had been disrupted, currencies destabilized, capital
stock destroyed. Railways, in particular, were in a state of decrepitude border-
ing on collapse. Reconstruction required huge amounts of investment that war-
weary and tax-resistant populations were reluctant to pay. In terms of sheer
physical destruction of buildings and fixed industrial capital, Belgium and
north-east France had suffered the most devastating damage. Nevertheless,
harbours, bridges, canals, and railways were quickly reconstructed, mines and
factories reopened, and the region soon resumed its pre-war industrial primacy.
Some parts of eastern Europe suffered no less heavily. In Latvia, when the
successive invaders had departed, a quarter of all farms had been devastated (11
per cent of buildings entirely destroyed, and 14 per cent partly destroyed). In
Poland it was estimated that 1,651,892 buildings had been destroyed. Less
tangible economic wounds healed more slowly or not at all. The disintegration
of Austria-Hungary and the alacrity with which the successor states erected
tariff barriers against their former oppressors and against each other stunted the
growth of the entire east-central European economy for the whole of the inter-
war period.

The most significant long-term change in relative economic standing,
however, was that of Britain. Her position in the world economy, although
not destroyed, was severely dented. British overseas investments were
probably reduced by about 15 per cent as a result of the demands of war
financing and loss of assets in Russia and enemy countries. Japan overtook
Lancashire as the world’s largest producer and exporter of cotton piece-
goods. Britain’s war debts, mainly to the United States, were immense. As
the trade deficit widened, the status of the pound as a reserve currency
weakened. New York replaced London as the world’s foremost financial
centre. The British imperial economy was no longer the slowly cooling sun
around which the rest of the world revolved. The American and Japanese
economies grew rapidly in the 1920s but neither could replace Britain’s
pre-war role as a centre of economic gravity.

All European countries had experienced wartime inflation which, after a
brief pause when the fighting stopped, resumed everywhere. In March 1919
Britain was forced by the withdrawal of American support to devalue the
pound: by the end of the year the value of sterling fell from $4.76 to $3.81.
This helped fuel an inflationary boom. In 1920 the cost-of-living index in
Britain was 2.8, in France 4.2, and in Germany 11.6 times the pre-war level.
By the end of 1920, inflation had been arrested in Britain, France, and
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Scandinavia. But this was at a great cost. In Britain the ‘Geddes Axe’ (after
Sir Eric Geddes who headed a government committee that called for drastic
reductions in spending) lowered government expenditure by 20 per cent.
The policy succeeded in reversing inflation: the cost of living index fell from
152 to 107 between 1920 and 1924. The boom turned quickly to deep
recession. Hundreds of thousands of demobilized soldiers moved straight
onto the unemployment rolls. Unemployment rose from 2 per cent in 1920
to 10 per cent of the workforce in 1924 and remained stubbornly above that
level through most of the inter-war period.

In most of central and southern Europe the rise in prices continued, and
in Austria, Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Russia, it accelerated into
hyperinflation. This was a new and frightening phenomenon on a continent
that had hardly experienced it for a century or more. In Germany the
massive wartime debt, the prospect of onerous reparations transfers, and
government efforts to resist payment destroyed all confidence in paper
money. The mark, which had been linked to gold at 24 US cents up to
1914, was worth 12 cents in December 1919. It declined to 1 cent by
February 1920. After a short respite, it resumed its fall in September 1921,
reaching 349 to the dollar in June 1922 and 7,500 by November. The
inflation nearly wiped out the life savings of much of the German middle
class who had invested, as they thought conservatively, in financial instru-
ments. Not only their expectations but their confidence as a class was
shattered. Civil servants and pensioners were particularly hard hit. The
experience deeply scarred German society, instilling a profound fear of
inflation that haunted policy-makers over the next decade.

Underlying these worldwide economic dislocations were the massive
burdens of war debt and reparations. Inter-Allied war debts, mainly to
Britain and the United States, amounted to nearly $16 billion. The greatest
creditor was the United States, which was owed over $9 billion. The largest
debtor was France, which owed $3.7 billion, a little over half to the USA,
the rest to Britain. Britain and France were owed $3.4 billion by Russia,
which had defaulted altogether. Most of the Russian debt was to Britain; but
the impact was felt most widely in France, where Russian bondholders,
estimated to number 1.5 million, most of them small investors, reacted
with impotent fury. (In 1986 the Soviet government finally agreed to
pay $120 million in compensation to British holders of pre-1917 Russian
bonds. In 1990 the USSR agreed in principle to compensate French bond-
holders too—but no money had changed hands by the time the Soviet
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Union disintegrated in 1991.) All the debtor countries found immense
difficulty in paying and sought to renegotiate their debts. American public
hostility to any loan forgiveness or moratorium was encapsulated in Presi-
dent Coolidge’s famous dictum: ‘They hired the money, didn’t they?’
Between 1923 and 1926, the US War Debts Commission reached settle-
ments with all the debtor countries (except Russia) that stretched out
payment periods and reduced interest rates. But the burden of repayment
remained heavy and Britain and France depended on reparations from
Germany to meet the payments to the United States. When reparations
stopped flowing, so did debt repayments. In the end only Finland, which
had a relatively small debt, paid up in full—one source of the special
affection for that country felt by Americans in mid-century.

Reparations after a war were nothing new in European history. Germany
herself had exacted an ‘indemnity’ of $1 billion from France after the Franco-
Prussian War in 1871 and had sought vast sums from Russia after the Treaty of
Brest-Litovsk. The impositions on Germany after her defeat appeared astro-
nomical, although, viewed in economic as distinct from political terms, they
were within the capacity of the country to pay. The total bill was set by the
Reparation Commission in 1921 at $33 billion, payable to France (52 per cent),
Britain and the British Empire (22 per cent), Italy (9.3 per cent), Belgium (8 per
cent), Yugoslavia (5.9 per cent), and others (3 per cent). Germany protested her
inability to pay and tried unsuccessfully to bargain the Allies down. Poincaré,
who became French Prime Minister in January 1922, was determined to force
Germany to comply in full.

In January 1923, exasperated with German recalcitrance, France and
Belgium sent troops to occupy Germany’s prime industrial region, the Ruhr,
as a ‘gage par excellence’ to extract payment. The German government
responded by calling for passive resistance by the population of the occupied
region. Strikes by civil servants and workers on the railways and in mines and
steelworks prevented the Allies from taking possession of ‘productive guaran-
tees’. Hoping to seize the opportunity to secure their eastern frontier once and
for all, the French promoted a separatist movement in the Rhineland. Fighting
broke out and several hundred people were killed. The German government
made large credits available to the Ruhr industrialists. The resulting increases
in expenditure brought about a sudden widening of the government deficit.

The consequence was an acceleration of hyperinflation and the total
collapse of the mark. By June 1923 the mark had dropped to 100,000 to the
dollar. In later years the myth spread that the over-zealous Allied exaction of
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reparations had been the cause of the hyperinflation; this was at most a half-
truth. The immediate cause of the final paroxysm was the German govern-
ment’s financing of resistance to reparations. Shops refused to accept money,
food shortages developed, many died of hunger, and riots broke out.

In August 1923 the centrist politician Gustav Stresemann (see plate 17)
formed a new coalition government with Social Democrat support. Strese-
mann was a nationalist but he was also a realist. He called off passive resistance
and began to look for a way out. By 21 November the mark stood at
4,210,500,000,000 to the dollar. Stresemann capitulated to Allied demands
and succeeded in stabilizing the currency. At the end of the month it was
replaced by a new currency, the Rentenmark, at a rate of one to 1,000 billion
old marks. The new currency was not gold-backed; it was based on a fictional
mortgage of Germany’s entire productive land. Its immediate success was
based less on that than on the government’s restriction of the money supply
and its efforts to eliminate the budget deficit. This, however, depended on a
settlement of the reparation question.

