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Option A: Nineteenth century topic

WHY DID BRITAIN GO TO WAR IN 1914?

Study the Background Information and the sources carefully, and then answer all the questions. 

Background Information

On 4 August 1914 German troops began an invasion of Belgium. On the same day Britain declared war 

on Germany. Some historians have argued that this was a surprise because for many years Britain had 

taken more interest in its huge empire than in events in Europe. They have pointed out that, although 

it belonged to the Triple Entente, this did not commit Britain to going to war. The only commitment it 

had was a promise to defend Belgium in a treaty nearly a hundred years old (the ‘scrap of paper’ as 

the Germans described it). Other historians claim that Britain did have important interests in Europe. It 

was vital to keep a ‘balance of power’ and Britain was beginning to feel threatened by an increasingly 

powerful Germany.

Did Britain really go to war for a ‘scrap of paper’?

SOURCE A

The British government is often accused of having a foreign policy that was impossible for others to 

interpret. While Britain belonged to the Triple Entente, uncertainty persisted in all the capitals of Europe 

about whether it would join a European war. The failure of this policy is self-evident; Britain’s hesitant 

approach to European commitments, and especially to the Entente, eventually involved it in history’s 

greatest conflict. It nonetheless is hard to see any alternative policy which would have commanded 

political support in Britain, and persuaded Germany that the risk of war was unacceptable. The British 

had little power to control events. Though the Germans preferred not to fight Britain, the British were 

seen in Berlin as marginal in a clash of continental forces. 

Some argue that Britain should have declared in advance of the 1914 crisis its determination to 

participate in any Russian-French clash with Germany. However, this ignores the nature of democracies. 

No government could have commanded the support of Parliament for an open-ended commitment 

to join a European conflict. If, in July, the government had offered France and Russia unconditional 

support, it would have been guilty of recklessness. The British government was uneasy about Russia 

and had no desire to promote French aggressiveness. Thus its only rational course was to offer its 

allies goodwill and provisional support, the scope and nature of which had to depend on events. Only 

the German ultimatum to Belgium enabled the war party in the British government to have its way.

Those who claim a general conflict was avoidable even after Austria declared war on Serbia, imply 

that Austria and Germany should have been allowed to have their way at gunpoint in the Balkans, in 

Belgium and across Europe. It is sometimes said that Belgium was merely an excuse since Grey and 

several of his colleagues had decided on war even before the issue of Belgium emerged. However, 

it does not seem foolish that the British government and people responded to the violation of Belgian 

neutrality, whereas they resisted going to war to support Serbia.

From a history book published in 2013.
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SOURCE B

Britain had followed a hesitant diplomatic policy. It assumed it was still the dominant world power 

and only it could keep the balance of power. Britain wanted to remain the controller of Europe, using 

the Entente system to constrain the Germans, but also to keep the French and Russians in check. 

However, the policy of the British government over the Serbian crisis was clear – to work with the 

German government without moving away from France and Russia. A blunt statement to Germany on 

26 July that Britain would intervene on the side of France would have deterred Germany from pushing 

Austria into war. Germany counted on Britain’s neutrality and Britain encouraged this.

When Germany invaded Belgium the British government realised it had misjudged the situation. Britain, 

above all, feared isolation and did not want to face a triumphant Germany alone. It is clear that Britain 

only acted when it had no choice. The reason for going to war is also clear. If Britain did not stand by 

France and stand up for Belgium against German aggression, it would be isolated. Britain entered the 

war because it feared a German victory would threaten its safety. This realisation came late. After only 

putting one foot into Europe for years the British government reluctantly decided that war was necessary, 

but it had to find a reason for its change of policy. Treaty obligations to Belgium provided a convenient 

excuse. Britain did not go to war to keep its promise to Belgium but for the sake of a British vital interest.

From a recent history book.

SOURCE C

Germany is deliberately preparing to destroy the British Empire. All Europe is to be Germanised. We 

are all to be drilled and schooled and uniformed and taxed by Prussian officials and the Emperor 

William II is to rule us with a rod of iron. Britain alone stands in the way of Germany achieving world 

power and domination.

From a British newspaper published in 1909.

SOURCE D  

A postcard published in Britain in early 1914.
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SOURCE E

A cartoon published in Britain, 12 August 1914.
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SOURCE F

A cartoon published in a British magazine, October 1914.
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SOURCE G

Russian weakness will plunge the world into a terrible war, which aims at the destruction of Germany. 

The famous ‘encirclement’ has become an accomplished fact. The net has suddenly been pulled 

together over our head and England reaps the most brilliant success of her anti-German world 

policy, against which we are powerless. While England twists the noose of our political and economic 

destruction, we wriggle isolated in the net.

Written by the Kaiser in the margins of a telegram from the German ambassador in Russia. The 

telegram reported that the Tsar had claimed that the Russian mobilisation decree could not be 

stopped. The telegram was dated 30 July 1914.

