The Great Powers 1910–1914
By 1910, the five great powers of Europe had already separated into the two power blocs that would
fight each other in World War I. Both groups had also tested their alliances.
In 1904 and 1907 Great Britain, France, and Russia had come to an understanding on conflicts in
their overseas territories, while the German and Austrian Empires had established an alliance as early
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as 1879. In the First Morocco Crisis in 1905/06, when Germany had been unable to break up the
Anglo-French cooperation, and in the Bosnian Annexation Crisis in 1908/09, when Germany had
forced Russia to back down against Austria-Hungary, both alliances had worked effectively.
It was the German Empire – in the centre of Europe – which drew the attention of its neighbours.
While Germany felt that it was encircled by enemies, i. e. Britain, France, and Russia, these states saw
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Germany and its emperor, Wilhelm II, as Europe’s troublemaker. Wilhelm and others had claimed –
more than once – that Germany should be more than just a great power: it should be a “global power”.
After 1910, however, political attention moved from the centre – i. e. Central Europe – to the sidelines: to North Africa and then to the Balkans.

The Second Morocco Crisis 1911
After Sultan Abdelhafid of Morocco (1873–1937) had asked for help against oppositional Arabs,
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France sent troops to the country. In 1911 they occupied the cities of Fes and Rabat, but this was a vi olation of a 1909 treaty between France and Germany.
Alfred von Kiderlen-Wächter (1852–1912), the German Foreign Secretary, was ready to accept the
French domination of Morocco if Germany was compensated with the French Congo colony. The
French Congo bordered on the Belgian Congo, and Germany hoped to claim parts of the latter, should
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it be broken up in future. This would have provided an – indirect – connection to German territories in
East Africa. If Germany could not obtain the Congo, it wanted to demand parts of southern Morocco at
the very least.
Kiderlen-Wächter did not inform the
German chancellor, Theobald von Beth-
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man Hollweg (1856–1921), or the emperor, Wilhelm II (1859–1941) about his
plans, even though he might have risked a
war with his Morocco-policies. Germany
urgently needed a success to achieve a bet-
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ter position in talks with England about
fleet reductions. He also thought that success in foreign politics might help the German government at home because general
elections were to be held in January 1912.
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So, even though Germany was neither
able nor willing to take military action,
Kiderlen sent the gunboat “Panther” to the
Moroccan harbour of Agadir on 1 July

1911 to put pressure on France. German papers called this the “Panthersprung nach Agadir” (“Pan ther’s leap”) because the nationalist press, especially the Pan-German League, started an aggressive
publicity campaign to support the government – at Kiderlen’s request. The official reason for the Panther’s mission was to protect German citizens in southern Morocco.
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At first, the British tried to stop France from sending troops to Morocco, but supported them,
when it became clear that France would not listen to them. This was a clear sign that the Entente
worked and that Britain wanted to keep it.
The arrival of the Panther – not too far from the British naval base at Gibraltar – even strengthened
England’s support for her ally: following French troops, British ships were sent to Morocco as well.
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Germany’s course of action confirmed all of Britain’s fears: Germany’s great shipbuilding programme
and the shrill calls of German nationalists, like the Pan-Germans or the members of the Navy League,
for equality with England left London with the impression that Germany was a great threat to British
security. Additionally, during the talks about a limitation of shipbuilding with the British, the German
chancellor Bethman Hollweg threatened to come to an understanding with Russia at England’s ex-
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pense.
Thus the situation began to spin out of control. Britain was afraid that France would give in to the
German threats and leave England isolated. In his famous “Mansion House speech,” British Chancellor David Lloyd George (1863–1945) took France’s side. In Germany, the general staff and the public
both called for a war – which seemed a certainty in the long run, anyway – while Germany’s position
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was still promising.
France, however, was still willing to give in because Russia did not see Morocco as a reason to
fulfil the alliance with France – just as Austria was not willing to help Germany. But English support
was the deciding factor. The relations between France and Germany quickly became worse, and in Au gust they ended their diplomatic contacts.
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Finally, in November 1911, Germany and France agreed on an exchange of territories: Germany
accepted the French domination of Morocco, while Germany would only gain equal economic rights
there. Parts of the French Congo were exchanged for German parts of Togo. These Congo territories
were useless – as long as they did not serve as a reason to demand a share in the Belgian Congo. They
were therefore a poor result for Kiderlen’s energetic campaign, but he had to make compromises to
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avoid a war.
As a consequence, however, European politicians kept trying to perfect their alliances and increase
their armaments.