A committee headed by an American general, Charles G. Dawes, recom-
mended a new basis for reparation. Payment was rescheduled, starting at $250
million in the first year, rising after five years to $625 million per annum. The
total amount to be paid was left open. The Dawes Plan was approved by an
international conference in London in August 1924. The German govern-
ment balanced its budget and replaced the Rentenmark with the Reichsmark,
tied to gold at the pre-war value. A loan to support the reparation payments
was raised, mainly in the United States, where it was oversubscribed eleven
times. This recycling of capital flows solved the problem—for as long as
Americans were willing to lend. The total amount paid by the Germans in
reparations between 1918 and 1932 was a little under $6 billion. In terms of the
disruption to the international economic system and to diplomatic relations, it
was of very doubtful value to the recipients.

The settlement of the debt and reparations problems seemed, for a time, to
restore international financial stability. The new confidence was marked, in
April 1925, by Britain’s return to the gold standard, a move that betokened an
effort to reassert London’s primacy as the world’s financial centre. The
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Winston Churchill, with some misgivings
but relying on the advice of most experts, restored the pound to its pre-war
parity of $4.86. The Governor of the Bank of England, Montagu Norman,
strongly advocated the change; Keynes opposed it. The ‘Norman conquest’
appealed to patriotic instincts and was justified accordingly: The Times asserted
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sterling’s ‘need to face the dollar in the eye’.! Keynes attacked the decision in
The Economic Consequences of Mr Churchill. The experience of the next six years
vindicated Keynes’s arguments. Sterling’s over-valuation severely impaired
Britain’s capacity to sell abroad. In 1929 her export of manufactured goods
was still 19 per cent below that of 1913 whereas most of her west European
competitors except Germany and Switzerland had far surpassed their pre-war
export performance. Within a few years, the ‘return to par’ proved to be
unsustainable and a costly economic and political error.

The apparent restoration of international financial stability inaugurated a
short period of expansion and relative prosperity. Industrial production in the
advanced economies of Europe (Austria, Britain, Czechoslovakia, France,
Germany, Scandinavia, and the Low Countries) rose by 23 per cent between
1925 and 1929. GNP grew in Sweden by 19 per cent, in France by 18 per
cent, in Germany by 10 per cent, and in Britain by 7 per cent. Britain’s
relatively poor performance was symptomatic of her failure to diversify
out of old, declining industries such as cotton manufacturing and shipbuild-
ing, neither of which could now compete effectively on world markets.
Nevertheless, changes in economic structure were taking place even in
Britain. New science-based industries grew rapidly in western Europe: elec-
trical engineering, chemicals, rayon, radio, automobile, and household
appliance manufacture. In France, for example, annual production of pri-
vate cars grew from 121,000 in 192§ to 212,000 in 1929, a level that was not
attained again until 1950. Growth in productivity was achieved by the
application of rationalized production-line methods and ‘“Taylorist’ scien-
tific management techniques adopted from America. A new managerial
class began to displace old-fashioned, paternalist entrepreneurs.

The capitalist system, which had seemed on the edge of collapse in 191719,
thus staged an impressive, if temporary, comeback. But the recovery was
fragile, patchy, and flawed by the high level of structural unemployment that
prevailed stubbornly in most European economies. The social and political
costs would become apparent with the next downturn of the economic cycle.

Revolution contained
In Russia, as in capitalist Europe, stabilization was the order of the day after

the spring of 1921. The basic institutional structure of the Soviet regime
now crystallized. The Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic, founded in
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1918, expanded its rule over most of the former Tsarist empire except for
the belt of territory on its western marches. The new empire was given
constitutional form on 30 December 1922 with the creation of the Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics. Originally there were four republics: Russia,
Ukraine, Belorussia, and the Transcaucasus. Later, Azerbaijan, Georgia,
Armenia, and five central Asian regions were recognized as separate repub-
lics. All were supposedly equal and had a theoretical right to secede. In
practice, Russia, larger both in area and population than all the others put
together, dominated the rest. This was a single-party state in which the
Communist Party (as the Bolsheviks called themselves after 1918) held a
monopoly of power. Within the party a limited form of political debate was
permitted in the early years, provided that, once decisions had been made,
they were adhered to without further question. But the stern disciplinarian
principles that had characterized the Bolsheviks since the schism in the
Russian Social Democrat Party in 1903 soon moved to the fore. Internal
critics were stifled and, in 1921, in the first of many ‘purges’ that charac-
terized the new regime, a quarter of the party’s 650,000 members were
expelled. Party membership became the key to advancement in state posi-
tions. Over the next two decades a new elite, composed predominantly of
non-proletarian, especially white-collar elements, gradually took the helm
of the proletarian state. At the head of the party stood the Central Com-
mittee and its inner ruling group, the Political Bureau (Politburo), consist-
ing, on its formation in 1919, of five members: Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin,
Kamenev, and Nikolai Krestinsky.

At the end of the civil war, Russia’s new rulers presided over a social and
economic disaster area. “War Communism’ had reduced the country to
chaos, anarchy, and misery. As money became worthless, people resorted to
barter and black market exchanges and crime. Seven million orphans were
estimated to be living rough. Gangs of famished children roamed the
country, turning to theft, begging, or prostitution. Industrial production
virtually ceased. Transportation ground to a halt. Fuel was unavailable.
Disease was rampant: 834,000 died of typhus alone in 1920. The Tambov
region in the western Volga uplands was convulsed by a widespread peasant
uprising in the autumn of 1920. Thousands joined a ‘Green Army’ that was
suppressed with ruthless zeal by a Special Commission for Struggle with
Banditry. The Commission’s head reported to Lenin: ‘In general the Soviet
régime was, in the eyes of the majority of peasants, identified with flying
visits by commissars or plenipotentiaries who were valiant at giving orders
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to the [district] Executive Committees and village soviets and went around
imprisoning the representatives of these local organs of authority for the
non-fulfilment of frequently quite absurd requirements.’”> The 1920 harvest
was barely half the normal volume. The next year a severe drought in the
Lower Volga region reduced it even further. Peasants desperately resisted
attempts to requisition grain and impress them into forced labour battalions.
Famine stalked the land. Hordes of starving people left the cities, scouring
the countryside in search of food. Dark rumours of cannibalism circulated.
A village woman in the Lower Volga Valley, found with her child eating her
dead husband, protested: “We will not give him up. We need him for food.
He is our own family and no-one has the right to take him away from us.”
Perhaps as many as five million died of starvation in 1920—3. Humiliatingly,
in August 1921 the Soviet regime was compelled to accept charity from the
capitalists: an American relief mission organized by Herbert Hoover and
Fridtjof Nansen imported more than sixty million dollars worth of food
and medical supplies. At the peak of the operation in mid-1922 the mission
was feeding more than ten million people a day.

Meanwhile, Lenin had been forced onto a new course. The main precipi-
tant of this change of direction was the outbreak in early March 1921 of an
anti-Bolshevik revolt in the naval base of Kronstadt a little to the west of
Petrograd. Disillusioned sailors there were joined by soldiers and workers,
many of whom had earned revolutionary laurels by participating in the events
of 1917. The rebels issued a manifesto condemning the October Revolution:
it had promised emancipation but produced ‘even greater enslavement of the
individual man’. They denounced the ‘torture-chambers of the Cheka,
which in their horrors surpass many times the gendarme administration of
the czarist régime’. And they uttered a criticism which, in the mouths of
working men, not intellectuals, took on a special force: ‘But the most hateful
and criminal thing which the Communists have created is moral servitude:
they laid their hands even on the inner life of the toilers and compelled them
to think only in the Communist way.’* The government condemned the
revolt as a counter-revolutionary conspiracy. An initial assault on Kronstadt
by the Red Army failed, whereupon fifty thousand men, including several
thousand Bolshevik Party volunteers, were dispatched to subdue the insur-
gents. Thousands died in the fighting; surviving rebels fled across the ice to
Finland or were captured and summarily executed.

