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The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.






CHAPTER 1

International relations 1879–1945: an introduction

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to help you to understand the overall pattern of events before studying the complexity of international relations during the period 1890–1945 in greater detail. It sets the scene by examining:


	*  The ideological background


	*  The Great Powers 1890–1945





Key dates




	1879
	  
	Austro-German Alliance



	1894
	  
	Franco-Russian Alliance



	1904
	  
	Anglo-French entente



	1914
	Aug.
	Outbreak of First World War



	1917
	  
	USA declared war on Germany



	  
	Oct.
	Bolshevik revolution in Russia



	1918
	  
	Defeat of the Central Powers



	1919
	  
	Treaty of Versailles



	1929–33
	  
	Great Depression



	1933
	  
	Hitler appointed chancellor of Germany



	1939
	Sept. 3
	Britain and France declared war on Germany



	1941
	June 22
	Germany attacked USSR



	  
	Dec. 7–8
	Japan attacked Pearl Harbor



	1945
	May 9
	Unconditional surrender of Germany



	  
	Aug. 15
	Unconditional surrender of Japan







1 The ideological background


	►  To what extent were imperialism, nationalism and militarism major causes of the First World War?


	►  Why did Fascism and National Socialism develop into mass movements after the end of the First World War?




The late nineteenth and the early years of the twentieth century were a period of peace and growing economic integration, but at the same time public opinion was becoming increasingly nationalist and imperialist. The emergence of the popular press, cheap newspapers with a wide circulation and the extension of the franchise all ensured that public opinion increasingly influenced foreign policy. Imperialism, nationalism and militarism were the prevalent national ideologies in the two decades before 1914 and intensified the divisions and tensions between the Great Powers who, in the words of the historian F.S. Northedge, surveyed ‘each other through their visors like medieval knights in the jousting field’.
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Economic integration Mutual dependence and the coming together of national economies.
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Imperialism The policy of acquiring and controlling dependent territories carried out by a state.

Nationalism A patriotic belief by a people in the virtues and power of their nation.

Militarism Excessive emphasis on military ideals and strength. The supremacy of military values such as discipline, obedience and courage in a society.

Social Darwinism The application of Darwin’s theory of the survival of the fittest to international relations, justifying the absorption of smaller, weaker states by more powerful ones.



Imperialism

European imperialism and the expansion of European power into Africa and Asia in the final two decades of the nineteenth century were caused by several factors. Businessmen and industrialists put pressure on their governments to annex areas where they had important economic interests. Strategy also played a key role. Britain, for instance, occupied Egypt in order to safeguard the Suez Canal and the route to India. Increasingly, the governments of the Great Powers, urged on by public opinion, began to believe that they could only remain powerful as long as they had colonial empires which could provide trade, access to raw materials and opportunities for settlement.

Statesmen and political thinkers became affected by social Darwinism and were convinced that international life was a struggle for survival where only the strongest nations would survive. The French economist Paul Leroy-Beaulieu (1843–1916), for example, stressed that it was ‘a matter for life and death’ for France to become a ‘great African nation or in a century or two she will be no more than a secondary European power, and will count in the world as much as Greece or Romania’.

SOURCE A
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Kaiser Wilhelm at a German army review in Berlin in 1912. Wilhelm (in the centre on horseback) is surrounded by imperial footguards whose uniforms hark back to King Frederick of Prussia (1740–86).




Nationalism

Imperialism went hand in hand with nationalism. Earlier in the nineteenth century nationalism in Italy and Germany had been essentially a liberal ideology aimed at achieving national unification and establishing a constitutional government. The main aim of nationalists was to unite their countries. Once this was achieved, the emphasis of nationalism gradually shifted to asserting the power of a nation on the global stage. To unify their countries and overcome class or regional differences, governments frequently exploited nationalism by pursuing a policy that later historians have called social imperialism.
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Liberal ideology Belief in constitutional government and individual and economic freedom.

Social imperialism A policy aimed at uniting all social classes behind plans for creating and expanding an empire.

Dreadnought A class of battleship of 17,900 tons compared to the conventional size of 16,000, its speed was 21 knots rather than 16, and it was much better armed than its predecessors.