SOURCE H

I enquired whether the German government would refrain from violating Belgian neutrality. Herr von 

Jagow at once replied that he was sorry to say that the answer must be ‘No’ because German troops 

had crossed the frontier that morning. During the afternoon I informed him that unless the German 

government gave an assurance that they would stop their advance, the British government would have 

to take all steps in their power to uphold the neutrality of Belgium.

I then went to see Bethmann-Hollweg, who was very agitated. He said that the step taken by the British 

government was terrible. Just for a word, ‘neutrality’, just for ‘a scrap of paper’, Great Britain was going 

to make war on a brother nation who desired nothing more than to be friends.

From a report by Sir Edward Goschen, the British Ambassador to Germany, to the British government, 

4 August 1914. Von Jagow was the German Foreign Minister and Bethmann-Hollweg was the head of 

the German government.
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Now answer all the following questions. You may use any of the sources to help you answer the 

questions, in addition to those sources which you are told to use. In answering the questions you 

should use your knowledge of the topic to help you interpret and evaluate the sources.

1  Study Sources A and B.

 How far do these two sources agree? Explain your answer using details of the sources. [7]

2 Study Source C.

 How useful is this source as evidence about why Britain went to war in 1914? Explain your answer 

using details of the source and your knowledge. [8]

3 Study Source D.

 Why was this postcard published in Britain at this time? Explain your answer using details of the 

source and your knowledge. [7]

4 Study Sources E and F.

 How similar are these two cartoons? Explain your answer using details of the sources and your 

knowledge. [8]

5 Study Sources G and H.

 How far does Source G make Source H surprising? Explain your answer using details of the 

sources and your knowledge.  [8]

6 Study all the sources.

 How far do these sources provide convincing evidence that the reason why Britain went to war in 

1914 was to protect Belgium? Use the sources to explain your answer.  [12]
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Option B: Twentieth century topic

DID STALIN TAKE CONTROL OF EASTERN EUROPE AS A RESPONSE TO THE ACTIONS 

OF THE WEST? 

Study the Background Information and the sources carefully, and then answer all the questions. 

Background Information

At the Yalta Conference in February 1945 Stalin agreed to free elections in Eastern European countries. 

However, by the time of the communist coup in Czechoslovakia in February 1948, the Soviet Union 

controlled all of Eastern Europe apart from Yugoslavia and Greece. Stalin was helped by the fact that 

Soviet armies were already in most of Eastern Europe and the local resistance to Nazi occupation had 

often been led by communist groups. This enabled the communists to intimidate their opponents and 

to influence election results. 

Did Stalin plan for the USSR to control Eastern Europe from the beginning or did this policy gradually 

develop as a reaction to the threats and policies of the West?

SOURCE A

More aware than anyone else of their own weaknesses in the event of a conflict with the United 

States, the Russians pursued a conservative and cautious line. They showed neither more nor less 

respect for democracy in Eastern Europe than the Americans and British showed in Italy, Greece or 

Belgium. Neither the Americans, British, nor Russians were willing to allow democracy to run its course 

anywhere in Europe at the cost of damaging their vital strategic and economic interests. We now know 

that the Russians lost control of the revolutionary forces in Yugoslavia and Greece, and that they had 

no intention of Sovietising Eastern Europe in 1945 if they could find alternatives.

In Eastern Europe American leaders saw evidence of what they interpreted to be the dangers of Soviet 

expansion. It was imperative for the United States that it prevent any Great Power from dominating 

Eastern Europe or any other region of the world. The United States considered all political blocs that 

it did not control as directly undermining its objective for achieving world capitalism. For this reason 

America set itself against an Eastern European reality which it could not fully shape. 

From a history book published in 1969.
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SOURCE B

Even before the Nazi invasion of the USSR in 1941, Soviet authorities began to prepare the ground for 

imposing their own system on Eastern Europe. This view is controversial. In the standard account the 

region’s post-war history is usually divided into phases. 

The onset of Stalinism in Eastern Europe is sometimes blamed on Western Cold War Warriors, whose 

aggressive language allegedly ‘forced’ Stalin to tighten his grip on the region. It was argued that the 

Cold War was caused not by communist expansion but by the American drive for open international 

markets. More recently, it has been argued that the division of Germany was caused not by the Soviet 

pursuit of totalitarian policies in Eastern Germany but by the Western powers’ failure to take advantage 

of Stalin’s peaceful overtures.

Any close examination of what was happening across the region between 1944 and 1947 reveals 

the deep flaws of these arguments. The Soviet Union imported key elements of the Soviet system 

into every nation occupied by the Red Army, from the very beginning. First, the Soviets immediately 

created a secret police. Secondly, Soviet authorities placed trusted communists in charge of the most 

powerful form of mass media: the radio. Thirdly, everywhere the Red Army went, Soviet and local 

communists harassed, persecuted and eventually banned independent political parties. The harsher 

policies imposed upon the Eastern bloc in 1947 and 1948 were not merely a reaction to the Cold War. 