Kronstadt was a terrible warning to the Bolshevik government. If these
stalwart proletarians could turn against the Soviet regime, it was plain that it
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could not survive without a radical shift in policy. Even before Kronstadt
signs of an impending change of line had been evident; but the rebellion
‘was the flash’, Lenin said, ‘which lit up reality better than anything else’.® It
led directly to the New Economic Policy (NEP). If the revolution in Russia
could not be sustained by the support of proletarian governments in the
west, it would, of necessity, have to make concessions to the peasants at
home. That, at any rate, was the theoretical justification of the shift. Lenin
admitted that ‘the effect will be the revival of the petty bourgeoisie and of
capitalism on the basis of a certain amount of free trade (if only local)’. But
he admitted what was already plain to see—that further attempts to abolish
markets altogether would be suicidal.®* NEP involved a wholesale abandon-
ment of “War Communism’. Requisitioning of grain ended. Rationing was
abolished. Nearly all sown areas of land were handed over to the peasants.
A limited return to private enterprise was permitted. Although the state
retained control of banks, railways, mines, heavy industry, and foreign trade,
small private industrialists and shopkeepers were allowed to resume oper-
ation. Western capital was welcomed, although not much arrived. A foreign
trade agreement with Britain was signed. In 1922 an attempt at currency
reform, backed by gold, failed. It was followed by the ‘scissors crisis’ of 1923
in which industrial prices rose precipitately while agricultural ones declined.
For 1923—4 the government adopted a balanced budget: there was even a
surplus in the following year. A new rouble was introduced in 1924 and
inflation was at last arrested. By 1925 a measure of economic order had been
restored. About half of all internal trade was by this time back in private
hands. In 1926 railway traffic returned to 1913 levels. By then the New
Economic Policy had proved a clear success: the huge losses in livestock
since 1913 had nearly been made up. In spite of a chronic shortage of grain
for the market, overall economic activity had returned to 1913 levels in many
sectors. As a by-product, a new personality-type appeared, the ‘NEP-man’,
the small entrepreneur, a kind of new bourgeois—soon to be turned into a
hate figure.

Lenin’s final achievement thus lay in restoring some semblance of order,
cohesion, and economic functionality to Soviet Russia. In May 1922 he
suffered a stroke: he continued as head of government until the end of 1923
but his hitherto inexhaustible energy was reduced and power slipped
imperceptibly out of his hands. He died in January 1924, aged fifty-three.
His body, embalmed and placed in a tomb in front of the Kremlin, became
an object of worship and pilgrimage in the secular religious ritual of the
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Soviet state. His image became an icon, his Collected Works holy writ and
compulsory texts in Soviet schools and universities. In Moscow alone 130
shrines dedicated to his memory were enumerated in 1980. His legacy to his
successors was a centralized party machine solidly entrenched in power over
the greater part of the former Russian Empire. Control of that machine was
the key to victory in the ensuing party struggle: since April 1922 the
dominant figure in the party apparatus had been its newly elected General
Secretary, Josef Stalin.

In his famous ‘testament’, written in December 1922 but not published
until 1926 (abroad; in 1956 in the Soviet Union), Lenin had warned against
the danger of a split in the Communist Party, based on the differences
between Trotsky and Stalin. As General Secretary, Stalin had concentrated
‘boundless power in his hands’, Lenin wrote, adding, ‘I am not sure whether
he will always know how to use this power with sufficient caution.” Trotsky
was pronounced ‘the most able man in the present Central Committee’
though ‘prone to excessive self-confidence’. Lenin urged that neither
Trotsky’s non-Bolshevik past nor Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s wobbling on
the eve of the October Revolution be held against them. And he expressed
favourable opinions of Bukharin and G. L. Pyatakov. All five of these men
were later to die by order of a sixth—Stalin. In a postscript on 4 January
1923, Lenin wrote more forcefully: ‘Stalin is too rude, and this failing,
entirely tolerable in relations between us Communists, becomes intolerable
in the office of General Secretary. I therefore recommend that the comrades
give thought to means of transferring Stalin from this job and nominate to it
another person ... more tolerant, more loyal, more polite and more atten-
tive to comrades, with less capriciousness etc.”” But Lenin’s mental and
physical debilitation in the final months of his life prevented him from
directly influencing the choice of his successor.

The obvious successor was Trotsky, the outstanding political brain and
public figure among the revolutionary leaders. Anatoly Lunacharsky, himselfa
noted speaker, declared Trotsky the greatest orator of the age: ‘His impressive
appearance, his handsome, sweeping gestures, the powerful rhythm of his
speech, his loud but never fatiguing voice, the remarkable coherence and
literary skill of his phrasing, the richness of imagery, scalding irony, his
soaring pathos, his rigid logic, clear as polished steel—those are Trotsky’s
virtues as a speaker.”® But Lunacharsky also noted: ‘His colossal arrogance
and an inability or unwillingness to show any human kindness or to be
attentive to people, the absence of that charm which always surrounded
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Lenin, condemned Trotsky to a certain loneliness.’”” In the eyes of many
Bolsheviks, Trotsky was too clever by half. They favoured the safe (as they
thought) mediocrity over the dangerously inspired intellectual.

In the manoeuvring for position after Lenin’s death, Stalin succeeded
in picking oft his opponents one by one. First he secured the support of
Kamenev and Zinoviev against Trotsky, who was isolated at the head of a
small ‘left opposition’. Too late Stalin’s allies realized that he aimed at sole
power. At the fourteenth Communist Party congress in December 1925,
Kamenev declared, ‘I have come to the conclusion that Comrade Stalin
cannot fulfil the role of unifier of the Bolshevik general staff. . . . We are against
the doctrine of one-man rule, we are against the creation of a leader.”'* When
Lenin’s testament was published abroad, Stalin was brazen in his response.
Posing modestly as ‘a minor figure’, he admitted to the charge that he was
‘rude’: “That is quite true. Yes, comrades, [ am rude to those who perfidiously
wreck and split the party.” He accused Trotsky and his allies of ‘a scurrilous
campaign of slander against Lenin’.!! Attention was drawn to the fact that
Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev were all Jews. Trotsky gave as good as he
got: he called Stalin ‘the grave-digger of the revolution’. Condemned as a
‘petty-bourgeois deviationist’, Trotsky was expelled from the party, deported
to Kazakhstan, and in 1929 banished from the USSR. Meanwhile Zinoviev and
Kamenev were sidelined. Over the next decade, in Turkey, France, Norway,
and finally in Mexico, Trotsky pursued a ferocious propaganda campaign
against Stalin, terminated only by his assassination by a Stalinist hit-man in 1940.

The struggle for the political succession was bound up with ideological
debate over the direction of Soviet economic policy. Trotsky, disappointed in
his hopes of revolution in industrialized Europe, believed that the only hope of
survival for Bolshevism lay in a push for rapid industrialization in Russia. He
called in 1923 for a ‘dictatorship of industry’: a centrally planned programme of
state-owned industrial development. He was supported by the economist
Yevgeny Preobrazhensky who argued for ‘primitive Socialist accumulation’,
that is for the extraction from the peasants, by means of taxation and pricing
policies, of capital for industrial investment. Such a policy would, of course,
have revived the town—country antagonism that had been stilled by the
adoption of NEP. The so-called ‘rightists’, led by Nikolai Bukharin, main-
tained that this would be political suicide for the Bolsheviks. They advocated
continued concessions to rural interests even while recognizing that these
would entail the construction of socialism ‘at a snail’s pace’. Echoing Guizot,
Bukharin told the peasants in 1925 ‘ Enrichissez-vous!” These phrases would later
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be used against him. Having defeated the ‘left’, Stalin turned his attention to
the so-called ‘rightists’. At the sixteenth party congress in 1929, he defeated
Bukharin and his supporters who were accused of ‘a masked form of struggle
against the party’.'? All were ousted from leadership positions. Stalin was now
undisputed master of the USSR.