February 1912: Haldane Mission and Negotiations on the Colonies
Following the disappointment over Morocco, the German navy under Naval Secretary Admiral Alfred
von Tirpitz (1849–1930) believed the situation could lead to support for a new shipbuilding pro35

gramme. The emperor supported the navy because he believed, as Tirpitz did, that it was necessary to
put pressure on England first so that she would be glad if Germany offered her an alliance later on.
The pressure groups of the Navy League and the Pan-German League backed the idea of a strong posi tion against England in public. The German chancellor and the foreign secretary, however, wanted a
détente with England.

Bethman Hollweg could not, of course, publicly speak out against the navy. Instead, he encouraged the army to demand more money at the cost of naval armaments and he signalled to the British
that he was ready to talk. As a result, Richard Haldane (1856–1928), Secretary of State for War, was
sent to Berlin ‘privately’ in February 1912 to find out if an agreement with the Germans was at all pos 5

sible.
Unfortunately, Wilhelm II drew the wrong conclusions from the British initiative and believed that
England was giving in to Germany’s pressure. Accordingly, Germany announced a new ship-building
programme, while effectively demanding that Britain give up its alliance with France. In contrast, Britain would only grant neutrality in a continental war if it was clearly a defensive war for Germany. But
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this would not have worked with Germany’s war plan, the Schlieffen-Plan. So, the pressures of military planning became more important than the possibilities opened by diplomacy.
Without real concessions from Germany on the naval question, in the end, the British disappointedly declared that they would reinforce their North Sea fleet – the Haldane mission had failed. All
states returned to the – apparently – only reasonable thing to do: building more weapons.
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Anglo-German talks about colonial questions also did not lead to concrete results. Consequently,
Germany had two different options if she wanted to become a “world power” without war:
Firstly, she could use growing trade relations to reach a dominant position in the world economy.
The First World War put an end to this development, however, when the lack of common sense of the
military ruled over economic intelligence.
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Secondly, Germany could concentrate on Asia Minor, i. e. Turkey. While England was, as a matter
of principle, interested in preserving the status quo, Russia wanted to divide the Ottoman Empire (Turkey), which seemed to be on the brink of falling apart, between the great powers and gain access to the
Mediterranean Sea. Germany had invested a lot of money in the development of a railway line from
Istanbul to Baghdad which opened the possibility of an Anglo-German cooperation against Russia.
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The negotiations on the Baghdad railway (“Bagdad-Bahn”) even led to formal agreements between
France and Germany in February 1914 and between England and Germany in June 1914. This shows
that there was still a basis for an understanding between Germany and her Western neighbours. Obvi ously, there might have been a starting point to avoid the world war which would start in July 1914.

The Balkan Crisis 1912/13
Domestic and foreign political problems made for a nervous atmosphere in Germany during the years
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before the war. German attempts to overcome her defensive position became more and more aggressive.
An attempt to reach a détente between Germany and Russia failed. Tsar Nicholas II (1868–1918)
and Emperor Wilhelm II met in person, but Russia was not willing to give up relations with France
and England for any German concession. Germany, therefore, was not able to demonstrate towards
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England that it did not need the British. While Germany always acted as if it had room for manoeuvre
in international politics, in reality it had almost none.
New problems had developed in the Balkans. In spring 1912 Serbia and Bulgaria had formed the
Balkan League under Russian protection. This raised the question of whether Austria would be able to
expand into the Balkans at all while Turkey was withdrawing. Greece and Montenegro joined the

Balkan League, which declared war on Turkey on 17 October 1912. The First Balkan War was short
and successful for the League.
When Serbia wanted to expand to the Adriatic Sea as a consequence, this led to tensions between
Russia and Austria. Russia was Serbia’s protector, and Austria did not want an even stronger Serbia on
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her borders. In this case, the allies on both sides backed down. Fearing to be drawn into a great war:
Germany told Austria and Russia
told Serbia that they would not
support them at all costs.
Even though war had been
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avoided at this point, it was still a
realistic scenario. Publicly, Bethman