Pressure group An association formed to promote a particular interest by influencing government policy.

Fascism The Fascist Party was formed in Italy by Mussolini in 1919. Its programme combined social reforms and a tax on war profits with an intensely nationalist foreign policy.

National Socialism German National Socialism had many similarities with Fascism, but its driving force was race, and in particular anti-Semitism.

Socialism A belief that the community as a whole rather than individuals should control the economy.



Militarism

The nationalist and imperialist rivalries of the Great Powers inevitably encouraged militarism. The armed forces were the key instruments, not only in defence, but also in carving out empires and projecting national strength. In Germany, particularly, the army enjoyed huge prestige and was independent of parliamentary control, while in Britain public opinion played a key role in forcing the government to accelerate the construction of modern battleships, the Dreadnoughts, in 1908 (see page 38). In Germany and Britain, pressure groups were formed to force the government to accelerate the build-up of the armed forces. In both countries, for example, Navy Leagues played a key role in the development of large navies. The acceptance of military values by large sections of people in all the great European states undoubtedly contributed to the mood which made war possible and to the enthusiasm with which the outbreak of war in 1914 was greeted in every belligerent state.

Fascism and National Socialism

Extreme nationalism, imperialism and militarism were all important components of Fascism and National Socialism, which became major movements after the end of the First World War. However, even before 1914 in Italy and France extreme nationalist groups were already attempting to fuse nationalism with socialism to create a more socially united and therefore stronger national state. One French nationalist, Charles Maurras (1868–1952), wrote in 1899 that there existed ‘a form of socialism which when stripped of its democratic and cosmopolitan accretions [additions] would fit with nationalism just as a well-made glove fits a beautiful hand’. This was initially the driving force behind both Fascism and National Socialism. For Hitler, however, anti-Semitism and the desire to make Germany a ‘racially pure state’ rapidly became the dominant factor in National Socialism.

It was the impact and consequences of the First World War that enabled Fascism and Nazism to become mass movements. In Italy, economic crises, a sense of being cheated at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 of its just rewards as a member of the victorious coalition (see page 103), and above all the fear of a Bolshevik revolution, created the context in which Benito Mussolini, the leader of the Italian Fascist Party, gained power in 1922 (see page 134). In Germany it took another ten years and the impact of the Great Depression (see page 144) before Hitler (see page 149) and German National Socialism could come to power.
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Great Depression The world economic slump from 1929 to 1933.



SOURCE B
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HMS Colossus, one of the new Dreadnought-class of battleships was launched in 1910, and in August 1914 eventually became the flagship of the Royal Navy’s First Battle Squadron.





Summary diagram: The ideological background
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2 The Great Powers 1890–1945


	►  To what extent were the tensions, which led to the two world wars of 1914–18 and 1939–45, already visible by 1900?


	►  Why was the acquisition and possession of colonies considered so vital to the Great Powers during this period?




In 1890 the European Great Powers still dominated the world. Britain and France each had large colonial empires in Africa and Asia, while Russia seemed poised to expand into China. Germany and Italy were recently established states which had only achieved unity in the decade 1860–70. German unity, which was achieved by the defeat of France, was dramatically to alter the balance of power in Europe. Austria-Hungary and the Turkish Empire were both described in the First World War by a German general as ‘rotting corpses’, as they were both empires in decline, although in 1890 they still possessed reserves of power and influence. Outside Europe, both the USA and Japan were emerging as formidable powers, while China seemed on the verge of disintegration.

Germany

Germany’s economy was the strongest in Europe, its population growth was outstripping Britain and France and it had the most formidable army, which had defeated France in 1870–1. Yet, looking at the British and French Empires, it perceived itself to be excluded from global power and feared that ultimately it might be strangled by the great imperial powers. In short, it considered itself a ‘have-not nation’. Consequently, one of the main themes of German foreign policy from 1890 to 1914 was Weltpolitik, which aimed at acquiring colonies, particularly in Africa. When faced with superior British sea power in the First World War and the loss of its few possessions in Africa and Asia, Germany sought compensation in Europe and particularly Russia by creating a German-dominated Mitteleuropa, which would compensate for its lack of a colonial empire. By November 1918, German troops controlled almost as much of western Russia as Hitler did in the summer of 1942.
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Weltpolitik Literally ‘world policy’ or a policy that attempted to make Germany a global power.