A former seminarian from Georgia, the son of a shoemaker and a washer-
woman, Stalin was neither a brilliant intellectual like Trotsky, nor a magisterial
political analyst like Lenin. But he was no plodder. In the Tiflis Spiritual
Seminary, he scored top marks in nearly all subjects, including Holy Scripture,
mathematics, and Greek-Slavonic singing. Recently claims have been made
for the quality of his juvenile poetry, though the admiration is not widely
shared.” He owed much of his early success to underestimation by his
colleagues. His nickname in the 1920s, reflecting the view of him as a dutiful
bureaucrat, was ‘Comrade Card-Index’. In his biography of Stalin (a literary
equivalent of the ice-pick that Stalin’s hatchet-man later wielded against him as
he was in the final stages of writing the book) Trotsky wrote: ‘Stalin took
possession of power, not with the aid of personal qualities, but with the aid of
an impersonal machine. And it was not he who created the machine, but the
machine that created him.”** Later a cult of fawning adulation would accrete
around Stalin. But in his early years of power he almost emulated Lenin’s
personal modesty. Puffing away sagely at his Dunhill pipe, he exhibited a
stolid, reliable persona—almost a Russian Baldwin. Under this reassuring
captain, the Soviet Union in 1927—8 seemed, like the rest of Europe, to be
sailing into calmer waters.

Locarno diplomacy

Germany remained the critical centre of European politics. Like a wounded
beast, she was observed fearfully by her neighbours: they worried about her
rage so long as she was in pain, about her power if she recovered. The basic
fear of France and of all the successor states was that the defeated powers
would seek to revise the peace treaties at their expense. The French attempted
to create a cordon sanitaire between Russia and Germany by sponsoring an
alliance of Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Romania known as the Little
Entente. Poland hovered at the edge of this grouping but never joined it. In
1921, however, she signed an alliance treaty with France as well as a secret
military agreement providing for common action in the event of attacks by
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either Germany or Russia. After her defeat of the Russians, Poland flattered
herself that she was a major European power. Yet she saw her very existence
as predicated on the weakness of neighbours who had partitioned her three
times. Accordingly, she maintained an extraordinarily high rate of military
expenditure—one-third of total government outlays in 1923. All these east-
ern European states, however, remained second-rate military powers and the
French remained nervous.

In 1922 Germany sprang a surprise on the Allies by concluding a pact
with the other great outcast, Soviet Russia. The Treaty of Rapallo of 16
April 1922 represented, at one level, an effort by the two pariah states of
Europe to break out of isolation. The agreement settled outstanding claims,
restored diplomatic relations, and held out the promise of increased trade
between the two countries. Its chief architect was the German Foreign
Minister, Walther Rathenau, who signed it together with the Soviet repre-
sentative, G. V. Chicherin, on a ‘Sunday outing’ at Rapallo. Rathenau was at
first hesitant about the reaction of Britain and France and finally came to
terms only out of fear that the Russians might conclude a separate agreement
with the Allies."> News of the treaty outraged the Allied leaders who were
gathered at a conference in Genoa, negotiating on reparations with the
Germans. They were furious at having been two-timed by Rathenau. Lloyd
George demanded the annulment of the treaty—but in vain. Rapallo was
thus the first indication that a resolute Germany might successfully defy her
conquerors.

The atmosphere created by the treaty facilitated secret military cooperation
between Germany and Russia. Contacts between German military experts
and Soviet agents had begun as early as 1919, when Karl Radek was in Berlin,
and had continued sporadically since then. From 1921 the German General
Staft pursued close relations with the Russians on a separate track from the
German Foreign Office. The army chief, General Seeckt, strongly promoted
Russo-German military cooperation. In February 1922, in a personal discus-
sion with Seeckt, Radek is even alleged to have suggested that Russia, supplied
by Germany, would be prepared to join in a joint attack on Poland the next
spring, though this seems to have been a personal effort by Radek to ‘play the
Polish card’, rather than settled Soviet policy.'® The idea chimed with
Seeckt’s own thinking. In a memorandum in September 1920, he had
written: ‘Poland’s existence is intolerable, incompatible with the survival of
Germany. It must disappear, and it will disappear through its own internal
weakness and through Russia—with our assistance.’’” At a meeting with
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Russian representatives in July 1923, Chancellor Wilhelm Cuno responded to
criticism that Germany was not doing enough to prepare against possible
attack by Poland. Cuno pointed out that Germany ‘had to avoid giving the
impression of preparing for a war of revenge. The more inconspicuous
the preparations were made, the more advantageous they were.** Soon
thereafter, planning began for expansion of Russian armaments industries,
with German help, in order to produce war matériel for Germany beyond the
Versailles Treaty limitations. Cuno’s successor, Stresemann, although pri-
vately anxious to restore Germany’s eastern frontier, was initially opposed
to military dealings with Russia, but the Reichswehr nevertheless continued
direct contacts with the Russians. After 1924 experimental and training
stations, operated by the Reichswehr, were set up in the USSR for tanks,
aircraft, and gas, all prohibited to Germany under the Versailles Treaty.
Although these arrangements were secret, word of them got out in the
mid-1920s, and it was even rumoured incorrectly that the Rapallo Treaty
contained secret military clauses.

Eventually the French came to the conclusion that their best hope of
long-term security rested in agreement with the Germans. After the defeat
of Poincaré in the general election of May 1924, the new Prime Minister,
Edouard Herriot, reversed his predecessor’s bellicose anti-German line and
instead embarked on a policy of reconciliation. French troops withdrew
from the Ruhr in August 1925. In October the Locarno Treaties were
signed. In the first, the wartime Allies, Britain, France, Belgium, and Italy,
mutually guaranteed the territorial status quo on Germany’s western frontier
and the demilitarization of the Rhineland. At the same time, Germany
signed Arbitration Treaties with France, Belgium, Poland, and Czechoslo-
vakia. The reason for this complex arrangement was British refusal to
guarantee the borders of Germany’s eastern neighbours. Bismarck in 1876
had famously pronounced that the Balkans were not worth ‘the healthy
bones of a single Pomeranian musketeer’; now the British Foreign Secre-
tary, Sir Austen Chamberlain, said that Germany’s eastern marches were a
region ‘for which no British government ever will or ever can risk the bones
of a British grenadier’.’ (As prophecies, both were disastrously wrong.) In
any case, Germany, bolder since Rapallo, would not sign a multilateral
treaty legitimizing and perpetuating her eastern frontier. The Czechoslovak
and Polish Foreign Ministers were not even admitted to the early meetings
of the Locarno conference and the agreements were seen by some as an
indication of faltering French commitment to their defence. At home,
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right-wingers accused Stresemann of having signed a ‘treaty of renunciation’.
Stresemann, a nationalist, in fact saw Locarno rather as a first step towards
undermining the Versailles system and revising Germany’s eastern frontier.
It was he, not Hitler, who declared, ‘I consider myself the protector of
all Germans abroad.”? But Stresemann’s preferred method was diplomacy;
Hitler’s was force. Thomas Mann later wrote, Stresemann ‘was able. . . to
grow out from and above all the traditions he had inherited...into the
world of a European society of nations in thought, conviction, and deed,
which no one would have dreamt possible on the basis of his early adult-
hood’.?' France was represented at the conference by the selt-styled ‘pilgrim
of peace’, Aristide Briand (see plate 18), who served as French Foreign
Minister for most of the period 1925 to 1932. He rejoiced that Locarno
eliminated the threat of any further Russo-German combination. Briand and
Stresemann shared the 1926 Nobel Peace Prize but the failure to provide
equally solid guarantees on Germany’s eastern and western frontiers was a
harbinger of future lack of resolve by Britain and France. Paul Reynaud,
who as French Prime Minister in the spring of 1940 had to deal with
the consequences, later reflected: ‘Perhaps. . .there was already the spirit of
Munich in Locarno.’?

