Primary Source Evaluation 
The source that will be evaluated in this piece of writing is an ultimatum from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, presented to the Royal Serbian Government on the 23rd July 1914. This ultimatum was presented to the Royal Serbian Government after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on the 28th of June of that year. The document was authored by Leopold Berchtold and was later delivered by General Wladimir Giesl von Gieslingen. The audience that the author intended was the Royal Serbian Government as the document directly addresses the Royal Serbian Government. However, the audience that the translator intended was students, scholars, and academics as the translator likely intended for the document to be used and studied more widely. 
The source outlines the anger and grievances of the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand on the 28th June 1914[footnoteRef:1]. Throughout the ultimatum the Austro-Hungarian Government continually blames the Royal Serbian Government as well as other specific individuals[footnoteRef:2]. The Austro-Hungarian Government also drafts a response for the Serbian Government to reply back with[footnoteRef:3]. The response drafted by the Austro-Hungarian Government includes the expectation of the Austro-Hungarians that Serbians and the Royal Serbian Government will condemn and take action against any individuals which had any involvement with the assassination of Franz Ferdinand[footnoteRef:4]. The ultimatum also sets out some demands which Serbia must comply with if they intend to avoid the onset of war. Some demands from the Austro-Hungarian Government include the dissolution of the Narodna Odbrana, which was a terrorist group , and the suppression of any and all media which is critical of Franz Ferdinand and the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy[footnoteRef:5].  [1:  World War I Document Archive, The Austro-Hungarian Ultimatum to Serbia (English Translation), 2009, <https://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/The_Austro-Hungarian_Ultimatum_to_Serbia_(English_translation)>, [Accessed: 7th February 2026]]  [2:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009]  [3:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009]  [4:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009]  [5:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009] 

One strength and weakness of the primary source is that it has been translated. This is a strength of the document as it means that the document can be more widely studied by students, scholars, and the general public without needing to learn another language. However, the translation may not show the full meaning of the primary source compared to the original document. This is due to some words in some languages having multiple or different meanings in their original language, compared to having a different or only one meaning when translated into English. Primary sources translated into English from other languages may not express the true sentiment in the translated document due to the multiple meanings of words in some languages. Some words in other languages may not have an exact translation into English, therefore a translator would use a word in English which approximates the meaning of the word in its original language. Also, due to some words having multiple and sometimes no literal translations, translators would have to pick a translation which approximates the situation. This means that some translations would differ from each other and therefore would be studied differently. The translation of primary sources into English also shows why interpretations differ from each other. 
The authors patriotism towards the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the authors hatred towards Serbia after the assassination of Franz Ferdinand is likely the reason that the author used the language they did in the ultimatum. Strong and emotive language is used throughout the ultimatum. Strong language such as ‘painful’ are used to show the grief and anger of the assassination of Franz Ferdinand[footnoteRef:6]. Other strong words are used throughout the primary document such as ‘propaganda’, this word is used to show any criticism of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy[footnoteRef:7]. Also, words used in the text such as ‘unjustifiable’ is used in the text to show the feeling of immense anger after the assassination[footnoteRef:8]. The anger towards Serbia likely influenced bias in the ultimatum. Whilst the anger after the assassination of Franz Ferdinand was not over exaggerated, the use of the word ‘propaganda’ to describe the Serbian medias’ disagreement of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy was both an over exaggeration and a bias towards Serbia. The bias towards Serbia may remove some reliability of the source due to the accusations made against Serbia, however, this bias improves its significance as it shows the reasoning in the view of the Austro-Hungarians of why they sent the ultimatum. [6:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009]  [7:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009]  [8:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009] 

