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Aims and Research Methods 
 

he doctoral thesis studies the pro-Yugoslav British intellectuals’ struggle for the creation 

of a united Southern Slav state with the intention to uncover how and to what extent their 

interpretation of the Yugoslav idea influenced the shaping of the Southern Slav image and the 

process of peace settlement.  

The research process involved intensive research conducted in Budapest, Zagreb, 

Belgrade and London, and the dissertation relies on a considerable range of primary sources. 

These materials include contemporary books, pamphlets, memoirs, articles and archival 

materials retrieved from the Imperial War Museum, the National Archives and the Archives of 

the School of Slavonic and East European Studies at the University College of London. These 

sources reveal how the Yugoslav idea was propagated and how the Serbian image was 

transformed in Great Britain. In this regard, the publications and the press coverage of the 

Serbian Relief Fund and the Kossovo Day Committee, and the war diaries and memoirs of the 

British medical units serving in war-stricken Serbia provide a valuable insight to the British 

pro-Yugoslav propaganda. The dissertation also utilizes a number of collected documents as 

well among which Seton-Watson’s extensive correspondence with the Southern Slavs (R. W. 

Seton-Watson and the Yugoslavs: Correspondence 1906–1941) contributes the most to uncover 

the historian’s evolution of thinking and his involvement in the creation of Yugoslavia. Besides 

the memoir of Henry Wickham Steed (Through Thirty Years, 1892–1922), the dissertation 

examines the recollections of David Lloyd George, Harold Nicolson, Tomás Masaryk, George 

Allardice Riddell, Carlo Forza, Lord Northcliffe and Frano Supilo as well. Furthermore, the 

records of the Foreign Office in the National Archives, and the materials of the R. W. Seton-

Watson Papers and the Sir Arthur Evans Papers in the Archives of the School of Slavonic and 

East European Studies were significant contributions to the writing process. 
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Literature Review 
 

he review of secondary literature shows that the political agendas of R. W. Seton-Watson 

or H. W. Steed were assessed in the works of Arthur May, Ágnes Beretzky, Géza 

Jeszenszky, László Péter, Mark Cornwall, Nicholas Miller pertaining to their affairs with the 

Habsburg Empire, Hungary and the nationalities. Nonetheless, no systematic work has been 

dedicated to investigate their involvement in the creation of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 

Slovenes. Previous studies produced by Kosta Milutinović, Stjepan Matković and Ubavka 

Ostojić-Fejić focused solely on Seton-Watson and a particular segment of the Southern Slav 

Question. Most of these papers were written several decades ago, and centred on the historian’s 

correspondence or personal encounters with the Yugoslavs, dedicating less attention – with the 

exception of Matković – to discuss the evolution of Seton-Watson’s thinking in regard to the 

Yugoslav idea.  

As for Steed’s contribution to the creation of the first state of the Southern Slavs, the 

literature is limited to his role in the Congress of Oppressed Nationalities and the Paris Peace 

Conference. In effect, H. W. Steed and R. W. Seton-Watson are oftentimes recurring names in 

the studies devoted to the nationality question and the destruction of the Habsburg Empire. 

Although these works – written by Cristopher and Hugh Seton-Watson, Harry Hanak, Géza 

Jeszenszky, Mark Cornwall, László Péter and René Albrecht-Carrié – cover miscellaneous 

aspects of their war-time endeavours, the pro-Yugoslav British pressure groups’ role in shaping 

the public opinion and foreign policy concerning the Southern Slav Question has been 

unstudied. 

A similar gap in literature can be found in the war-time recollections of British medical 

units, who had their share in transforming the image of the Serbian nation as a suitable, gallant 

ally of Great Britain. The history of the British medical mission in Serbia is covered in the 

studies of Monica Krippner, Ivana Lazovkić and Radmila Sujić, while a considerable body of 

literature – written by Aleksandra Horváth, Andrew Hammond, Barbara Korte, John Allcock, 

Maria Todorova and Wendy Bracewell – addressed the questions of female travel literature and 

the British perception on the Balkans. However, the war memoirs and diaries of British medical 

women have not been examined from the perspective of pro-Yugoslav propaganda.  

The Great War and the questions of a united Southern Slavs state have been assessed 

from the view of inter-Yugoslav relations and the Entente Powers’ war policy in the thorough 

works of James Evans, Ivo Lederer, Dragan Živojinović, Andrej Mitrović, Kosta Pavlowitch, 
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Dejan Djokić, Čedomir Antić, Dragoslav Janković and René Albrecht-Carrié. This dissertation 

supplements these studies by uncovering to what extent the British pro-Yugoslav lobby was 

able to influence and shape the war-time policy and inter-Allied relations with special 

consideration being given to the question and outcome of peace settlement in regard to the 

Southern Slavs. 