The Locarno ‘tea parties’ nevertheless led to a general easing of international
tension. In 1926 Germany was admitted to the League of Nations. In 1928 the
Pact of Paris, popularly known as the Kellogg—Briand Pact (after the US and
French Foreign Ministers who drafted it) brought agreement on the renunci-
ation of war as an instrument of national policy. In mid-1929 a committee
chaired by an American, Owen D. Young, recommended a reduction in
reparation payments, now to be stretched out over fifty-nine years. In spite of
Anglo-French differences over the proposals, the Young Plan was approved
in April 1930. Three months later the Allies completed their evacuation of
the Rhineland. Amid this general outbreak of reasonableness, preparations
advanced for convening an international conference on disarmament.

Bourgeois ascendancy

After a decade of wars, revolutions, economic dislocations, border changes,
and refugee movements, Europe thus finally settled down after about 1923
to a short period of relative peace and prosperity. Outside the USSR the
danger from the extreme left that had seemed so imminent in 1919 had
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either been suppressed or could safely be dismissed as a fringe political
phenomenon. As the threat to lives and to property receded, politics in
most European countries assumed less the form of a Manichaean struggle
between forces of light and darkness and became more concerned with
narrower bread-and-butter issues.

In Britain the Conservatives ruled, in government or coalition, for all but
three of the inter-war years. ‘Hang the Kaiser’ had been a popular enough cry
to help secure the re-election of Lloyd George’s governing coalition in Britain
in December 1918. The Parliament was dominated by Conservatives who
were content to shelter under the aura of the victorious war leader. Stanley
Baldwin, himself a Conservative, described the new House of Commons
privately to Keynes as dominated by ‘hard-faced men who looked as if they
had done well out of the war’.*® They maintained the former radical Prime
Minister in office for another four years while he postured on the world stage
and presided over a government composed largely of his former political
enemies.

Lloyd George’s last significant achievement was the treaty of December
1921, which brought a half-century’s respite in the tortured Anglo-Irish
struggle. Ireland had been in a state of turmoil since the suppression of the
1916 Easter rising. In the 1918 general election, the nationalist Sinn Féin
Party, led by Arthur Griffith, Michael Collins, and Eamon De Valera, had
won 73 out of 105 seats in Ireland, including all but three of those outside
Ulster. The constitutionalist Irish Party, which had sought home rule within
the United Kingdom, was almost obliterated. The Sinn Féin victors refused
to take up their seats at Westminster and in January 1919 met in Dublin as an
Irish parliament, the Dail, and declared independence. British efforts to
reassert authority proved unavailing and the island was consumed for the
next three years by ferocious terrorism and counter-terrorism. The Anglo-
Irish treaty recognized the Irish Free State as having a status similar to that of
a Dominion, that is, something close to but not absolute independence. But
Britain retained sovereignty over Northern Ireland, in which the large
Protestant majority was determinedly Unionist. Although the Irish nation-
alists never accepted partition in principle, they were obliged to put up
with it. In the ensuing civil war in southern Ireland, the anti-treaty faction,
led by De Valera, was defeated and in 1927 agreed to enter parliamentary
politics. For all the Free State’s anti-British fervour and in spite of the
retrograde influence of the Catholic Church on intellectual and social life,
the country’s institutions remained deeply marked by British influences.
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Independence did not end economic stagnation. Population decline was
perpetuated by migration to Britain and the United States. In the more
prosperous north, the Catholic minority never accepted the legitimacy of
the self-governing institutions under which Protestant domination was
ensured but until the late 1960s they were relatively quiescent.

In October 1922, as Kemalist forces neared British- and French-occupied
Constantinople, the Conservatives seized the opportunity to withdraw their
support from Lloyd George. He left 10 Downing Street never to return. His
Liberal Party had virtually expired (some said he had murdered it) and
although he made heroic efforts to breathe new life into the corpse,
power slipped inexorably away from the centre to the two poles of the
electoral spectrum. In the general election of December 1923 the Labour
Party received 30 per cent of the vote and 191 out of 615 seats in the House
of Commons. Although the Conservatives were still the largest party,
Labour formed a government, relying on the parliamentary support of the
Liberals. This first Socialist administration turned out to be a very tame
affair. Anxious lest he lose Liberal support, the Prime Minister, Ramsay
MacDonald, refrained from introducing any Socialist measures. He was out
within a year, defeated by a red scare based on the publication by the Daily
Mail of a forged letter from the Comintern leader, Grigory Zinoviev. The
Conservatives regained power and, under the stolid leadership of Stanley
Baldwin, governed Britain for the next five years.

The most serious immediate problem facing Baldwin was the crisis in the
coal mines. Employing over a million men, this was the largest industry in
Britain. Like many of Britain’s older, heavy industries, it had entered a long
decline since the end of the war. The government had pumped tens of
millions of pounds into it since 1917 but to little effect. It suffered from
under-capitalization, overseas competition, and bitter labour relations. The
Franco-Belgian withdrawal from the Ruhr and the resumption of large-
scale German production, together with the return of the pound to the gold
standard, dealt savage blows to British coal mining. In mid-1925 6o per cent
of all coal in Britain was being produced at a loss. Since labour costs were
the largest single component in production, the mine-owners protested that
they had no alternative but to cut wages. In April 1926 the government
subsidy was withdrawn and the miners were locked out unless and until
they accepted lower pay. On 4 May the Trades Union Congress called a
general strike in sympathy. It was the largest labour stoppage in British
history, though not in truth general since not all workers were unionized
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and, even of those who were, not all struck. It was a very British affair, less a
strike than a striking of class attitudes: upper-class gentlemanliness con-
fronted working-class deference. Neither side was really prepared to
mount barricades. Enthusiasts on both sides got a bad name. The govern-
ment’s British Gazette, edited by Churchill (who had left the Liberals and
rejoined the Conservative Party), spouted vehement anti-strike propaganda
that was felt by many to be out of tune with British peacetime traditions.
The TUC’s heart was not really in it, and from the outset the union leaders
squirmed uncomfortably and sought a decent exit route. This was a world
away from the syndicalist apocalypse. After nine days, the TUC gave up and
abandoned the miners to their fate. They were starved into submission by
November. The following year the government introduced legislation
prohibiting sympathy strikes or any ‘designed or calculated to coerce the
government’. Continuing high unemployment weakened the trade union
movement and it was not until the 1950s that, in conditions of full employ-
ment, it re-emerged as a major force.

French inter-war politics were characterized by the failure of the institu-
tions of the Third Republic to provide stable ministries or strong executives.
Forty-four ministries held office between the armistice of 1918 and that of
1940. Most were weak coalitions formed around the shifting centre of French
politics, the Radical Party, radish-like (red on the outside, white on the
inside), corrupt, and enjoying strong support among peasants and the petty
bourgeoisie. Through the perpetually revolving doors of ministries, the same
figures kept appearing. Briand, for example, served three times as Prime
Minister and four times as Foreign Minister in the decade after 1921.

