When Compromise Leads to Conflict:

Balkanization and the Lead Up to the First World War

Dylan Barrett
Senior Division
Individual Historical Paper

2495 Words



Throughout the course of history many bonds have been formed between various groups
of people. These bonds or agreements are typically a method of way of making a situation better
for both sides involved. A surrender at the end of a war means a country can remain alive after
defeat. It is in this way that we see agreements between countries as causing peace; they are
compromises for the benefit of everyone. Contrary to this logic, many problems and
disagreements can arise from these agreements. In the case of the First World War, these
agreements are what actually caused the conflict in the first place. Through the process of
balkanization, fracturing parts of Europe that in turn needed assistance from other countries,
alliances were forged in such a way with disagreement between fundamentally nationalist Baltic
States that by the turn of the century, a world war was inevitable and the only question left was

when would the conflict begin.

The Beginning of Balkanization

In the late 19th to early 20th century, a process known as balkanization began impacting
all of Europe, ravaging the political and economic scenes. The term originates from the Balkan
States where it is most well known. In 1362 the Ottoman Empire entered into the Balkan
Peninsula, taking over all power and ruling for many years until the early 18th century. The
Treaty of Carlowitz, of 1699, gave the Croatia-Slavonia and Transylvania regions to Habsburg
and the 1718 Treaty of Passarowitz gave the Banat of Temesvar to Habsburg.! The loss of

control from the Ottomans left the Balkan Peninsula with a great amount of freedom. This

! “Balkanization”, Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified 2016, accessed January 5, 2018,
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freedom led to the fracturing of nearly the entire peninsula into various nation-states. Various
nationalist movements created the centralized communities that ruled the area for many years.
As the region broke into the various nation-states, they still required the type of support
they had received when ruled by the Ottomans. They still retained their national identities and in
many ways grew apart from their neighbors, seeing them more as enemies than before they were
separate countries. For many years, the Balkan states survived with border disputes turning the
maps into a broth of quickly changing borders. The most significant states were Romania,
Bosnia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Turkey, and Greece, who paled in comparison to the Austro-Hungarian

empire that once ruled parts of them looming to the North.

Forging Alliances

The events of World War One happened because of the alliances forged between the
various European Powers and other countries such as the Balkan States. While country’s have
been creating alliances since countries existed, the number of and complexity of those alliances
grew greatly with European Involvement in the Balkans. While hundreds of treaties, alliances,
and other diplomatic agreements were signed into existence during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, several alliances created the political scene of pre-WWI Europe.

The Concert of Europe was more of a predecessor to European alliances, but it still
played a large role in the influencing of the Balkans by Europe. The Concert of Europe was a
congress system created by the largest European Powers, known as the Great Powers. It

consisted of the United Kingdom, Austria, Prussia(which would become Germany), and France



which joined ten years after the group’s founding in 1808.2 While the Concert began to break up
and fail by the mid to late 1800s, the Great Powers continued to influence world politics for
many years to come.

While the Great Powers worked for the benefit of Europe in general, smaller alliances
also worked to support smaller groups of European Nations. One of the those such alliances was
the Triple Alliance. The Triple Alliance was a military alliance between Germany,
Austria-Hungary, and Italy. This alliance was formed in secret in 1882 to ensure mutual
protection if any of the members of the alliance fell under attack. It was renewed regularly until
it was broken in 1915 with the outbreak of WWI. In the beginning of The Great War, Germany
joined Austria-Hungary to aid in the fight against Serbia, while Italy held back, The next year,
Italy joined the fight on the side of the Allies, against Germany.

The Triple Alliance, while created in secret, was not completely unknown, and it worried
the other members of the Great Powers. In retaliation to the Triple Alliance, the UK, France, and
Russia created the Triple Entente, an agreement very similar the the Triple Alliance in 1917.

The Triple Entente was actually preceded by the Entente Cordiale which was a treaty of peace
and support between England and France established in 1904°. France and Russia were already

allied from the Franco-Russian Alliance Military Convention of 1892, From there the only
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alliance needed to complete the circle between the three countries was the Anglo-Russian
Entente, created in 1907°.

The Triple Alliance and Triple Entente were extremely influential in Europe, but their
biggest impacts wouldn’t come until the First World War began. Down in the Balkan Peninsula,
on the other hand, things were still stirring. The Ottoman Turks had come back into the Balkan
Peninsula and had taken land from many of the Balkan States. Russia, who had much to lose if
their influence in the Balkans died out to the Turkish rule, organized the nations into the Balkan
League, a group of the Balkan Nations impacted by Turkish Invasion: Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia,
and Montenegro. This 1912 alliance allowed the Balkan States to unite and fight out the Turks®.

The Balkan League ended up failing as Bulgaria became too power hungry and ended up
losing its alliance to Russia in the second Balkan War of 1913, but the impact of the league on
the First Balkan War was crucial to the future of European politics.