Mitteleuropa A Germancontrolled central Europe.



This prize was snatched away by defeat on the Western Front in 1918. The Treaty of Versailles stripped Germany of all its wartime gains, global investments and colonies, and in the eyes of the German people confirmed its status as a ‘have-not nation’, even though its potential strength remained unimpaired. The collapse of Austria-Hungary, the creation of a weak Polish state and Russia’s loss of the western Ukraine left Germany in a potentially strong position.

The key question was, how would Germany exploit its latent strength? Would Germany use it, as its foreign minister Gustav Stresemann (see page 117) did between 1924 and 1929, to co-operate with Britain and France in the peaceful reconstruction of a Europe which Germany through its natural strength would come to dominate, or would it use force? Once Hitler was swept into power by the Great Depression, it became increasingly clear which option Germany was going to take. Hitler was determined to colonise western Russia and thereby create Lebensraum for the German people and finally free Germany from its dependence on the Western powers. Germany’s defeat in 1945 put an end to these plans and resulted in 1945–9 in the division of the German Reich into two separate states, which were only reunified in 1990.
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Lebensraum Literally ‘living space’, which Hitler hoped to acquire in Russia for German settlement.

Reich The German Empire or state.

Central Powers The wartime alliance of Germany, Austria, Turkey and Bulgaria.

Mutilated victory A victory which was scarred by the refusal of the Allies to give Italy what it had been promised.

Prussia An independent state until German unification in 1871.



Italy

Italy had been unified in the same decade as Germany, and liked to see itself as a Great Power in the traditions of Ancient Rome. In reality, Italy was one of the weakest of the European powers both economically and militarily. In 1896 its attempt to annex Abyssinia ended with a humiliating defeat at Adowa.

Italian foreign policy right up to 1943 was essentially opportunistic and aimed at securing influence and territory in the Mediterranean. Italy could gain most when Europe was divided into rival alliances, which attempted to outbid each other for its favours. Thus, in May 1915 Italy was bribed by the Treaty of London with promises of territory in north Africa and along the Dalmatian coast to join Britain and France rather than the Central Powers.

Although Italy emerged from the war strengthened by the collapse of Austria-Hungary, the failure of the Allies to honour the promises made at the Treaty of London (see page 64) left it embittered, and even more determined to assert its power in the Mediterranean and northern Africa. Indeed, what was called the mutilated victory of 1918 was one of the causes of Fascism’s growing popularity and Mussolini’s coming to power in 1922.

In the 1930s Mussolini initially hoped to benefit from Hitler’s seizure of power to extract concessions from Britain and France, but their failure to agree to the Italian occupation of Abyssinia gave Mussolini little option but to gravitate towards Nazi Germany. In May 1939 he signed the Pact of Steel with Germany, but did not declare war on Britain and France until June 1940, when he was convinced that with the fall of France Hitler had already won the war. Mussolini was overthrown by the Italians themselves in 1943. The new government then negotiated an armistice with Britain and France, but the Germans occupied much of Italy until their defeat in 1945.

France

France had been defeated by Prussia in 1871, and both economically and in terms of population size it had been overtaken by Germany and Britain. France’s industrial base was small and its coal deposits were a fraction of those of Britain and Germany. France had nevertheless managed to rebuild and re-equip its army and compensate for the relative smallness of population by building up a large north African empire, which would provide men in time of war.

The key to France’s survival as an independent power, however, lay in its ability to forge a strong alliance system to contain Germany. The crucial move in this direction was the alliance with Russia in 1894. Worried about the ultimate effectiveness of the Russian Alliance, the French tried to underpin it by bringing years of Anglo-French friction and rivalry to an end through the negotiation of the 1904 colonial agreement and entente with London. Germany’s and Austria’s isolation in Europe by 1914 is striking evidence of the success of French policy in breaking out of the isolation in which Bismarck had initially so successfully confined it for almost 20 years after its defeat.