 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

t the beginning of the Great War, the case of Yugoslav unification attracted a small but 

influential and well-connected group of supporters in Great Britain, who pursued to solve 

the Southern Slav Question at the expense of the Habsburg Empire’s dissolution. Among these 

British Slavophiles the most ardent champions of the Yugoslav idea were Henry Wickham 

Steed and Robert William Seton-Watson, who introduced and propagated the notion of national 

self-determination and the Southern Slav Question for the British official circles and the public 

opinion. In effect, the creation of a united Southern Slav state became a significant piece in 

their grand design striving to reorganize Central Europe into independent nation-states as a 

means to reaffirm the balance of power and British primacy in Europe. Not only did they regard 

the national aspirations of the Southern Slavs as the major causes of the Great War, but they 

also argued that a sound and permanent settlement for the Southern Slav Question had been the 

key for a lasting peace in Europe. Correspondingly, Steed and Seton-Watson engaged in an 

enduring and extensive propaganda campaign to popularize the destruction of the Habsburg 

Empire as the only convincing solution to win the war. 

Humanitarian relief work and Serbia’s war-time performance provided an opportunity 

for the British pro-Yugoslav intellectuals to propagate the case of Yugoslav national union in 

Great Britain. Owing to the endeavours of the Serbian Relief Fund and the Kossovo Day 

Committee, the Serbian image changed considerably in the first years of the Great War. Besides 

the Serbian military victories being propagated as indomitable services delivered to the Allied 

war effort, the Serbophile pressure groups also capitalized on the British guilt felt for the fall 

of Serbia. As an outcome of the joint war-time experience, the accounts of the British medical 

units serving in Serbia further strengthened the pro-Serbian sentiments of the British public by 

A 
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demonstrating general sympathy towards the Serbs, their army, country and traditions. As a 

result of several massive campaigns, by the first half of 1916 Serbia’s assessment had changed 

so considerably that the Balkan country eventually became the most popular Eastern European 

country in Great Britain. Concurrently, ‘Serb’ became an alternative name for ‘Yugoslav,’ and 

the general public accepted the notion that the Allies had been bound to reward Serbia by 

fulfilling the desires of twelve million Southern Slavs with the creation of a united Yugoslav 

state. 

Despite the favourable reputation of Serbia, the Yugoslav unification did not move 

diplomatically forward until the last year of the Great War. As it was revealed, winning over 

the public opinion proved to be easier than to persuade the British high officials that the creation 

of a united Southern Slav state corresponded with the primary interests of Great Britain. In 

reality, as the British Cabinet expected the survival of the Habsburg Empire, the prospect of a 

unified Yugoslavia and a reorganized Central Europe had not been taken into consideration. 

Moreover, in correspondence with the desire to win the war as soon as possible, the strategic 

interests and necessities prevailed over the principle of nationality when territorial awards were 

negotiated with a potential new ally. 

Owing to the unfavourable developments of the Great War and the ineffectiveness of 

the Yugoslav Committee, Seton-Watson and Steed decided to mobilize both the British pro-

Yugoslavs and the proponents of the nationality principle by establishing the New Europe 

weekly and the Serbian Society of Great Britain in summer 1916. Both acts marked the 

beginning of well-orchestrated and highly coordinated propaganda efforts, overtly striving to 

undermine the reputation of the Habsburg Empire and destroy it. Correspondingly, the Serbian 

Society of Great Britain acted as mediators among the Yugoslav factions and the Italian Cabinet 

with the intention of using their reconciliation to convince British Cabinet to revoke the Pact of 

London and to accept the disruption of the Habsburg Monarchy. Concurrently, following a 

Eurocentric and Gladstonian liberal approach in foreign affairs, the New Europe group 

portrayed the Great War as a possible new beginning for the continent. Nevertheless, this new 

European order – as they argued – required the erection of a strong and united Southern Slav 

state as a counterpoise to German expansionism. Despite its one-sided and biased explanation 

– uncompromisingly aspiring to realize the reorganization of Central Europe –, the New Europe 

played a significant role in filling the void of knowledge on the nationality question and Eastern 

European affairs for the Western public. By the end of the war they had managed to attract 

supporters for their agenda in the Foreign Office, many of whom would become the members 

of the British Peace Delegation.  
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By the end of the war, Steed had become the visible leader of the New Europe group, 

who managed to reconcile the Italians and Yugoslavs temporarily, and who made a major role 

in undermining the loyalty for the Habsburg Empire through an intensive propaganda campaign 

on the Italian front. Owing to his convincing professionality and growing reputation in the 

Peace Delegation of the United States, Steed could indirectly involve Seton-Watson and Evans 

in the settlement of the Adriatic Question. In the interwar period, his attention was reserved 

primarily for the supposedly defeated Germany. Due to his suspicious nature and incline 

towards conspiracy theories, Steed was among the first British intellectuals who were alarmed 

by Hitler’s rise to power, and moreover, who firmly rejected the British neutralism and the 

appeasement policy of Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain. 

