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A2 Unit 3 Option D1 From Kaiser to Fuhrer: Germany 1900-45 
 
 

Section B - Controversy A 
 
Use sources 1,2 and 3 and your own knowledge.  
 
“No single nation or alliance could be held responsible for the outbreak of war”. How far do you agree 
with this opinion? 
 
Explain your answer, using the evidence of Sources 1, 2 and 3 and your own knowledge of the issues 
related to this controversy         
            (40) 
 
 
Source 1  
(JCG Rohl, Decisions for War, 1914, edited by Keith Wilson, 1995) 
 
Far from giving the Austrians control over German policy by means of the notorious blank cheque , the 
German leaders were concerned throughout the crisis only that Austria’s action against Serbia might 
not be harsh enough.  
 
Far from failing to insist on seeing the ultimatum in advance, and enduring that it would be acceptable 
to Serbia, the Wilhelmstrasse knew of the salient points of the ultimatum almost as soon as it was 
drafted on 12 July in Vienna that is to say, nearly two weeks before it was presented, and it also knew, 
of course, that it was intended to be unacceptable. 
 
Far from being willing to accept British proposals for international mediation in the looming conflict, 
Bethmann Hollweg and Jagow advised the Austrians strongly against accepting them. 
 
 
Source 2  
(R Henig, The origins of the First World War, 2002) 
 
However the essential point was that no single nation or alliance could be held responsible for the 
outbreak of war, If guilt was appropriate, it should be shared. If the breakdown of the entire European 
diplomatic system or the development of an advanced stage of capitalism was to blame, this was 
beyond the control of a single nation.  
By the late 1930s, the view which prevailed most strongly about the origins of the war was the one put 
forward by David Lloyd George that “the nations in 1914 slithered over the brink into the boiling 
cauldron of war”. There was no general “will to war”; the crisis escalated, nations were carried away 
despite themselves and a war broke out which no single country really wanted.  
 
 
Source 3  
(C Lee, This Sceptered Isle, 1999) 
 
Under the Kaiser, the Germany sown by the legendary Bismarck grew to the point where R.C.K. Ensor 
observed that arrogant megalomania and a distinctive preference for methods o f violence became the 
national vices of pre-war Germany, making the country an object of alarm to every leading nation save 
her Austrian ally.  
 
However, we need to remember that the other great powers-Russia, France and Britain- were just as 
imperialistic as Germany. The difference is likely to lie in the fact that Germany was willing to be far 
more ruthless in the way it maintained its imperial ambitions.  
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Use sources 1, 2 and 3 and your own knowledge.  
 
“The First World War would not have occurred had it not being for ‘the role of the German army’.” 
How far do you agree with this opinion? 
 
Explain your answer, using the evidence of Sources 1, 2 and 3 and your own knowledge of the issues 
related to this controversy         
            (40) 
 
Source 1  
(B. Tuchmann, August 1914, 1962) 
 
Only by envelopment could the French be taken from behind and destroyed. But at either end of the 
French lines lay neutral territory-Switzerland and Belgium. There was not enough room for the huge 
German army to get around the French armies and still stay inside France, The Germans had done it in 
1870 when both armies were smaller but now it was a matter of moving an army of millions to outflank 
an army of millions. Space, roads and railways were essential. The flat plains of Belgium had them. In 
Belgium there was both room for the outflanking manoeuvre which was Schlieffen’s formula for 
success. 
 
Thus the Germans came to Belgium. Decisive battle dictated envelopment and envelopment dictated 
the use of Belgian territory. The German General Staff pronounced it a military “necessity”; Kaiser and 
Chancellor accepted it with more or less equanimity 
 
 
Source 2  
(AJP Taylor, The Outbreak of the First World War, 1952) 
 
He  (Count Berchtold the Austria-Hungarian Foreign Minister) needed the approval of his German ally: 
and on 5 July he got it William II, the German emperor, agreed over the lunch table; Austria Hungary 
he said must act against Serbia, even at the risk of war with Russia. Bethmann Hollwegg, the 
Chancellor turned up during the afternoon: and he approved also. Of course the Germans were 
bluffing. They thought that Russia would let Serbia be destroyed. But if not they were ready for war.  
 
The German line was: if there is to be war better now than later. William II often talked violently, 
though he usually repented soon afterwards. The new factor was that Bethmann also supported a 
policy leading to war. Hence this worthy pacific man must bear more responsibility than any other 
individual for what followed. 
 
 
Source 3 
(Joll and Martell, The Origins of the First World War, 2007) 
 
Although the general acceptance of military values by large sections of the German public may have 
contributed to the mood that made war possible, the most important aspect of the role of the German 
army on the coming of war was its freedom from civilian political control. 
 
The Kaiser was the “supreme war lord” and the army leaders were responsible to him alone. It was 
thus possible for military decisions to be taken without the knowledge of the civilian branches of the 
government- or indeed of the naval authorities. The only coordinating power lay with the Kaiser 
himself, and William II was a wayward, capricious and unstable monarch incapable of pursuing a 
consistent course or controlling his advisers. 
 