With British and later US help, France was able to defeat the Central Powers in 1918, but it was a pyrrhic victory. France emerged in 1919 as an exhausted power. It had failed to weaken Germany permanently through the Treaty of Versailles, and largely, as a result of the Depression, its attempts to integrate Germany peacefully into Europe also came to nothing. With the Nazi seizure of power and Italy’s realignment with Germany after 1936, France increasingly became dependent on Britain, and in September 1939 went to war with Germany as Britain’s junior partner. France was defeated by Germany in a brief campaign in June 1940. It was liberated in 1944 and played a relatively minor role in the invasion of Germany in 1945.
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Entente A friendly understanding between states, rather than a formal alliance.

Pyrrhic victory A victory won at such a high cost that it damages the victor.

Trade monopoly Exclusive control of trade.

Appeasement The conciliation of a potential enemy by making concessions. The term is particularly applied to Neville Chamberlain’s policy towards Nazi Germany.



Great Britain

A Chinese statesman observed to the British prime minister, Lord Salisbury (1830–1903), in the 1890s that Britain and China ‘were two empires on the decline’. Although Britain was enormously wealthy in 1914, the foundations of its power were being eroded. Britain had built up its wealth on the basis of domination of the world’s trade, underpinned by control of the seas. By 1900 this had been dangerously weakened. France, Russia, Germany and even Italy were all capable of playing a global role and moving into areas such as China, where previously Britain had enjoyed a virtual trade monopoly.

Economically, Britain was being overtaken by Germany and the USA and its absolute control of the seas was threatened by the construction of the German fleet. Through its sheer size, the British Empire became an unwieldy and vulnerable giant. Consequently, Britain attempted to defuse challenges to its position by a policy of compromise and appeasement, which enabled the successful negotiations of the Anglo-French and Anglo-Russian colonial agreements of 1904 and 1907. Britain was ready to appease Germany, too, but only at the cost of Germany abandoning its naval challenge. It was primarily this challenge that led to Britain entering the war in 1914.

Superficially, Britain emerged from the war in 1919 as a clear winner. All its war aims had been fulfilled, but the war had also gravely weakened the British Empire financially and encouraged the growth of nationalism in India, Ireland and Egypt. Britain’s decline was masked by US isolationism and the weakness of the USSR and France. As before 1914, Britain tried to safeguard its position through avoiding entanglements and appeasing potential enemies. Only when it became clear that a settlement with Nazi Germany was impossible did Britain take the radical step of guaranteeing Poland. Ultimately, Britain went to war in 1939, as in 1914, to stop the German domination of Europe. By the autumn of 1940, Britain had escaped immediate defeat by Nazi Germany, but to continue fighting, it had increasingly to become financially and militarily dependent on US aid. It also benefited from the USSR’s destruction of the bulk of the Nazi army in western Russia during 1942–4. In 1945 Britain was one of the victorious powers, but greatly overshadowed by both the USSR and USA.

Russia

By 1914 Russia had a population that was double the size of Germany’s and an economy that was developing rapidly. Nevertheless, the effective deployment of this massive strength was always threatened by domestic instability, which had already boiled over into open revolt in 1905. By 1914, foreign observers were unanimous that Russia was sitting on ‘the edge of a volcano’.

In 1917 that volcano erupted. After three years of total war, Russia was engulfed by revolution. With the victory of the Red Army in the Russian Civil War in 1920, the European powers were confronted with Bolshevism in power in Russia. Briefly, with the Soviet invasion of Poland in 1920, it seemed as if the Red Army would drive deep into Europe, but it was defeated outside Warsaw and forced to retreat. The creation of a Polish state embracing much of the western Ukraine ensured that the USSR was physically cut off from central Europe until the partition of Poland with Nazi Germany in September 1939 (see page 182).

With the coming to power of the Nazis in 1933, however, the USSR joined the League of Nations, and in 1935 signed a pact with France. At this point it seemed as if the pre-1914 Franco-Russian Alliance had been restored, but Britain’s and France’s appeasement of Nazi Germany in 1938 during the Sudeten crisis (see pages 176–8) and their deep distrust of Bolshevism ultimately persuaded Stalin to sign the Nazi–Soviet Pact with Hitler in August 1939. In the short term this agreement gave the USSR greater security and kept it out of the war. Stalin assumed that Britain, France and Germany would exhaust themselves fighting in western Europe. Instead, France was defeated in June 1940 and British forces were expelled from the Continent. In June 1941 Hitler invaded the USSR. His ultimate defeat in 1945 opened the way up to the USSR becoming a superpower and controlling eastern and central Europe until 1989.