However, failing to appreciate the underlying differences between the Croatian and 

Serbian traditions and political culture, Seton-Watson and Steed did not recognize the dangers 

of leaving the internal structure of the future common state unspecified. By the end of the war 

they both developed an admiration for Serbia, and their pre-war distaste towards the Serbian 

nation was reserved for Pašić and his allies. Overestimating the importance of the Yugoslav 

sentiments both in the Habsburg Yugoslav territories and the Kingdom of Serbia, they deemed 

the provisions of the Corfu Declaration would prevent the Serbian Premier to enact a 

centralizing constitution as his circle would have constituted a minority in the future Yugoslav 

parliament. In this regard, the duo’s optimism primarily rested on Seton-Watson’s assumption 

that the Serbian political elite had a general attraction to the Yugoslav idea as attested by the 

Niš Declaration of 1914. 

Arguably, Seton-Watson, one of the major contemporary experts in the Southern Slavs, 

failed to take into consideration how Serbian nationalism had evolved and how Yugoslavism 

could have fit its expansionist endeavours. In reality, the historian did not understand the true 

essence of the Serbian national idea which strived for nation-building and aspired for the 

unification of all Serbs. The Serbian identity was a strong, distinct and inflexible identity with 

clear national aspirations, which evolved parallel with the creation of a modern, centralized and 

civic Serbian state in the 19th century. Therefore, it was a rather naive assumption that the Serbs 

would yield their leading role in a unified Yugoslav state for the sake of their Southern Slav 

brethren, the Croats and Slovenes, whom Seton paradoxically regarded as unready to form their 

own independent states, but fit to become the primary leaders of the common Yugoslav state. 

In effect, owing to Frano Supilo, Seton-Watson had never considered the creation of an 

independent Croatian state in the course of the Great War. In liaison, the historian staunchly 

championed the unification of all Yugoslav territories in a single state as the barrier to German 
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economic and military expansion, and one of the cornerstones for the balance of power in the 

post-bellum European order. His considerations demanded the dismemberment of Austria–

Hungary, and rejected the idea of Southern Slav autonomy in the Habsburg Empire or 

independence transpired into several sovereign Yugoslav states. However, he did not 

comprehend that the pro-Yugoslav solidarity – growing among the Habsburg Yugoslavs 

following the Serbian army’s victories in the Balkan Wars – assisted the goals of Serbian 

expansion, which strived for the destruction of the Habsburg Monarchy and the creation of an 

enlarged Pan-Serbian state. The political cooperation of Serbs and Croats in the Croato-Serb 

Coalition suited these aspirations, and enabled Belgrade to influence the political life of 

Croatia–Slavonia through the Serbian Independent Party. 

The Yugoslav idea was revived and merged into a political movement by the Croato-

Serb Coalition at the dawn of the 20th century. Seton-Watson overestimated the significance of 

this political cooperation, which he perceived as a major proof for the Yugoslav idea’s 

overwhelming appeal to the Habsburg Yugoslavs. In essence, the Croato-Serb Coalition was 

an opportunist political union of the two subject nationalities against the machinations of the 

Austrian and the Hungarian Cabinets. Conclusively, the common aims and enemies were the 

major reasons for the creation of the Croato-Serb platform. Their joint proclamation, the Zara 

Resolution expressed their desire for a Southern Slavs state within the dualist framework 

through the merger of the Kingdom of Croatia–Slavonia with the crown province of Dalmatia. 

The two-decade long distrust and animosity – originated in the political oppression of Croats 

and the privileged position of Serbs – was formally resolved by the declaration of brotherhood 

and civil equality, which was a decent and circumstantial point rather than a deed of substantial 

importance for the Habsburg Serbs. 

In effect, besides the Pan-Yugoslav sentiments of his Southern Slav acquaintances, 

Seton-Watson’s belief in the overwhelming support of the Yugoslav idea stemmed in the 

electoral successes of Croato-Serb Coalition. Bearing in mind that a narrow 2% of the 

population passed the threshold of voting qualification in Croatia–Slavonia, it is debatable 

whether the joint political platform had represented the majority opinion of the Habsburg 

Yugoslavs. When the first national elections were held based on universal male suffrage in the 

unified Southern Slav Kingdom in September 1920, the Croatian Republican Peasant Party – 

an anti-monarchist faction representing the so far disfranchised Croatian peasantry in a newly-

erected kingdom supposedly resting on the national self-determination of Southern Slavs – won 

the overwhelming majority of Croatian votes. Besides professing the ambiguities of the 

Yugoslav unification and the Croatian discontent for the outcome of the peace settlement, the 
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result also attested that – on the contrary, what the Yugoslav Committee and their British 

patrons claimed and propagated – the Yugoslav idea had not been deeply embedded in Croatian 

society, and the proponents of Yugoslavism indeed had little contact with the masses. 