Excluded from government and from the spoils of office was the far left. In
December 1920 a conference of the French Socialists at Tours split irrevoc-
ably, with the majority forming the French Communist Party, loyal to the
Comintern, and the minority maintaining their adhesion to the reformist,
parliamentary socialism of the Second International, though they continued to
employ the rhetoric of revolutionary Marxism. The official name of the
Socialist party until as late as 1969 remained Section Francaise de I'Internatio-
nale Ouvriere. The Communists took with them more than 8o per cent of the
membership as well as title to the party newspaper, I’Humanité. Tainted from
the outset by their slavish subservience to Moscow, the French Communists
remained a sect rather than the party of the organized working class. The
Socialists were at first greatly weakened by the defection of the Communists,
though they soon overtook them in support. Fearful of the dilution of
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principle unavoidable in coalition politics, they disdained to accept ministerial
office until such time as they might control the main levers of power and effect
a transformation of society rather than mere reformist policies. The rigid
sectarianism of the Communists and the refusal of the Socialists, anxious to
maintain doctrinal purity, to join ‘bourgeois’ parties in government con-
demned the French left to fifteen years of futile opposition.

The conservative Bloc National held power for five years from 1919. Its
main preoccupation was with foreign affairs, particularly reparations. By 1924
the decline of the franc forced retrenchment in public finances. After a bitter
fight, Poincaré, Prime Minister from 1922 to 1924, secured parliamentary
approval for the double décime, an all-round 20 per cent increase in taxes. The
measure temporarily restored the currency but heightened voter discontent.
The revived Socialists joined in an electoral pact and ‘minimum programme’
with the Radicals.

This Cartel des Gauches triumphed in the general election of May 1924.
The victors’ first action was to oust the sitting President of the Republic,
Alexandre Millerand, who was hated as a traitor to the left. After a futile
effort at resistance he gave way, confirming the supremacy of the legislature
over the presidency in the political system of the Third Republic. The new
government aroused great hopes for reform but like the first Labour gov-
ernment in Britain, this was one of those turning-points that failed to turn.
The Socialists shied away from the offer of ministerial offices by the Radical
leader, Herriot. They would merely give the new government support from
without. Herriot, ‘la Republique en personne’, intelligent, witty, and warm-
hearted, a normalien (graduate of the Ecole normale supérieure), biographer of
Philo and of Madame Récamier, and mayor of Lyons since 1905, was an
admired orator and a much-loved statesman. But as Prime Minister he
proved to be an inept political tactician: he created needless enemies and
alienated allies. His promise of ‘total transformation’ remained unfulfilled.
The government’s achievements were mainly limited to symbolic acts such
as the transfer of the body of Jaurés to the Pantheon. The franc tumbled
again and the left complained that it had been defeated by the ‘mur d’argent’.

After barely two years, the same Chamber of Deputies that had installed
Herriot in office approved the return to power of Poincaré and granted him
powers to rule by decree. He accepted Locarno, increased indirect taxes,
and imposed reductions in government spending. The franc stabilized and
in 1928 it returned to the gold standard, though at a fifth of its pre-war
value. The economy revived but the opportunity was lost to reform public
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finances (most taxation remained indirect), to modernize the still primitive
French countryside, still at that time the home of a little over half the
population of the country, or to grapple with social problems, in particular
the abominable housing conditions in urban slums.

The critical test case for liberal political institutions in Europe was Germany
where the republic had survived the initial challenge from the left only by
compromising with the right. The Weimar constitution provided for a federal
system in which the states (now to be called Ldnder) retained considerable
powers. The federal government was responsible to the lower house of
parliament, the Reichstag, elected by a pure proportional system on the basis
of universal franchise for men and women over the age of twenty (hitherto
voting had been restricted to men over twenty-five). The President too was
elected by universal suffrage: he was to have power to appoint the Chancellor,
dissolve the Reichstag, and issue decrees in emergencies provided they were
counter-signed by the Chancellor or the responsible minister. An upper
chamber, the Reichsrat, composed of members of the state governments,
retained limited powers. After a bitter left—right struggle, the old imperial
black-white-red flag was replaced by the black-red-gold colours of 1843.

This was, on the face of things, a model parliamentary regime. The old
social order, however, remained largely intact. The officers of the new
Reichswehr, under Seeckt, inherited the attitudes of the imperial officer
corps from which they were largely drawn. The rank-and-file were heavily
recruited from the right-wing Freikorps. The army high command, particu-
larly Seeckt, wielded substantial behind-the-scenes influence and enjoyed
considerable autonomy. Similarly, the old imperial bureaucracy remained in
office in seamless continuity from old to new order and, even when
ostensibly serving Social Democrat masters, steered policy away from left-
wing experimentation. In these senses, the German revolution was stillborn.

Established on this uncertain basis, the Weimar Republic nevertheless
survived renewed challenges in the early 1920s, this time from the right rather
than the left. In March 1920 a short-lived military revolt in Berlin, known as
the Kapp putsch, lasted only six days and collapsed in general ridicule. The left
persuaded themselves that the rebellion had been defeated by a general strike.
No doubt that helped. But the chief causes of the failure of the coup were the
limited support the revolt evoked in the armed forces and the astonishing
incompetence of the putschists, headed by a colourless official, Wolfgang
Kapp, and supported by militarists including Ludendorff’ and his former
right-hand man, Colonel Max Bauer. The only lasting consequence of the
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putsch was the fall of the Social Democrat government in Bavaria and its
replacement by conservatives. A swing to the right was manifested in Germany
as a whole in the first elections held under the Weimar constitution in June.
The governing coalition of Social Democrats, Centre, and Democrats lost
power. The Social Democrats’ vote was reduced from 38 per cent to 22 per
cent. They never again attained more than 30 per cent of the vote under
Weimar. A new government of the centre-right took office. But the far right
remained unreconciled to the republic and a dangerous force for violence and
instability. In August 1921 the Centre Party leader, Erzberger, who had made
himself deeply unpopular with the extreme nationalists, was assassinated. The
following summer, Rathenau was shot dead in the street in Berlin. Jew,
industrialist, philosopher, and a member of the small, liberal Democratic
Party, he too had been targeted for venomous attack by the right. His funeral
in the Reichstag chamber was a great demonstration of republican faith. In
November 1923 Ludendorft joined a young nationalist street orator, Adolf
Hitler, in an attempted revolt in Munich. The ‘beerhall putsch’ was almost as
much of a comic-opera fiasco as the 1920 coup. It never spread beyond
Munich. The ringleaders were quickly rounded up and Hitler was sentenced
to a short prison term, which he used to write a rambling, incoherent
statement of racist faith, Mein Kampf.

With the defeat of revolutionaries of left and right, the restoration of the
currency, and renewed, if sluggish, economic growth, the political class settled
down to a more normal, certainly less exciting, life. The late 1920s were the
halcyon years of the Weimar Republic. Since no political party ever won an
overall majority, all governments were coalitions—from 1924 to 1928 of the
centre-right, then until 1930 a grand coalition stretching from the moderate
right to the Social Democrats. The foremost political figure was Stresemann
who, after his short but critical term as Chancellor in 1923, served as Foreign
Minister until his death in 1929. Stresemann’s doctoral dissertation had been a
study of the Berlin bottled beer trade and his first job had been as a clerk for the
Association of Chocolate Manufacturers in Dresden. As leader of the small
German People’s Party, representing middle-class, business elements, Strese-
mann personified the stolid bourgeois virtues. The perceptive diarist Count
Harry Kessler considered that he possessed ‘a robust determination’ but that he
lacked ‘fine moral sensibility’.?* Yet he was the most creative German statesman
of the age. Although his primary achievement was in diplomacy, Stresemann
played a significant role in containing social tensions in Germany and resisting
political polarization. Welfare state provisions, enshrined in the Weimar
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constitution, were given legislative effect, notably by the introduction in 1924
of basic state welfare provision for those in dire poverty, and legislation in 1927
for state unemployment insurance. Public spending on education, hospitals,
and housing rose quickly with the result that state expenditure averaged 26 per
cent of national income in the period 1925—9.