Hollweg

warned

Russia

against going too far and promised
to support Austria – even though
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that was exactly what they had told
Austria – secretly – they would not
do.
However, Britain was now
very much afraid that the alliances
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on both sides would be activated, i.
e. Russia would support Serbia and
Germany would help Austria. This
would also mean that Germany, according to her military doctrine,
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would attack France first which
would force England to help her
Image 2: The Balkan States after the Wars of 1912–13, Source: Politiki Istoria tis neoterou Ellados, Author: Sp. Markezinis

entente partner.
German leaders did expect a
war sooner or later anyway. During
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the crisis, Wilhelm II – in a state of panic – had called a council of war, and Helmuth v. Moltke (1848–
1916), chief of the general staff, had said that a war was unavoidable and demanded to strike rather
sooner than later. The chancellor, Bethman Hollweg, had been excluded from the meeting – the army
had again strengthened its influence on the Kaiser ignoring the political leadership.
Finally, the problem of Serbian expansion was solved by a cooperation of Germany and England.
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On 30 May 1913, a preliminary peace treaty was signed in London, and combined pressure from the
two great powers made Serbia give in.
Hopes for an Anglo-German crisis management in the future, however, were destroyed by Russia
and Austria, who acted in an increasingly aggressive manner. The First Balkan War was followed by
the Second Balkan War in June 1913. Bulgaria fought Serbia and Greece over the spoils of the first
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war. Serbia’s victory only intensified Austria’s problems: While Serbia gained in terms of political im-

portance, Austria lost in terms of influence, and for this reason she was more and more willing to use
force in politics.
Faced with increasing conflicts, all states at this time felt the need for security and started to build
up their armed forces on an enormous level. Russia developed her railway network in Poland in pre5

paration for a war against Germany and Austria, and England called back ships from overseas to pro tect the British Isles. In Germany in 1913, Erich von Ludendorff (1865–1937), who would become one
of the military leaders in World War I, demanded an increase in the number of soldiers by one third.
The resulting new army law granted less than Ludendorff’s extreme plan, but the rise was still
massive.
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In this heated atmosphere, the Liman von Sanders-affair almost sparked off a war. Parallel to her
economic commitment in the Ottoman Empire, Germany also worked on developing Turkey as a military ally. German military personnel were sent to Turkey to train the Ottoman army. The German
General Liman von Sanders (1855–1929) was to oversee the training and also to become the commanding officer of the troops that protected Istanbul and the straits between Europe and Asia Minor.
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A German general in charge of that critical point that lay between the Russian navy in the Black
Sea and its access to the Mediterranean was not acceptable for Russia. Petersburg was afraid that
France and England would be disappointed if Russia backed down at this vital point. So Russia
threatened war. England and France both used their influence to make Germany give in, and in the end
von Sanders had to give up the command of the straits.
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Again, the mechanics of alliances had influenced a foreign political question. Even worse, the
question of whether one member was fit to be part of an alliance had almost started the very war the
alliances wanted to avoid.
As a result, Russian-German relations had been badly damaged, and when the Russians announced
that they would not continue the trade treaty with Berlin, the Germans earnestly feared that Russia was
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preparing for war. The German public reacted with an anti-Russian press campaign and demands for a
military solution which turned into a downright press war between the two countries in spring 1914,
while commanders in Germany and Austria were convinced that a pre-emptive attack was necessary.
When Bethmann Hollweg learned in May 1914 that England and Russia were negotiating a naval
agreement, he too lost hope. All the fears of being surrounded by enemies seemed to come true, while
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the détente with England he had been hoping for was a long way off.
The leaders of the German Empire, who did not remember the time before 1871 when there was
no empire at all, felt that Germany was not treated fairly. The world had been largely distributed
between the established great powers, and Germany had to be content with the left-overs. There was a
great gap between Germany’s growing economic power and her global importance.

35

On the other hand, there were powers like Austria who reacted in an increasingly aggressive man ner to their loss of importance due to the domestic conflicts between her many national groups. Russia
suffered from the contradictions between modernisation and a backward political system. France, even
though she was an important colonial power, still felt humiliated by her defeat in the Franco-Prussian
War 1870/71 and the loss of Alsace-Lorraine. Finally, England, as the greatest colonial and naval
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power, greatly resented the challenge of Germany’s overseas commitment and even more so by her
naval armaments.

At a time when people were very sensitive about national prestige, this was a highly explosive
mixture.
Olav Zachau

