
The Course and Character of the War 
I. Popularity 

A. When war broke out it was almost universally 
welcomed 
1. Austrian statesmen felt it could solve the nationalities 

problems by defeating and annexing Serbia 
2. The French could reverse the dishonor of 1871 & recover 

Alsace-Lorraine 
3. The Germans could solve the Austrian nationalities 

problem and stop Russian growth 
4. The Russians would assert themselves in the Balkans 
5. The British could destroy German naval power 

B. Populations flocked to the fight enthusiastically 
1. Chauvinistic nationalism 
2. End to a long period of tensions 
3. Views of war were romantic and unrealistic 
4. “Glamorous” escape for young men 

C. Cessation of internal conflict during the early war years 

II. War on the Western Front 
A. Schlieffen Plan 

1. Defeat France within 6 weeks 
2. Then, rush across German to meet advancing Russians 

B. Failure of the plan 



1. Belgian forts put up unexpectedly strong resistance; 
support from Britain.  Liege. 
a) Note the strength of defensive weaponry in 1914 

2. Russians mobilized faster than expected forcing two corps 
to the East 
a) Germany forced to prematurely move troops across to 

the Eastern front. 
3. Railroads are good for concentrating forces, but as they 

marched to battle, they moved further from their own 
bases. 

4. Little accounting for modern defensive technologies 
a) Machine guns, artillery, reconnasaince planes 

5. Germans failed to encircle Paris 

C. French attack of Alsace-Lorraine (Plan XVII) failed. 
D. The main German Army presented its flank, French 

General Joffre ordered a counter-attack with the First 
Battle of the Marne (Sept. 5-12) 

E. Germans forced to retreat, both armies, seeking to 
avoid being flanked, dug in to lines of Trenches-
eventually stretching from the English Channel to the 
Swiss border.  This became known as the Western 
Front. 

III. Stalemate 
A. Instruments of defense (trenches, artillery, barbed wire, 

machine gun) proved more effective than the 
instruments of attack (Artillery, Rifle, bayonette) 
1. Cavalry and unsupported infantry attacks became suicidal 



B. As initial attacks failed, the conflict became a War of 
Attrition: each side trying to wear out the enemy by 
exhausting its supplies of mens, guns, ammo or will to 
continue.  This led to a total mobilization of all of the 
resources in society and total war. 

C. French War effort was undermined by the loss of its 
industrial north-eastern provinces.  France had to 
depend on war supplies from Britain and the US. 

D. The British naval blockade of Germany produced great 
hardships for the German homefront 

E. New weapons developed to break the stalemate 
1. April, 1915, Germans used poison gas for the first time at 

Ypres 
a) Limited value as changing winds could have it blow 

across your own lines 
b) Gas masks developed quickly 

2. Each side resorted to attacks using greater resources of 
manpower to overcome the defense by sheer weight of 
numbers. 
a) Verdun: Almost 1 million casualties and over 300k 

dead. 
b) Somme: Over 1 million casualties on both sides. 

F. The imminent arrival of fresh American forces made a 
German breakthrough early in 1918 imperative.   

G. Marshall Foch placed as overall commander of the 
Entente. 



H. Successive German attacks failed to break through the 
Allied lines. 

I. By the end of September, the Front was beginning to 
move East. 

IV. The Eastern Front 
A. Fighting was more mobile on the Eastern Front with 

large areas of territory changing hands. 
B. In 1914, the Russians mobilized for war more quickly 

than Germany had expected, pushing into East Prussia 
before being defeated by the Germans at Tannenberg 
1. Russian second army destroyed 
2. 78,000 killed or wounded, 92,000 taken prisoner.  

(170,000/416,000 casualties)  

C. Battle of Mausarian Lakes-German offensive that 
pushed Russia out of East Prussia/Germany 
1. German mobility aidied in defeating the Russians despite 

unbalanced numbers. 
a) Troops were removed from the western front which 

also cost greatly at the Battle of the Marne. 

D. Russia more successful against the Austrians in Galicia 
to the south 

E. In order to keep the Russians in the war, the Allies 
offered her Constantinople and the Straits after the war. 

F. With the Revolution in Feb/Mar of 1917, there was 
great debate as to whether to continue the war.  They 
did.  With the second ‘Bolshevik’ Revolution in Oct/
Nov, the Russians began talks to end the War. 



1. German forces could return to the Western front. 
2. Treaty of Brest-Litovsk marks the exit of Russia along with 

great tracts of land lost. 

V. The Italian Front 
A. The Italians joined the Allies with the Treaty of London 

in May 1915. 
1. Italy hoped to gain complete unity of Italian speaking 

regions from Austria-Hungary. 

B. A front was soon opened in the Alps against Austria 
C. Late in 1918, as Austria Hungary began to crumble, the 

Italians launched an offensive which caused Austria to 
request an armistice. 

D. Italy had lost one million men to gain 12 miles of 
territory. 

VI. The Ottoman Empire  
A. October 1914, Turkey entered the War on the side of 

the Central Powers 
1. Previous economic relationship with Germany 

B. Gallipoli Campaign 
1. The Stalemate on the Western Front encouraged many to 

seek to open another front in the Balkans 
2. Russians needed assistance in their war with Turkey in the 

Caucasus 
3. An attempt to break through and seize the Dardanelles 

a) Capture Constantinople 
b) Open a supply route to Russia 



c) Close a supply route to Central Europe 
4. April 1915-Jan 1916: Gallipoli Campaign became a 

disaster for the Allies and a great victory for the Turks.  
Over 400,000 dead with a +50% casualty rate 

C. Middle Eastern Campaign 
1. Britain focused on the Middle East in order to defend the 

Suez Canal and ultimately acquire land rights across 
Mesopotamia. 
a) In 1915, British promised to support Arabs that revolted 

against the Ottomans with an Arab Kingdom  
b) The British made secret agreements with France to 

divide Middle Eastern Land between them upon the 
defeat of the Ottomans. 

c) The Balfour Declaration of 1917 promised British 
support for the creation of a Jewish homeland in 
Palestine. 

2. British armies along with the Arab Revolt proved 
successful and the Ottomans were defeated in Damascus in 
October 1918 marking the end of the Middle Eastern 
Campaign. !

D. Armenian Genocide 
1. World War I offered an opportunity for the Young Turks to 

eliminate their Armenian Christian population from the 
Empire. 
a) Conscripted Armenian soldiers killed first in 1915 
b) Adult populations arrested, massacred or driven out of 

their homes-forced marches to Syria. 
c) 1.5 million killed 



VII. Other Fronts 
A. Allies seize German colonies in Africa and the Pacific 
B. The Japanese took over all Germany’s rights in China