Although the Weimar system had certainly stabilized after its rocky begin-
nings in 1918—23, fundamental weaknesses remained. Though owners of
bank accounts, mortgages, and bonds that had been made worthless during
the great inflation received some compensation after 1925, its modesty in-
creased middle-class resentment and demoralization, driving many into the
arms of the extreme right. The paramilitary groups refused to fade away: a new
right-wing veterans’ group, the Stahlhelm, confronted its leftist mirror, the
Reichsbanner, dedicated to defence of the republic. Their presence indicated
the incipient tendency towards recurrence of civil war that simmered
just below the surface of Weimar politics. The party system remained frag-
mented, with deep schisms within the left, the liberals, and the right. The only
parties with a positive commitment to the Weimar constitution were the
Social Democrats and the Democratic Party. Significant elements in society
remained alienated. The Communists participated in the parliamentary system
but awaited the first opportunity to destroy it. The army regarded itself as a
kind of guarantor, not of the republic, but of the German state, tending to see
the President, rather than government or parliament, as the legitimate fount of
authority. The election of Hindenburg as President in 1925 gave the Weimar
system a degree of respectability in the eyes of the traditional right; but the new
head of state’s adhesion to the republic was questionable and, in the end, he
joined its destroyers rather than its defenders.

The peacemakers had sought to recreate the world in their own image of
liberal parliamentarianism. In large measure they failed. Liberalism remained
the characteristic political form only in the prosperous, industrialized soci-
eties of north-west Europe, barely touched by the tide of revolution or the
fierce ethnic antagonisms that afflicted most of the rest of the continent.

Successor states
All the ‘successor states’ on the territory of the former multi-national

empires in east-central Europe, stretching in a great arc from Finland in
the north to Yugoslavia in the south, shared basic common features: they
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were weak, they were poor, and they were frightened. As for the defeated
countries of eastern Europe, Hungary and Bulgaria, they were weaker and
poorer than they had been—and they were both frightened and vengeful.

The weakness of these countries was an unavoidable consequence of the
application of the principle of nationality in the post-war settlement. With
the exception of Poland, which had a population of twenty-seven million in
1921, none of the states between Russia and Germany held more than
twenty million inhabitants. In descending order of size, Romania, which
had roughly doubled her population as a result of the peace treaties, had
about seventeen million, Czechoslovakia thirteen million, and Yugoslavia
twelve million. The remainder were all under ten million, ranging from
Hungary’s eight million to Latvia and Estonia, each with about 1.5 million.
Most of the countries in the region nevertheless felt over-populated because
of the pressure of a growing peasantry on limited cultivable land. The only
significant exceptions were Hungary, which had the lowest population
growth in eastern Europe, and Czechoslovakia, with her industrialized
western provinces. One outlet for agrarian over-population closed in the
early 1920s when the United States enacted restrictive immigration laws.
Although France permitted some immigration from eastern Europe, mainly
Poland, in the hope of making up the population deficit caused by the war,
few other emigration opportunities existed from eastern Europe.

Most of the successor states adopted democratic parliamentary constitu-
tions. Poland’s, for example, was modelled in large measure on that of the
French Third Republic. But formal democratic mechanisms did not prevent
a slide towards authoritarian regimes. Apart from Czechoslovakia and
Finland, none of the states in the region succeeded in implanting democratic
institutions in political cultures that were highly inhospitable to liberal ideas.

Although each of the successor states had its own special characteristics,
the political life of all of them in the inter-war period was dominated by four
great and often interrelated issues: the land question; the failure to achieve a
transition towards a modern industrial economy; problems of minorities;
and the threat to regional stability—and to the very existence of the
successor states—posed by demands for revision of the post-war settlement.

The eastern European economies remained predominantly agrarian
throughout the inter-war period. The populations of all the states of the
region, again with the exception of Czechoslovakia, were more than so per
cent rural. In all the countries peasant parties were formed that claimed,
with varying degrees of verisimilitude, to represent agrarian interests.
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Peasant majorities in the electorate compelled all such parties and most
governments to pay at least lip-service to the ideal of redistributive land
reform that would break up large tracts and enable cultivators to become
owners of the land they worked. In the case of Poland the concept was even
enshrined in the constitution adopted in 1921 which called for the creation
of ‘private farming units capable of adequate productivity’.?* But in this as in
other matters the constitution-makers’ ideals were not realized.

Land reforms were initiated in Romania, Czechoslovakia, Greece, and
Yugoslavia. The Romanian legislation, enacted in December 1918, was
perhaps the most far-reaching: it expropriated most large estates and distrib-
uted the land to 1.4 million peasants. The power of the old landowning class
was decisively broken. In Poland and Hungary, on the other hand, especially
the eastern provinces of both countries, the majority of large estates remained
intact throughout the inter-war period and landowning magnates, especially
in Hungary, remained a major political force. In 1921, 1 per cent of land-
owners in Poland held more than half of all the land. On the other hand, ten
million people depended for survival on holdings of less than s hectares, the
produce of which barely sufficed to keep them alive. Some redistribution
of Church, state, and private landholdings took place, but this barely kept
pace with pressure on land. By 1935 it was (conservatively) estimated that
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2.4 million peasants in Poland were economically ‘superfluous’, that is, they
could leave the land without injuring its output given existing methods of
production. But such people had nowhere to go.

Not coincidentally, Poland and Hungary, the two countries in which
significant land reform did not occur, were those in which the landowning
class belonged mainly to the dominant nationality of the state, whereas in the
other three countries a large number of dispossessed landowners were mem-
bers of the former ‘hegemonic’ nationalities. A Romanian Academy study,
published in the 1930s, congratulated the authors of the Romanian land
reform on their ‘breadth of view and genuinely social sentiment’ in distrib-
uting land not only to ethnic Romanians but also to members of ethnic
minorities, 206,000 of whom received land under the reform.?® But the
study neglected to mention that those expropriated, particularly in Transyl-
vania, were disproportionately Hungarians or Germans. Although the former
owners received compensation this was often in money that had depreciated
in value. Some Romanian politicians made no bones about the nationalist
tinge to the land reform: “We regard the agrarian reform as the most potent
instrument in the Romanization of Transylvania,” said the poet-politician
Octavian Goga in 1920.”7 National resentments were consequently often
aggravated rather than mitigated. The land question thus continued to be
bound up with the national question in the successor states.

Neither in the countries that redistributed land nor in those that retained
large estates did efficiency in agriculture approach the levels of north-west
Europe. Where land was redistributed, lots were often too small, and on the
death of the owner were often sub-parcelled out into ever tinier portions: in
Romania, where such parcelling reached the furthest extreme, 83 per cent of
agricultural land in 1936 was held in lots of less than s hectares. In Bulgaria,
the average holding shrank from 6.3 hectares in 1908 to 5.75 in 1929. In
much of eastern Europe there were few medium-sized farms of the sort
common in Britain and Germany. In Poland holdings of between 20 and
100 hectares constituted under 3 per cent of the total (and amounted to no
more than 10 per cent of the land). In contrast, such middle-size farmers in
Holland numbered 7 per cent (39 per cent of the land). The millions of east
European ‘dwarf holders’ had no access to capital, could barely afford to buy
even the simplest tools, such as ploughs, and were ignorant of modern
techniques. They could not dream of replacing horse-power with the
tractors that were starting to operate on British farms. The average milk
yield from their cows (more often a single cow) was a fraction of that of the
continent’s most efficient farmers, the Danes. As for large estates, they were
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in general more highly capitalized and produced for national and international
markets; but their productivity was well below that of the most efficient farms
in Britain, Germany, or Scandinavia. Many were not run as latifundia but
were leased out in small units to tenant farmers whose production methods
remained primitive.