Another reason for the Austro-Hungarians to be biased against the Serbians is due to Article 25 of the Treaty of Berlin 1878. Article 25 of the Treaty of Berlin states that Austria-Hungary would occupy Bosnia and Herzegovina[footnoteRef:9]. It also states that whilst the Ottoman Empire would continue to function in the region, the Austro-Hungarians would be able to hold a large military presence in the area[footnoteRef:10]. Although, as stated in the text, Serbia’s rights had not been infringed, Article 25 of the Treaty of Berlin can be marked as the continuing of the erosion of relations between Serbia and Austria-Hungary[footnoteRef:11]. The breakdown of relations between Serbia and Austria-Hungary started due to the Austro-Hungarian annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908, a year prior to the Treaty of Berlin, after three decades of de facto rule[footnoteRef:12]. The Treaty of Berlin can be seen as an incentive for the assassination of Franz Ferdinand by Serbian nationalists, which links to the ultimatum, as the annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary angered Serbian nationalists as it threatened the idea of Greater Serbia[footnoteRef:13]. The Treaty of Berlin can also be seen as the turning point towards the July 23rd ultimatum sent to Serbia, as it ratifies the Austro-Hungarian annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Article 25 of the Treaty of Berlin gives wider context to the likely bias towards Serbia, gives context to the immediate reasons for the outbreak of World War I, and shows the significance of the primary document. [9:  Economic Cooperation Foundation, Treaty of Berlin between Great Britain, Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Italy, Russia and Turkey, Unknown, <https://content.ecf.org.il/files/M00935_TreatyOfBerlin1878ExcerptsEnglish.pdf>, [Accessed: 7th February 2026]]  [10:  Ibid: Economic Cooperation Foundation, Unknown]  [11:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009]  [12:  Samuel R. Williamson Jr., ‘The Origins of World War I’, The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars, Vol18, No 4, (1988), pp 795- 818, p 803, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/204825>, [Accessed: 7th February 2026]]  [13:  Ibid: Williamson Jr., ‘The Origins of World War I’, p 803] 

The ultimatum is a reliable primary source due to its author. The author of the primary document is Leopold Berchtold, who was the Foreign Minister in the Austro-Hungarian Government[footnoteRef:14]. After the assassination of Franz Ferdinand on June 28th, Berchtold, with the encouragement from Conrad von Hotzendorf, a military strategist, and the consent of other ministers of the Austro-Hungarian Government, decided on creating an ultimatum[footnoteRef:15]. This shows that the ultimatum is a reliable primary document as it was authored by a high ranking member of the Austro-Hungarian Government.  [14:  Britannica, Leopold, Graf von Berchtold, 2025, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Leopold-Count-von-Berchtold>, [Accessed: 7th February 2026]]  [15:  Ibid: Britannica, 2025] 

 Another important figure in the context around the ultimatum was the deliverer of the ultimatum, Wladimir Giesl von Gieslingen, who was an Austro-Hungarian general and diplomat[footnoteRef:16]. Giesl was instructed to hand over the ultimatum to the Royal Serbian Government on July 23rd 1914 with the Austro-Hungarians demand that the Serbian Government unconditionally accepts all demands made in the ultimatum within 48 hours of receiving it[footnoteRef:17]. The response given by the Royal Serbian Government made some accommodations towards the Austro-Hungarians, but did not unconditionally accept all demands[footnoteRef:18]. Due to this and Giesls’ personal opinion on the matter, all diplomatic relations with Serbia were subsequently cut off[footnoteRef:19]. The ultimatum shows that in a wider context that Giesl had a large responsibility, in the short term, of the start of the First World War, due to his personal opinion of cutting diplomatic ties with Serbia after they did not accept all the terms of the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum. Therefore, showing its reliability as a primary document. [16:  German Biography, Giesl von Gieslingen, Vladimir Rudolph Karl Freiherr, Unknown, <https://www.deutsche-biographie.de/pnd101847173.html?language=en#ndbcontent>, [Accessed: 7th February 2026]]  [17:  Ibid: German Biography, Unknown]  [18:  Ibid: German Biography, Unknown]  [19:  Ibid: German Biography, Unknown] 

