
Theme Four : The ‘suicide of Europe’ and the end of European Empires 

 

The Great War has had a profound impact on world history. A conflict which was fought on land, 
sea and air re-defined warfare itself and proved to be the catalyst for radical political, social and 
economic change across Europe. 1914-1918 was the first ‘total war’ of the twentieth century. This 
is a multi-faceted concept, but the OIB programme will focus upon two key areas: the ‘society 
oriented dimension’ and the ‘enemy oriented dimension’.  

 

The progressive widening and deepening of the conflict in 1914-18 

Students will begin studying this theme by exploring the aims and motivations of the key 
belligerent powers in 1914. They will likewise examine how the failure of the ‘war of movement’ in 
the early months of the war led to stalemate by the end of 1914 and trench warfare on the 
Western Front for the next three-and-a half years. A corollary of this  was the radical development 
in the geographical dimension of the War. By 1918, military coalitions had been globalized:  over 
70 countries from Europe, Africa, Asia, Australasia, North and South America were involved as 
military and economic warfare spread across the globe. Students will therefore explore the 
dynamics of this process. This section of theme four will provide students with essential context, 
but will not be the subject of an oral or written exam question.  

 

 

The Impact of Total War on State and Society 

The shift to total war obliged belligerent governments to harness human, material and economic 
resources on an unprecedented scale. Students will now turn their attention to the ‘society 
oriented dimension’ of total war. This should be understood as a study of mass societal 
mobilization and engagement in the war effort. Using either British or French society as case 
studies of the 1914-18 period, students will examine the ways in which the role of the state 
evolved to ensure that the means of production met the inexorable demands of the military. 
Despite being the most destructive conflict in human history, historians have long argued that the 
Great War was simultaneously an engine of positive change. Students will assess the validity of this 
theory by examining the impact of total war on all social classes in 1914-18.  They will likewise 
examine the theory that the Great War was a watershed in the role of women. According to this 
theory, total war provided women with unprecedented opportunities in the labour market, which 
in turn challenged deep-rooted attitudes about the role of women in society. Others dispute this, 
arguing that notions of equality in war were illusory rather than real and that benefits proved to be 
short-lived. Students will therefore assess to what extent the Great War had changed either the 
role of women or their status in society by 1918. 

 

 

 

 



 

The Enemy Oriented Dimension: Armenian Genocide 

The ‘enemy-oriented’ dimension of total war refers to the simultaneous intensification of 
nationalism and the targeting of ‘enemy’ groups without distinction between combatant or 
non-combatant status. With reference to the Armenians within the Ottoman Empire, students will 
examine why and with what consequences the Turkish state pursued a policy of genocide.  

 

The Strains of Total War: The Russian Revolution 

For all belligerent nations, it is clear that the social, economic and political strains were immense. 
None more so than the Russian empire, for whom military disaster and economic turmoil 
converged in 1917 to create revolution. With reference to the nature of total war in Russia, 
students will thus assess its role in causing the collapse of the Tsarist regime in February 1917. 

Transitions to Peace 

By 1918, the ancient dynastic order of Europe had been smashed apart by defeat and revolution. 
Alongside this, the mass loss of life, physical devastation and economic strains wrought by total 
war left the world in a state of profound dislocation and turmoil. An examination of the aftermath 
of the Great War thus provides students with the context by which they can assess the complexity 
of the transition from total war to peace. It will likewise enable them to begin to examine why in 
the long term, post-war stability proved so difficult to achieve. This key question is to be addressed 
here in theme four of the première programme and in theme one of the terminale programme. 
Students will now turn their attention to the peace settlements themselves. Historians have 
argued that the task facing the politicians at the Paris peace conference was one of formidable 
complexity and difficulty. Students will thus provide an over-arching view of the settlements in 
order to assess their strengths and weaknesses. They will likewise evaluate Wilson’s success and 
failures at the Paris Peace Conference and evaluate the impact of Wilsonian Liberalism 

 

 

Mourning and Memorialisation 

The immense human cost of the Great War will be explored through the process of 
memorialization which took place during the conflict and throughout the 1920s. With reference to 
either Britain or France, students should examine how post-war society sought to transcend the 
grief and trauma of the Great War. They should likewise examine the ways in which the state 
sought to engender post-war unity and reassert its own legitimacy through memorialization.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Key issues Key Terms 
Using either Britain or France as case studies, 
assess the impact of total war upon society in 
1914-18 
 
Evaluate the difficulties which had to be 
confronted in creating peace after 1918 
 
 
Using either Britain or France as case studies, 
to what extent do you agree with the view that 
the role and the status of women changed 
significantly in 1914-18? 
 
 
 Discuss the process of memorialization of 
WWI in either Britain or France in the 
Post-War period. 
 
 

 
Total War 
 
 
The Impact of the First World War 
 
 
 
Peace Settlements 
 
 
 
 
Memorialisation 

 

 

Summary 

Key element of theme four Hours 
The progressive widening and deepening of 
the conflict in 1914-18 
 

Two hours 

The Impact of Total War on State and Society 
 

Four  hours 

Enemy-oriented dimension of total war: the 
Armenian genocide  

Two hours 

Strains of total war: the collapse of the Russian 
empire 

Two hours 

Transitions to Peace  Two hours 
Mourning and Memorialisation Two hours 
 

 

 


