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FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 

Was ist am 11. November 1918 geschehen? 
Waffenstillstand des ersten Welkrieges / end of World War One 

·The still-present legacy of 
the Last European War 

T wo world wars made their mark 0n 
the first half of our century; their af

--rermath is still with u s. 
Those who fought in aml went 

through the First World War first re
ferred to it as the Great War, then as the 
World War. 

What they had experienced was a war 
that transcended all conventional ideas 
of warfare as thought out and written up 
by Clausewitz. 

The concept of war was extended to 
accommodate the Great War as con
temporaries had experienced it. But was 
the 1914-18 war really a world war? 

It would be more appropriate to refer 
to the last European war. The reasons 
seem self-evident. The origins of the 
war lay in a clash between European 
powers. 

The war was waged on European bat
tlefields, and although a non-European 
great power, the United States, decided 
its outcome it was still a European war. 

Marshal Foch, the French comman
der-in-chief, stressed that it was not an 
American victory. 

While accepting US assistance he 
maliciously referred to it as "the auxil
iary forces of our friends," which was an 
accurate description of the position. 

' The Americans may have been 
shipped over to continental Europe but 
their forces were auxiliaries, and no 
more. 

The supreme coITUJ1anders of the En
ten_te wanted to be on their own. Gener
al Patton, the US commander, was un
able to gain acceptance. 

Yet d.espite this proviso the Great 
War was tne "primal catastrophe" of our 
century, as George F. Kennan put it. It 
was a major worldwide conflict, a Euro
pean war that shook the entire world. 

Its causes were, in a nutshell, imperi
alism, nationalism and competition. Be
tween them they put paid to a shaky sys
tem of European states. 

This is not a v1ewpomt that has mere
ly occurred to observers in retrospect. 
Back in January 1918 former Reich 
ChanceIJor Theobald von Bethmann
Hollweg wrote to Prince Max of Baden, 
later the last Imperial Chancellor: 

"The nations cannot be absolved of 
their sins as long as mankind does not 
resolutely turn its back on the circum
stances that gave rise to this war and 
aims at replacing them with something 
else. 

"Imperialism, nationalism and econ
omic materialism, which have been the 
determining factors of the policies purs
ued by all nations for the past genera
tion, set themselves targets the p ursuit 
of which by each individual nation was 
only possible at the expense of a general 
clash." 

Interests clashed. Conflicts occurred. 
The German Reich, ruled since 1888 by 
a coxcomb of a Kaiser, was in the throes 
of becoming a major industrialised 
country. 

It had grown stronger than its neigh
bours, who viewed the new Germany 
with mistrust. 

Conversely, the Reich felt it was sur
rounded by great powers that encircled 

and threatened it. Al!Tances were 
formed. France joined forces with Rus
sia, Germany with Austria. 

Political crises occurred, eight shortly 
before war broke out. War seemed de
sirable yet at the same time it was 
feared. 

The large-scale E uropean war was 
triggered by a clash between Austria 
and Russia. Both were nervous and 
overreacted, partly because they rea
lised they could no longer cope with 
their domestic problems. 

The state was threatened from within. 
In this state of affairs common sense 
was no longer possible. 

As for Germany, the Kaiser's erratic 
behaviour had made its mark on foreign 

policy. He undermmed all attempts to 
bring about changes in the political sys
tem. 

Germany was increasingly mano
euvred into the position graphically de
scribed by Kurt Riezler, von Bethmann
Hollweg's secretary, in his diary. In July 
1914 the Reich was isolated. 

A month later the armies were mobi
lised and sent into battle, with Entente 
forces facing those of the Central Pow
ers. 

But gone were the days when it was 
enough to send 100,000 hired mercena
ries ·under reliable leadership into bat
tle, as described by Voltaire in Candide. 

So were the days when peace and 
quiet were the citizen's bounden duty 
when His Majesty had lost a battle. 

In September 1914 the Allies came to 
treaty terms in London. They were, in
itially, Britain, France, Russia, Serbia 
and Japan. 

They were joined by Belgium and, in 
1917, the United States. 

Italy came into the war on the Allies1 

side in 1915-16, Rumania in 191 6. 
Switzerland, the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Norway and Spain remained neutral 
throughout the war. 

The Allies faced the Central Powers 
Germany, Austria-Hungary, Turkey 
and, from 1915, Bulgaria. · 

Major fronts 

The major fronts were in Europe: the 
western artd eastern fronts, the south 
(Italy), the south-east (Serbia, Rumania, 
Saloniki). 

Important secondary fronts were 
opened up when Turkey came into the 
war. They included the Caucasus, Iraq, 
Palestine and, for a while in 1915-16, 
Gallipoli and the Dardanelles. 

Warfare in the colonies was of no 
more than marginal importance. 