From a history book published in 2013. 

SOURCE C

The area that came to symbolise the onset of the Cold War was East-Central Europe. While Churchill’s 

Iron Curtain provided a straightforward explanation of Soviet policies, they were in fact driven by a 

complex set of motives. Ideology, security, and historical memory all played a role. It would also be 

wrong to assume that the Soviet leadership was not affected by Western rhetoric and policy. Soviet 

control in Eastern Europe did not take place overnight. Much depended on local conditions. In Albania 

the local Communists established their rule in 1944–45 as patriots who had fought against the 

Germans. In Poland, the Communists’ takeover was prompted by much greater Soviet involvement. 

The Soviets recognised the Polish Workers’ Party as the provisional government in late 1944, although 

representatives of other parties were included. In the next two years, helped by Soviet support, the 

Communists gradually marginalised other political parties. In Hungary, Stalin held back and it was only 

in 1947 that the Communists moved to establish complete control.

For quite some time Czechoslovakia appeared likely to remain a liberal democracy but in 1947, under 

Soviet pressure, the Czech government rejected the Marshall Plan, making the Czech Communists 

unpopular. In response, while the Red Army amassed troops on the Czech borders, the Communist 

Party staged a coup d’état. This was the last addition to the Soviet bloc. 

From a recent history book.
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SOURCE D

A cartoon published in a British magazine, 17 March 1948.
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SOURCE E

A cartoon published in the Soviet Union in 1947. It shows American aid during the Greek civil war.

SOURCE F

There is most certainly a long-term element in what the Russians are doing in the Balkans. Security is 

the most important factor. Nothing will deflect the USSR from strengthening its security system in this 

region as a first line of defence. It would be unthinkable that Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia should 

look to the West for their security rather than to Mother Russia. 

The self-confidence of the Soviet Union, combined with a love of power for its own sake, might cause 

this policy to assume dangerous forms. So far as the Balkans are concerned, we can take heart from 

the correct attitude which the Soviet Government has adopted towards Greece. 

We must at all times make allowances for the Bolshevik mentality, which, if it has repudiated the idea of 

world revolution, is still infested with suspicion of the bourgeois world. On the other hand, as a realist, 

Stalin has no wish to overreach the limits within which he can exercise autocratic power. He also has a 

wish to raise the reputation of the USSR in the eyes of the world. It follows that where the Allies have 

just cause for complaint, a restraining influence can be brought to bear by appeals to Stalin.

A report by a British official in Moscow to the British government, 12 March 1945.
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SOURCE G

Mr Churchill now stands as a firebrand of war. And he is not alone. He has friends not only in Britain 

but also in the United States. He reminds me of Hitler. Hitler began to set war loose by announcing his 

racial theory, declaring that only German speakers represent a full valuable nation. Mr Churchill begins 

to set war loose by maintaining that only nations speaking the English language are fully valuable 

nations and should rule over the remaining nations of the world. 

As a result of the German invasion, the Soviet Union has lost about 7 million people. The Soviet Union 

cannot forget the sacrifices. What can be surprising in the fact that the Soviet Union, to protect its 

security, tries to ensure that the countries in Eastern Europe have governments loyal to the Soviet 

Union? How can one describe these peaceful aspirations as ‘expansionist tendencies’? 

From an interview Stalin gave to Pravda, 16 March 1946. Pravda was the official newspaper of the 

Soviet Communist Party.

SOURCE H

A cartoon published in a British newspaper, 2 March 1948. From the top-left the switches read 

‘France, Italy, Czecho, Romania, Hungary, Poland, Yugo, Greece’; (bottom row) ‘Etc, Persia [Iran], 

Turkey, Finland, Bulgaria, Albania, Etc, Etc’. The places underlined have their switches down. The 

picture on the desk says ‘Marshall’ at the top.
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Now answer all the following questions. You may use any of the sources to help you answer the 

questions, in addition to those sources which you are told to use. In answering the questions you 

should use your knowledge of the topic to help you interpret and evaluate the sources.

1 Study Source A.  

 What impressions does this source give of American policy towards Eastern Europe? Explain your 

answer using details of the source. [6]

2  Study Sources B and C.

 How far do these two sources agree? Explain your answer using details of the sources. [8]

3 Study Sources D and E. 

 How similar are these two cartoons? Explain your answer using details of the sources and your 

knowledge.  [8]

4 Study Sources F and G.

 How far does Source F make Source G surprising? Explain your answer using details of the 

sources and your knowledge. [8]

5 Study Source H. 

 What is the cartoonist’s message? Explain your answer using details of the source and your 

knowledge. [8]

6 Study all the sources.

 How far do these sources provide convincing evidence that Stalin took control of Eastern Europe 

because of the attitudes and actions of the West? Use the sources to explain your answer.  [12]
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