In 1915, the Treaty of London between the Triple Entente and Italy was signed. It gave
Italy extra territory at the end of the war in return for Italy joining the side of the Allies. It called
for Russia to direct a large amount of its military to Austria-Hungary so Italy would be left alone,
and that Italy will be protected at all times by Anglo-Franco troops’. In effect, it put Italy on the
side of the Allies while completely defending it from any retaliation from the two countries

previously allied with Italy: Germany and Austria-Hungary.
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The Balkan Wars

“Fear a European War”® wrote one New York Times writer, and fear they should have,
as in 1912, the time the article was published, the first Balkan War was beginning and with
fighting in the Balkans, fighting in the rest of Europe was doomed to come. The Balkan wars
were the final straw in the already contentious state that Europe was in. The Triple alliance and
Triple Entente had placed the major Western European powers on two sides. It was now a matter
of time before some event set everyone off and brought a war upon Europe. The Balkans,
having built alliances with various Northern nations early on, were a powerful force in European
political doings and if Western Europe could keep them peaceful, then they could themselves
remain peaceful. Unfortunately, relations between the Balkan states were not good. The
nationalism that grew from the creation of the nation-states created a strong distaste if not hatred
for neighboring countries. Tensions brewed in the Balkan Peninsula as can be seen in “Fear of a
Balkan War’, an article printed on the front page of the New York Times in 1903, nearly a
decade before the first true Balkan War actually broke out.

Throughout the 19th century, Turkey wormed its way into the Balkan Peninsula, taking
land from Albania, Greece, Serbia, Montenegro, and Bulgaria. The Turks were remnants of the
Ottoman Empire which was long gone from the peninsula. Turkish power enraged most
everyone in the region and members of various impacted nations got together, forming the
Balkan League to fight back against the invading Turks.

The league consisted of men from Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece, and Montenegro.

Montenegro was the first member of the league to declare war on Turkey on October 8, 1912,
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with the other members joining in over the next two weeks.'® The end goal for the League was
capturing Constantinople, the largest city in the peninsula, as well as a historic symbol of
Ottoman power in the region. The Bulgarian forces went to take Adrianople to cut off European
and Asian Turkey while the Serbian army attacked Kumanovo, pushing into Turkish controlled
Macedonia. Turkish Ottomans were pushed back out of Europe and by December 3 a peace
treaty was signed between the Ottoman Empire, Bulgaria, Montenegro, and Serbia, but Greece
continued fighting. Ambassadors from the European Great Powers met to decide on how to
continue the support of their interests in the continually more independent Balkans. On January
23, 1913, the Turks ran a coup in an attempt to take back conquered lands in the South-East of
the peninsula. The Turks failed, and by late March they had lost Janina to Greece, and
Adrianople, the main purpose of the continued war, to Bulgaria.'!

Ironically, the First Balkan War, a war of connection of the Balkan Nations, ended up
leading the peninsula into more disagreement than there had been in in the first place. Near the
end of the first war, after Turkey had retreated from Albanian territory, Montenegro continued to
siege until threatened by the Great Powers. After the end of the first war, however, Bulgaria
arose as the major military power of the region, and tried to use this to strengthen itself further.
While nearly every country in the region desired to take Macedonia, Bulgaria decided to take
Macedonia for itself. The openness of Macedonia for capture is known as the Macedonian
Question, one of many so called questions discussed by political and economic theorists deciding
on how to influence the Balkan Peninsula in their advantage. The Macedonian question

originates from the fact that Macedonia is one of the least ethnically and culturally defined
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regions in the peninsula. It was made up of Serbs, Bulgarians, and Greeks, but it took many years
to come to an agreement over what to do with Macedonia.'?

Bulgaria began its war to take Macedonia on June 29, 1913. The Ottomans took this as
an opportunity to take back Adrianople, and Romania was able to take some of Bulgaria’s
Northern territory. Pushback from Serbia and Greece left Bulgaria with little power over
Macedonia as well."

The Balkan wars began the turning of the cogs in European alliances that would soon
create a great war. Bulgaria’s hostility in the Second Balkan War forced Russia to lose its
alliance with Bulgaria, leaving Serbia as Russia’s only ally in the Balkans. Russia’s part in the
war was minimal, but it did help jumpstart the Balkan League, possibly being the main
proponent of the First Balkan War. As Leon Trotsky wrote on the purpose of the First Balkan
War, “It seemed to me that if during the period of the First Balkan War it was impermissible to
publicize this war as one of “liberation,” in view of the consequences that follow it, then now,
when these terrible consequences have taken place, a Russian politician’s duty is not to look for
the guilty men in the first place on the banks of the little river Vladaia, but on those of a river
much farther North.” '*

This shift in alignment with European powers was the final straw.
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The Inevitability of the War

Tensions in Europe were great, and it was only a matter of time before everything fell
apart. On June 28, 1914, a Serbian nationalist shot Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria,
mortally wounding him and his wife'*. The same day, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia.
Tensions had been brewing between Serbia, an ally of the Entente, and Austria-Hungary, an ally
of the Alliance, for some time and one singular assassination blew up into a calling from aid in
both parties that created the world war.