With the exception of Czechoslovakia, none of the successor states boasted
a modern manufacturing industrial base. Czechoslovakia attained the highest
rate of growth in manufacturing output of the east European states between
1920 and 1929. But even in Czechoslovakia, industry was largely confined to
Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia, whereas the eastern regions, Slovakia and Sub-
Carpathian Ruthenia, remained mainly agrarian. Poland and Romania had
large extractive industries of coal and oil, but manufacturing, with the excep-
tions of textiles and metalworking in Poland, was less well developed. The
transportation infrastructure was weak and had been severely disrupted by the
war and the break-up of empires. The five-foot railway gauge in eastern
Poland, built to the imperial Russian standard, was 3.5 inches wider than
those in ex-Prussian and ex-Austrian Poland. By 1929 industrial production
in Poland was still only 86 per cent of the level for the same regions in 1913—
which indeed was never attained during the inter-war period. Access to capital
markets was limited by a weak domestic banking sector and competitive
devaluations that failed to jump-start foreign trade and deterred foreign
investment. In Poland, as elsewhere, a ‘new mercantilism’, fuelled by a
short-sighted desire for ‘self-sufficiency’, hindered trade and stifled economic
development. Figures for output of electric energy in 1929 provide a telling
index of the comparative economic backwardness of the region: Bulgaria,
Greece, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and Yugoslavia together produced less
electricity than Norway.

All of the states of eastern Europe were rent, to greater or lesser degrees, by
national conflicts or minority problems that threatened their cohesion, and in
some cases their very existence. In Poland in 1921, only 69 per cent of the
population were ethnic Poles. As a result of the conquest of large swathes of
territory from Soviet Russia, the country held nearly four million Ukrainians
and over a million Belorussians, in addition to a million Germans, mainly in the
‘Polish corridor’, and nearly three million Jews. All these minorities suffered
from nationalistic policies and petty persecution by the Polish majority. The
disproportionate representation of Jews and Germans in trade, ownership of
manufacturing industry, and the liberal professions, in Poland as elsewhere, fed
nationalist jealousy. Everywhere there was reluctance to employ minorities in
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official positions and barriers were set against their admission to universities.
The Allied powers had attempted to enforce good behaviour on Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia by imposing treaties for the protec-
tion of minorities as part of the peace settlement. By 1924 thirteen states in east-
central Europe had signed minorities treaties. But rather than protecting
minorities, the main effect was further to embitter ethnic antagonisms.

In Czechoslovakia, quite apart from the large German minority, relations
were not always easy between the Czechs, more urbanized, more westward-
looking, more sophisticated, and the Slovaks, a mainly peasant people who
tended to resent the sometimes patronizing attitude of their western neigh-
bours. Under the leadership of Masaryk, a Moravian, an imperfect effort was
made to inculcate a sense of ‘Czechoslovak’ national identity. Perhaps, with
time and in the absence of external pressures, this might have succeeded. But
the country was not afforded that luxury for long and her enemies eventually
used the wedge of Czech-Slovak differences to drive a dagger into her heart.

Of all the countries in eastern Europe, none exhibited deeper or more
complex ethnic divisions than Yugoslavia, officially known until 1929 as the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. The name was intended to convey
the equality of the constituent nationalities of the state. But rather than a
federation of south Slav provinces, Yugoslavia developed into a centralized,
Serb-dominated kingdom. Serbs constituted 43 per cent of the population,
Croats 25 per cent, Slovenes 9 per cent. The rest were Montenegrins, Bosnian
Muslims, Albanians, Germans, Hungarians, Romanians, Turks, Gypsies, Jews,
Bulgars, Macedonians, Czechs, Slovaks, Ruthenians, Vlachs, and ‘others’.
The Catholic Croats, who generally considered themselves a cut above the
Orthodox Serbs, resented their subjugation. Yugoslav politics bogged down
in a morass of intrigue and ethnic conflict. In 1928 the Croat Peasant Party
leader, Sgepan Radig, was assassinated. The violence culminated in January
1929 in the declaration by King Alexander of a royal dictatorship.

All the new or enlarged states of eastern Europe lived in perpetual terror of
territorial revisionism on the part of those countries that had lost land in the
post-war settlement. Greece, for example, feared a renewed Bulgarian attempt
to cut through Thrace to gain an outlet to the Mediterranean. Romania’s
relations with Hungary were poisoned by the Hungarian obsession with
regaining Transylvania. The Baltic states eyed their neighbours with no less
unease. The Polish occupation of Vilna, captured in a supposedly unauthorized
attack by the Polish General Lucjan Zeligowski in October 1920, continued
until 1939. This was a lasting source of embitterment in relations with the
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Lithuanians who insisted that it was their capital, although Vilna’s population in
1916 had been 50 per cent Polish-speaking and 42 per cent Yiddish-speaking;
only 2.6 per cent spoke Lithuanian. By way of self-consolation, in January 1923,
the Lithuanians seized the formerly German city of Memel, drove out the
French garrison that was holding it on behalf of the Allies, and annexed the city.
The national question and reaction against the peace treaties thus destabilized
both internal and external relations throughout the region.

The retreat from democracy became visible first in the two defeated states,
Hungary and Bulgaria. From 1920 until almost the end of the Second World
‘War, Admiral Horthy presided over a backward-looking, conservative polit-
ical system in Hungary that paid only the faintest of lip-service to liberal
principles. Although the White terror was terminated and Hungary remained
a Rechtsstaat, the rule of law was often limited by arbitrary bureaucratic and
police practices. The franchise was restricted to 27 per cent of the adult
population, a return to the electoral law of 1913. Except in towns possessing
municipal charters, the vote was exercised in public rather than by secret
ballot. The landowning aristocracy controlled most of the levers of power.
The Communist Party was banned and the Social Democrats were subjected
to various restrictions. Parliament exercised little influence. The dominant
political figure of the 1920s, Count Istvan Bethlen, a Transylvanian nobleman
who had lost his ancestral estates in what was now Romania, succeeded in
restoring a measure of social peace and in restabilizing the currency after a
catastrophic hyperinflation; but his long-term goal of revising the Treaty of
Trianon precluded any possibility of harmonious relations with Hungary’s
Little Entente neighbours.

If Hungary at least could boast a measure of internal peace after the
upheavals of the immediate post-war period, Bulgaria descended into a
maelstrom of political violence. In 1923 the Prime Minister, Alexandur
Stamboliiski, a popular peasant leader, was assassinated in a militarist coup
d’ctat that enjoyed at least the tacit approval of King Boris. The dead
premier’s ears and hands were cut off and his head removed to Sofia in a
tin box. In 1925 extremist elements in the Communist Party bombed Sofia
cathedral, killing 128 worshippers and precipitating a bloody right-wing
backlash in which thousands of left-leaning elements, among them many
intellectuals, perished. For much of the period the Internal Macedonian
Revolutionary Organization (IMRO), a congerie of bandits, ultra-nationalists
and anarchists, engaged in murderous attacks that embroiled Bulgaria in
disputes with Greece and Yugoslavia.
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In the successor states, Poland led the way in the descent to authoritar-
ianism. Polish politics throughout the inter-war period was dominated by
conflict between the supporters of Pitsudski and those of Roman Dmowski.
Pilsudski, a fierce anti-Russian, was more a nationalist than a democrat;
although he had initially been a Socialist, his socialism withered away in
later years. He enjoyed support particularly in the army and his movement
degenerated in later years into authoritarian militarism. Dmowski, a fierce
anti-German, had started out as an advocate of Polish autonomy within the
Russian Empire rather than of independence; but his National Democrat or
‘Endek’ movement was disfigured by a xenophobic and anti-Semitic streak
and he developed into as much of a nationalist as his rival and hardly more of
a democrat. The minorities question contributed to the extreme party
fragmentation that characterized Polish politics, though this has also been
explained as the result of oppositionist attitudes formed before 1914 by
Polish politicians in all three partitions. To overcome the bias against small
parties in the voting system, the Ukrainian, White Russian, German, and
Jewish parties often formed electoral pacts, as did other groups. In 1925 no
fewer than thirty-two parties were represented in the Sejm (lower house of
parliament). All Polish governments between the 