Seton-Watson and Steed also promoted the Corfu Declaration as the legal framework 

of a democratic and strong future Yugoslavia, and were convinced that the agreement meant a 

victory of the federalist vision over the centralizing schemes concerning the form of the future 

Southern Slav state. Albeit the agreement was a compromise made between Nikola Pašić and 

Ante Trumbić, in reality, the Prime Minister abused the idealism and naivety of the Habsburg 

Yugoslavs expatriates to pave way to a centralist unitary vision of the common state. By 

abusing the idea of ‘national unity,’ Pašić was successful in deterring the participants of the 

conference from any federal schemes, while also forcing Trumbić into a minority opinion. In 

the course of the convention, the Croatian exile emphasized that the unity of the nation would 

not have necessarily transpired into the unity of the state. Therefore, he proposed a federal 

framework for the future Yugoslavia in which centralism could have been realized on a sub-

state level. However, by allowing provincial competition among the various branches of the 

Yugoslavs, a federal state contradicted with the fundamental notion of Yugoslav equality and 

union, hence most members of the Yugoslav Committee dismissed Trumbić’s vision. 

With the conclusion of the Treaty of Rapallo, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 

Slovenes received their final borders. Despite the majority of the Yugoslav claims being 

fulfilled, the first common state of Southern Slavs was an ambiguous achievement characterized 

by the uneasy union of peoples who had been divided from each other by state or administrative 

frontiers for centuries, and hardly had anything in common besides the shared language. 

Besides the questionable manner of Montenegrin proclamation on the unification, the united 

Southern Slavs was the outcome of the voluntary union of the Yugoslav lands with 

miscellaneous cultural and political traditions. Combining diverging traditions, faiths and 

historical experience, Yugoslavia resembled the old multi-ethnic empires of Europe with the 

possibility of becoming a melting pot or the source of multiplying disagreements. In the long 

run it was revealed that the common language had not been sufficient enough to make 

Yugoslavia a well-functioning state based on popular democracy.  

The outbreak and the developments of the Great War eventually created the conditions 

for the Yugoslav unification. Nonetheless, the Croatian proponents of Yugoslavism failed to 

secure any guarantees to prevent the centuries-old Croatian statehood from submerging and 

disappearing in the unified Southern Slav Kingdom dominated by the Serbian political elite. 

Bribing the Yugoslav Muslim, Albanian and Turkish deputies with the prospect of political 
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concessions, Pašić managed to secure a majority in the Constituent Assembly to adopt a highly 

centralizing constitution, known as the Vidovdan Constitution on 28 June 1921. As a result, 

based on the dualist experience of federation, the Croatian leaders would persist practicing a 

‘cunning of bargaining’ in the interwar period to establish an enlarged and strengthened Croatia 

to counter-balance Serbian political dominance. However, their political aspirations and 

exceptionalism relying on and overemphasizing the Croatian historic rights fostered disunity, 

nationalism and separatism among the rest of the Southern Slavs as well. 

In the end, Josip Broz Tito’s socialist movement benefited from the disintegration of the 

Yugoslav Kingdom. Elderly, ill, and embittered by the Eastern European developments, Seton-

Watson would soon retreat from both the world of academia and political journalism after the 

Second World War. Ironically, aiding the national grievance by realizing a federal arrangement 

for Yugoslavia, Tito’s rise to power symbolized both the failure of the New Europe agenda and 

the civic and democratic notion of Yugoslavism. Albeit the architects of New Europe, Henry 

Wickham Steed and Robert William Seton-Watson had never regretted the creation of a united 

Southern Slav state, the history of Yugoslavia proved to be a history of a long disintegration of 

peoples forced into a common state twice by overwhelmingly international developments and 

external circumstances. Conclusively, in lieu of solving the Southern Slav Question, Steed and 

Seton-Watson took their share of multiplying the issues of the Yugoslav case, which have not 

been entirely resolved even by the dawn of the 21th century. In view of the political 

developments in Europe since the Paris Peace Conference up to the Yugoslav Civil War, it can 

be argued that the indirect legacy of their agenda transpired to be a lasting peace for neither 

Europe nor the Southern Slavs. 
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