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What, according to this source, are the reasons Germany 
is not solely responsible for the outbreak of the Great 
War? 

Source – Count Brockdorff-Rantzau, leader of the 
German delegation to the Versailles Peace Conference, 
May 7, 1919.

“It is demanded of us that we shall confess ourselves to be 
alone guilty of the war. Such a confession from my lips 
would be a lie. We are far from declining all responsibility for 
the fact that this great World War took place or that it was 
fought in the way that it was… But we energetically deny 
that Germany and its people, who were convinced that they 
fought a war of defense, were alone guilty. No one would 
want to assert that the disaster began only at that disastrous 
moment when the successor of the Austria-Hungary fell 
victim to murderous hands. In the last fifty years, the 
imperialism of all European states has chronically poisoned 
international relations. Policies of retaliation, policies of 
expansion, and disregard for the right of peoples to 
determine their own destiny have contributed to the 
European malady which came to a crisis in the World War.  
The mobilization of Russia deprived statesmen of the 
opportunity of curing the disease, and placed the issue in 
the hands of the military powers.”





§ Austrian officials seized the opportunity to crush pan-Slavic 
nationalism
§ Led by Army Chief of Staff Conrad von Hotzendorff and 

Chancellor Leopold von Berchtold

§ July 6 – Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II pledged unconditional 
support to Austria’s Emperor Franz Josef (the “blank cheque”)

§ July 23 - Austria issued an ultimatum to Serbia that would take 
away Serbian sovereignty
§ For example – allowing Austrian control over the Serbian 

judicial system

§ July 28, 1914 - Within hours of the Serbian response (mostly 
agreeing), Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia 

§ July 29 – Tsar Nicholas II of Russia began the mobilization of 
Russian forces



Of all the European belligerents in 1914, was Germany 
most responsible for the outbreak of the Great War?



§War Guilt Clause: 
"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."



Position 1: 
Yes, Germany was most 

responsible for the 
Great War as outlined in 
the Treaty of Versailles.  

Position 2:
No, Germany was not 

most responsible for the 
outbreak of a world war. 



A team is said to drop the ball when 
any of the following rules have been 
violated:
• Players must respond within 15 

seconds.
• Players must respond to the 

previous argument and keep their 
comments relevant to the 
conversation in that round. 

• Players must not speak over 
anyone else. 

• Players must not repeat a point 
that has already been made 
without adding anything new.   





On July 6, 1914, in Berlin, Kaiser 
Wilhelm II of Germany pledged his 
country’s unconditional support for 
whatever action Austria-Hungary 
chooses to take in its conflict with 
Serbia and Russia.



Since the 1890s, German 
statesmen and military 
leaders feared the Germany 
would be surrounded by 
hostile states, preventing 
supplies and reinforcements 
from reaching the encircled 
country. 



§ Alfred von Schlieffen, chief of the German general staff 
(1891-1905) designed a plan to deal with a two-front war 
against France in the west and Russia in the east.

§ The plan called for:
§ A massive concentration of German arms in the 

western frontier against France
§ German armies would sweep through Luxembourg and 

Belgium into northern France in a great arc that would 
conquer Paris swiftly

§ Meanwhile, Russian forces would be held at bay by 
Austro-Hungarian forces

§ When the German army crossed into Belgium on August 3, 
1914, Great Britain was brought into the war.







Italy’s 
Position

Why join the Triple Alliance in 1882?
§ Shared Catholicism w/ the Austrian 

Hapsburgs
§ Imperial ambitions
§ Could rely on Germany and Austria-

Hungary for support

Why leave the Triple Alliance?
§ Irredentism – There were ethnic Italians 

living within the Austro-Hungarian empire. 
Italy had already considered turning 
against their ally to regain lost Italian 
territory. 

§ In July 1914, they proclaimed neutrality on 
the grounds that Austria-Hungary was the 
aggressor in the Great War.

§ Italy joins the Entente Powers in May 1915.



TOK Connection: 
§Is it possible to describe historical events in an 
unbiased way?

§Can a historian's work be independent of his/her 
own culture and context?

§Do historians have an ethical obligation NOT to 
ignore contradictory evidence?