[image: ] KEY TERMS

Total war A war waged by a state in which the whole population is involved and every resource is used to further the war.

Red Army The Soviet army.

Bolshevism The ideology of the Russian Communist (Bolshevik) Party. It was based on the theories of Karl Marx and Lenin, which predicted the overthrow of capitalism and the creation of socialism.

USSR The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. The new Bolshevik name for Russia and its satellite states.

Superpower A state much larger in size and possessing much larger armed forces than most of the other powers.



Austria-Hungary

In 1867, after its defeat by Prussia, Austria became two virtually independent states – Austria and Hungary – which shared a common crown and operated a joint foreign policy. (Officially Austria was now known as Austria-Hungary, but the former name of Austria was still commonly used.)

The Hungarians strengthened the anti-Russian tendency of Austrian foreign policy as they feared the impact of Russia’s sympathy for the Balkan Slavs on their own large Slav population. Austria-Hungary contained within its frontiers some eleven different nationalities which were to present the peacemakers of 1919 with insuperable problems when they came to draw up the frontiers of the new small states that replaced the empire.
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Slavs An ethnic group in central and eastern Europe, of which the Russians are the largest component.

Young Turk Movement The name given to a reform movement in the Turkish Empire. Its members were originally exiles in western Europe.



Austria-Hungary’s fate was perceived by contemporaries to be linked with the Ottoman Empire. Vienna feared that the Balkan states, which had virtually driven the Turks out of the Balkans by 1912, would eventually also destroy the Austrian Empire. Above all, the Empire felt itself threatened by the emergence of a strong independent Serbia, which it was convinced enjoyed the backing of Russia and was aiming to liberate the Serbs in the Austrian province of Bosnia. The Empire’s main defence against Russia remained the Austro-German Alliance of 1879. Through this alliance the German problem became linked with the Balkan, or eastern, question, with potentially lethal consequences for the peace of Europe, as Berlin’s support for Austria began to be regarded by France and Russia as a camouflage for German expansion into south-eastern Europe (see the map on page 14). It was the perceived threat from Serbia and Russia to Austria-Hungary that led to the German declaration of war on Russia that triggered the First World War. Defeat led to the break-up of Austria-Hungary. In 1938, the small state of Austria was annexed by Nazi Germany, but in 1945 it was occupied by the victorious powers and only regained its independence in 1955.

The Turkish Empire

In 1914 the Turkish Empire was in a more advanced stage of decay than Austria, but even before 1914 there had been hints of the remarkable revival of energy that was to galvanise the Turks under Mustapha Kemal (see page 106) into forcing the British and French in 1922–3 to renegotiate the punitive peace treaty of Sèvres.

In 1908 the Young Turk Movement, in a desperate attempt to prevent the disintegration of the Turkish Empire, seized power and began the process of modernising Turkey. Turkey was then drawn increasingly into the German orbit. In 1913 the German government was invited to send a military mission to Constantinople to help modernise and re-equip the Turkish army, and in October 1914 Turkey declared war on Britain and France.

Turkey’s defeat in 1918 led to the loss of its empire in the Middle East to Britain and France. In the Second World War Turkey remained neutral.

United States of America

The USA for most of the nineteenth century had been shielded from any danger of Continental European intervention by Britain’s undisputed supremacy of the seas. The USA had consequently been able to enjoy the benefits of neutrality and isolation in complete security. However, the formidable challenge to the Royal Navy launched by Germany did open up the disturbing prospect of a German naval presence in the Atlantic, and by 1914 the USA had taken the precaution of building up the third largest navy in the world.