Another strength of the ultimatum is the documents significance in its area of study. The ultimatum sent to the Royal Serbian Government on July 23rd 1914 can be argued to be the most significant document relating to the origins of the First World War. This is due to the ultimatum directly leading to the onset of war and that the reply by the Royal Serbian Government was considered inadequate by Geisl and the Austro-Hungarian Government[footnoteRef:20]. The document is also considered very significant as after the ultimatum was created but before it was delivered, Austria-Hungary made a deal with Germany for unconditional support if there was an outbreak of war[footnoteRef:21]. The need for unconditional support suggests that Austria-Hungary knew what response Serbia was going to give. This also suggests that the rejection of the terms of the ultimatum was its intended outcome. This further proves the documents significance. [20:  Ibid: German Biography, Unknown]  [21:  Ibid: Britannica, 2025] 

Using the content in a primary document, and the wider context around the document and area of study, historians and scholars are able to create interpretations of a primary source. In addition, answering questions about the document such as: who was the author?, when was it written?, why was it written?, who was the authors intended audience?, historians will also start to interpret the source using their own viewpoint. The answers to the questions listed above can interpret how a source is interpreted. These answers also determine a primary sources reliability and its use within its area of study. Factors which would affect the interpretation of a primary source include: where the source originated from and where the source is delivered to. This would effect the interpretation of the document as some countries may be biased towards others when writing to them. 
An interpretation that can be given for the ultimatum is that the Austro-Hungarian Government were looking for retribution following the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, and so intentionally made harsh demands for Serbia to comply with. This is shown by some of the demands made by the Austro-Hungarian Government, such as the first demand listed, which states that Serbia must suppress and censor all media which indicates hatred towards the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy[footnoteRef:22]. This is an almost impossible demand as many Serbians celebrated the death of the Archduke. Other demands that show that Austria-Hungary were looking for retribution against Serbia include the fourth demand listed, which states that all military officials which disagree with Austria-Hungary must be removed, and the tenth listed demand, which states that all demands must be agreed to in 48 hours[footnoteRef:23].  [22:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009]  [23:  Ibid: World War I Document Archive, 2009] 

Another interpretation of the ultimatum delivered to the Serbian Government is by Samuel R. Williamson Jr, in ‘The Journal of Interdisciplinary History’. Williamson argues, using documents from Serbia, that the Serbians did not intend to accept any form of ultimatum sent by the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy[footnoteRef:24]. This was shown when the Serbian Government did not accept the most important demands set by Austria-Hungary, whilst agreeing to all other demands[footnoteRef:25]. The main demand which the Serbian Government refused to accept was a public inquiry in Serbia investigating the assassination of Franz Ferdinand[footnoteRef:26]. Williamson also explains that by Serbia accepting the majority of demands, it makes Serbia appear to be the victim instead of Austria-Hungary[footnoteRef:27]. Williamsons interpretation shows the significance and reliability of the document in its wider context and shows its relevance in the documents area of study. [24:  Ibid: Williamson Jr., ‘The Origins of World War I’, p 811]  [25:  Ibid: Williamson Jr., ‘The Origins of World War I’, p 812]  [26:  Ibid: Williamson Jr., ‘The Origins of World War I’, p 812]  [27:  Ibid: Williamson Jr., ‘The Origins of World War I’, p 812] 

In conclusion, the July 23rd ultimatum is both a reliable and a significant primary source. The ultimatum is both reliable and significant for many reasons. The primary source is reliable as it both created and delivered by high ranking members of the Austro-Hungarian Government and Military. The primary source being translated into English strengthens the sources utility as it allows for wider study of the source without learning another language. However, differences in languages may remove some meaning and sentiment from the source in its original language. The source can also be argued to be the most significant document relating to the origins of the First World War as the ultimatum, and its expected response, directly led to the outbreak of war. Interpretations by people such as Samuel R. Williamson Jr also showed the documents significance in its wider context. The biases against Serbia throughout the ultimatum removes some reliability, however the significance and relevance of the source was increased as it showed Austria-Hungary’s reasoning for sending the ultimatum.
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