On July 30th, the Russian army was mobilized to assist Serbia against Austria-Hungary,
and in response, Germany declared war on Russia the next day. Two days later, on the third,
Germany declared war on France and the next day invaded Belgium, causing Britain to declare
war on Germany. By August tenth, Britain had declared war on Austria-Hungary. After several
battles were fought across Europe, on the 29th of October Turkey, now occupying the Eastern
region of the Balkan Peninsula, joined the fight on the side of Germany. On April 26th of the
next year, [taly signed the Treaty of London, joining the side of Britain and on May 23rd it
finally declares war on Austria-Hungary'®. With Italy joining the Allies, all of the major
European Powers had joined the war.

Every single country who engaged in the First World War did so due to one alliance or
another. Whether it was the Triple Entente backing each other up against the German war
machine, or Germany rushing to Austria-Hungary’s aid when Russia saw the engagement as an

opportunity to gain Bulgarian territory, an alliance was always the cause. While Italy broke its
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alliance with Germany to side with the Anglo-Franco alliance, it only did so with the signing of
the Treaty of London, which made breaking its first alliance profitable.

The Alliances forged by the Triple Entente, Triple Alliance, and Balkan League, created
a separation of the European powers. That fracture left Europe in a state of chaos with distrust
between the various powers. The Balkan States served as an area for the powers to fight their
battles away from themselves, in a pseudo-proxy war. The Balkan Wars were the last straw in
the turbulent European scene. The First Balkan War served as an opportunity for Russia to grow
its influence in the Balkan Peninsula while without itself getting involved. If Bulgaria had not
initiated the Second Balkan War, WWI may have been postponable a few more years, but
Bulgaria fighting against Serbia and invading Macedonia, Russia cut its ties to Bulgaria and
sided solely with Serbia. This left Bulgaria open to be allied with Austria-Hungary against
Serbia. The same nationalist ethic that had existed in the Balkan Nations from the beginning
grew stronger in Serbia, until it came to a point where tensions between itself and
Austria-Hungary were too great. At that turning point, war broke out. As said By Richard Hall,
“The First World War was not the Third Balkan War; rather the Balkan Wars were the beginning
of the First World War.”"’

That turning point was made inevitable by the history of balkanization, which forged
alliances between nationalist Balkan States who could only align when fighting the greater
power of the Ottomans. Their constant need of support from larger Northern nations, created an
inevitability that to solve century-old disputes, Allies would jump sides until everyone was
fighting, creating a great World War. These endless compromises caused the world to plunge

into one of the largest conflicts the world has seen.
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Bolshevik Coup d’Etat.” Avalon Project, Yale Law School. 7 November 1917
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject menus/chSmenu.asp.

This collection of documents from between the US and Russia was fascinating to look at
to understand the flow of information between diplomats at the time. Russia’s ability to
continue fighting the war while undergoing a revolution is fascinating America’s
handling of that shows the strength of American support for the allied powers by 1917, as
earlier it had greatly supported Austria-Hungary, a great enemy of Russia.

“Concert of Europe.” New World Encyclopedia, 4 Jan. 2009,
www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Concert of Europe.

This online encyclopedia entry explained the history of the Concert of Europe, a
congressional system implemented between the greater European powers. The Concert
was influential in building Western-European influence in the Balkans as well as forming
the precedent for alliance between great European countries. It also goes into how the
Concert quickly failed, leaving its successes unrecognized in later years.

"The Annual Register for 1914: Austria Goes to War." Chadwyck-Healey Historical Documents,
2005, History Study Center, .

This summation of the events of 1914 explains Austria’s role in starting the First World
War. It goes into extensive detail on the varying levels of power in countries and how
certain people make many of the decisions, cascading into dire consequences.

“The First World War.” The National Archives, United Kingdom,

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/index.htm.
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This website created in memorial of the first world war has various useful sources to look
into as well as good information on the First World War. While little of my project
focused on the war, understanding it was essential for understanding the Balkans before
the war which was the basis of my paper.

“Formal Breakup of the Ottoman Empire at the End of World War 1.” Saylor.org,
www.saylor.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/HIST232-1.1.1-Formal-Breakup-of-
the-Ottoman-Empire-FINAL.pdf.
This essay on the collapse of the Ottoman Empire explained the causes for and the
process of the Ottoman Empire finally breaking up after years of its power being very
limited. The difference between the Ottoman Empire and Turkey is somewhat unclear
through the history of the Balkan Peninsula but this paper makes it understandable how
one turned into the other over many years of internal change.

“History of Macedonia.” The Question of Macedonian Identity, Mount Holyoke College,
www.mtholyoke.edu/~kolev20k/History%200f%20Macedonia.html.
This research project on Macedonia compiled by a student at Mount Holyoke College
was one of the few well sourced explanations of the history of Macedonia and its
diversity of ethnicities. Understanding the Macedonian Question was very important for
understanding the purpose of the Second Balkan War.

“Peace Conference at the Hague 1899.” Avalon Project, Yale Law School.
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject menus/haguemen.asp
This Avalon Project collection of documents brings together several agreements
concerning the US and Russia in understanding their early diplomacy before the First

World War forced them to be Allies.
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