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Unit 2: World War I
Lesson 8: War Aims and Goals for Peace

What were each nations specific aims upon entering WWI and how did 
these change by the end?

A.  General themes

1.  most nations’ aims were nebulous.
i.  Austria was really the only power that had clear war aims: to crush 
Serbia and increase its influence in the Balkans.

2.  as war continued, propaganda encouraged hatred and people 
demanded unconditional victory and territorial concessions from the 
loser.

3.  initial war aims tended to fall into three categories:
i. nationalist goals
ii.  imperialist goals
iii.  concern for security
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B.  Initial war aims by country
1.  Britain

i.  wanted to crush German militarism – esp. German navy

ii.  wanted to restore Belgium’s pre-war neutral position

iii.  wanted to seize Germany’s overseas colonies.
a) southern dominions (Australia, New Zealand, South Africa) 
wanted these.

iv.  wanted strategic trade-offs with the French and Russians, 
including control of Persia and colonial rule over Egypt.
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i. wanted to crush German military power and to remove any threat to 
France’s eastern frontier.

a) this involved regaining Alsace-Lorraine, taking control of 
Germany’s Saar region and eliminating any Germany military 
positions in the Rhineland.

ii.  wanted to strengthen its control of African territories, especially 
Morocco.
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B. Initial war aims by country

3.  Italy

i.  wanted to gain control of areas
 in Austria-Hungary that were 

populated by Italian-speaking people. 
a) led by Italy Irredentist movement.

ii.  wanted control of other areas, 
such as the Aegean Islands, part 
of the Turkish coast and extension 
of its African territory.
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B. Initial war aims by country
4.  Russia

i.  wanted the destruction and punishment 
of Austria-Hungary and an end to Austrian
 influence in the Balkans.

ii.  wanted a greater Serbia that would be a Russian client.

iii.  wanted control of the Straits and of Constantinople.
a) this was agreed to by France and Britain in the secret accords of 
April, 1915.

1) other secret agreements:
i) Britain and France agreed to divide the Arab lands of the 
Ottoman Empire among themselves
ii) Russia was promised all of Armenia and more of 
Turkestan.
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B. Initial war aims by country

5.  Japan

i.  wanted to expand its 
holdings on the Chinese 
mainland

a) sparked by population pressure in Japan

b) wanted German colonies in China and also areas under Chinese 
control, too

How the Treaty of Versailles 
divided up German colonies 
between the victorious nations.
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B. Initial war aims by country
6.  Germany

i.  historian Fritz Fischer claims that Germany 
was consciously striking out to establish itself 
as a world power before Russian strength could 
challenge it.

ii.  mainstream historians see Germany acting much the same way as 
other European nations: nationalist, imperialist, and concern for its 
security.

iii. once war was declared, most agree that Germany sought:
a) control of France’s iron producing areas
b) control of Poland, the Baltic and Russia’s westernmost regions

1) this would push Russia back to the borders of Peter the Great
c) a Mitteleuropa or German dominated central Europe, which 
would include an economic union of Germany, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, Austria-Hungary, Turkey, and possibly Holland and 
Scandinavia.
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C.  1917 as a key year

1.  Enormous sacrifices by civilians 
and soldiers coupled with an intensive 
propaganda campaign that vilified the 
enemy meant that only unconditional 
victory could be used as justification.
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C. 1917 as a key year

2.  US entry into WWI; US Aims

i. President Woodrow Wilson wanted to transform 
the old war aims
a) was a Calvinist and a liberal --  so he views 
the US as destined or appointed by God to be the mechanism 
to uplift the world.

ii.  wanted to defend democracy and for WWI to be a war to end all 
wars

iii.  Lenin published the secret treaties previously signed by the 
Triple Entente 

a) hoped to spark revolution in the west and make for a 
worldwide communist transformation.
b) embarrassed the British and French
c) led to a US attempt to purify the war aims via of Woodrow 
Wilson’s 14 points
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C. 1917 as a key year
2.  US entry into WWI; US Aims 

iv.  Woodrow Wilson and his 14 Points
a) open democracy – an end to secret treaties
b) absolute freedom of the seas – something the British were not 
anxious to see happen.
c) free trade and an end to economic nationalism
d) disarmament
e) an end to classical imperialism, with no division of territorial 
spoils after the war.
f) national self-deterimination – allowing all national groups to 
have their own countries – problem: where would it stop?
g) a League of Nations that would preserve peace by means of a 
system of collective security.
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C. 1917 as a key year
2.  US entry into WWI; US Aims 

v.  Critics of the 14 Points

a) argued that it was ideal for the 
US because its economic 
strength meant it didn’t need 
political control of other parts 
of the world.

b) others argued that this was an example of US idealism at its 
best by providing a framework for a much better world after the 
war.

Wilson delivering the 14 Points Speech to a joint 
session of congress on January 8th, 1918.
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3.  Reconciling the 14 Points with the initial war aims

i.  France

a) still sought revenge and dismemberment 
of Germany

b) the future balance of power must be in 
France’s favour

c) Clemenceau regarded Wilson’s blueprint cynically
i) “God gave us the Ten Commandments and we broke them. 
Now Mr. Wilson has given us the Fourteen Points. We shall see.”

d) insisted that Germany pay reparations

Georges Clemenceau
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3.  Reconciling the 14 Points with the initial war aims

ii. Britain

a) the masses were behind Wilson

b) strong movement existed to support the League of Nations

c) economic ties with the US were crucial and so was US 
involvement in European and world affairs.

d) wouldn’t allow complete freedom of the seas

e) insisted that Germany pay reparations

iii.  Germany

a) military demanded politicians to make a settlement and 
the goal was to negotiate on the basis of Wilson’s 14 points.
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D. Armistice, 1918

1. Allied military planners ensured, via the armistice demands, that any 
resumption of fighting by Germany would be impossible

i.  Germany had to pull completely out of Alsace-Lorraine

ii.  German troops had to withdraw to 10 km east of the Rhine

iii.  Quick evacuation was insisted upon, with all heavy equipment 
left behind

iv.  German navy was to surrender all of its large ships
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2.  Germans had no alternative but to accept and hope that the peace 
conference would result in an improved position for Germany.

i.  Germany military leaders now attempted to save face by 
supporting the “stab in the back theory” – that the politicians and not 
themselves were responsible for Germany’s humiliation.

D. Armistice, 1918

"Germans, consider 
this!"
A 1924 right-wing German political 
cartoon showing Philipp Scheidemann, 
the German Social Democratic 
politician who proclaimed the Weimar 
Republic and was its second 
Chancellor, and Matthias Erzberger, an 
anti-war politician from the Centre 
Party, who signed the armistice with the 
Allies, as stabbing the German Army in 
the back. - Wikipedia
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E.  Hope and reflection: all looked toward the upcoming peace conference 
in Paris to resolve Europe’s problem and restore order. 
The prospects were not good:

1.  millions lay dead and further millions were maimed and would 
remain wards of the state.

2.  a generation of leaders lay dead

3.  an influenza epidemic swept the world, killing another 20 million

4.  families were broken and civilians and soldiers were 
psychologically shattered.

5.  though workers had managed to earn raises and keep up with 
inflation, much of the middle class had not.  These people often turned 
to the radical right for answers

6.  four empires lay in ruins

7.  prewar trade patterns had been destroyed and many of those needed 
to reconstruct them now lay dead.

8.  national minorities who had risen in revolt now wanted freedom.
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