Like Japan, the USA also became an imperial power. In the colonial war against Spain in 1898 US forces had seized Cuba and Puerto Rico in the Caribbean and the Philippines and Hawaii in the Far East. Although US public opinion was still isolationist, the USA’s extensive financial and economic interests in both Europe and the Far East made it increasingly difficult for it to keep out of world affairs. This was clearly seen in April 1917 when in response to Germany’s determination to sink all neutral ships trading with Britain, of which the largest percentage were American, the USA declared war on Germany.

By 1919 the USA had already emerged as a potential superpower, but far from playing a world role it retreated into isolation when Congress effectively vetoed membership of the League of Nations (see page 100). Yet even then the USA could not turn its back on the European economy and between 1924 and 1929 played a key role in formulating the Dawes and Young Plans, which did much economically to stabilise post-war Europe. In the late 1920s there was even speculation that the USA would join the League of Nations.
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Congress The US parliament.



The impact of the Great Depression, however, drove the USA back into isolation. Despite the coming to power of Hitler, Congress was determined to keep the USA out of another world war. Although the USA was ready to supply Britain with money and war supplies in 1940, it was only the Japanese attack on the naval base at Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s declaration of war on the USA that finally brought it into the Second World War. It emerged in 1945 as the dominant global power and played the main part in blocking the expansion of Soviet power and influence into western Europe after 1945.

Japan

In 1914, Japan was a formidable regional power with a population of some 46 million. Japan had initially, in 1858, been compelled to grant Western nations considerable economic privileges and rights when it opened up its ports to trade with the West, but thanks to a policy of rapid modernisation, Japan had managed to avoid becoming dependent on any one European power. By 1899 Japan had not only regained its economic freedom, but also embarked on a period of territorial expansion that ended with defeat in 1945 (see page 35).

Lacking the strength to operate in isolation and foreseeing confrontation with Russia in Manchuria, Japan negotiated an alliance with Britain in 1902 which enabled it to defeat Russia in 1905 and strengthen its position in Korea and southern Manchuria (see page 35). Driven on by the intense nationalism of its army officers and the various patriotic societies, both of which were to exercise a powerful influence on foreign policy up to 1945, the Japanese government attempted to exploit the mounting chaos in China caused by the overthrow in 1912 of the Chinese imperial government by internal revolution. For the next 30 years the main aim of Japanese foreign policy was directed towards exploiting the ever-deepening chaos in China in order to build up its own economically self-sufficient empire, the Greater Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. In 1941 this was to bring Japan into direct conflict with the USA, leading to its defeat in 1945.
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Greater Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere A bloc of territory dominated and exploited by Japan which embraced Manchuria, China and parts of South-east Asia. Japan’s aim was to create a self-sufficient bloc free of the Western powers and under its own control.




Summary diagram: The Great Powers 1890–1941
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Chapter summary

By 1890 the most popular ideologies in Europe were imperialism, nationalism and militarism. The emergence of the new popular press spread these ideas and ensured that public opinion increasingly influenced the formulation of foreign policy. The popularity of these ideologies helped to produce an atmosphere of mutual suspicion between the Great Powers and encouraged a race for colonies and accelerating armaments programmes, which were major causes of the First World War. They were, too, components of Fascism and Nazism, which were to plunge Europe into war again in 1939. In 1890 Europe was dominated by six Great Powers: Germany, Austria, Russia, France, Britain and Italy. Outside Europe only the USA and Japan were in a position to compete with them. Over the next 55 years two world wars would dramatically alter the global balance of power and ensure that only the USA and the USSR emerged as superpowers.




[image: ] Refresher questions

Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.


	  1 Why was imperialism such an influential ideology before 1914?


	  2 What was militarism?


	  3 Why did Fascism and National Socialism develop into major political movements after the First World War?


	  4 With what justification did German nationalists and imperialists consider Germany to be a ‘have-not nation’?


	  5 Why was Italian policy essentially opportunist?


	  6 Did Japan remain purely a regional power throughout the period 1900–41?


	  7 To what extent was Britain ‘a giant with feet of clay’ during the period 1871–1941?


	  8 What prevented Russia from effectively deploying its potential strength in Europe from 1905 to 1941?


	  9 What role did the USA play in world politics from 1900 to 1941?


	10 Why did Austria fear the nationalism of the Balkan states?


	11 To what extent was the Turkish Empire in decline?
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