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Editor’s Preface

The main purpose of this series is to make available to teacher
and student alike developments in a field of history that has
become increasingly specialised with the sheer volume of new
research and literature now produced. These studies are designed
to present the ‘state of the debate’ on important themes and
episodes in European history since the sixteenth century, pre-
sented in a clear and critical way by someone who is closely
concerned himself with the debate.

The studies are not intended to be read as extended biblio-
graphical essays, though each will contain a detailed guide to
further reading which will lead students and the general reader
quickly to key publications. Each book carries its own interpreta-
tion and conclusions, while locating the discussion firmly in the
centre of the current issues as historians see them. It is intended
that the series will introduce students to historical approaches
which are in some cases very new and which, in the normal course
of things, would take many years to filter down into the textbooks
and school histories. 1 hope it will demonstrate some of the
excitement historians, like scientists, feel as they work away in the
vanguard of their subject.

The format of this series conforms closely with that of the com-
panion series of studies in economic and social history which has
already established a major reputation since its inception in 1968,
Both series have an important contribution to make in publicising
what it is that historians are doing and in making history more
open and accessible. It is vital for history to communicate if it is to
survive.

R.J. OVERY
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Abbreviations

NB: see also the list of periodical abbreviations at the beginning
of the Bibliography (p. 58).

BEF British Expeditionary Force

CGS Chief of the General Staff

CGT Confédération générale du travail (French trade-union
federation)

ISB International Socialist Bureau

SFIO  Section francaise de I'Internationale ouvriére (French
socialist party)

SPD Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (German
Social Democratic Party)



Chronology

1871

1378
1879
1881

1882
1887
1888
1890

1891
1892

1894
1897
1898

1899
1899
1900
1902

1903
1904

1905

January: German Empire proclaimed.

May: Frankfurt Peace Treaty; France cedes Alsace-Lorraine
to Germany.

July: Treaty of Berlin on Eastern Question.

October: Dual Alliance (Germany, Austria—Hungary).

June: Three Emperors’ Alliance (Germany, Austria-
Hungary, Russia).

May: Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria~-Hungary, Italy).

June: Reinsurance Treaty (Germany, Russia).

June: Wilhelm IT becomes German Emperor.

March: Bismarck resigns from German Chancellorship.

June: Reinsurance Treaty expires.

August: Franco-Russian political agreement.

August: Franco-Russian military convention (ratified Dec.
1893-Jan. 1894).

November: Nicholas II becomes Russian Emperor.

May: Austro-Russian Balkan Agreement.

March: German Naval Law.

September—November: Fashoda Crisis (Britain and France).

May—July: First Hague Peace Conference.

October (to May 1902): South African War,

June: German Naval Law.

January: Anglo-Japanese alliance.

November: Franco-ltalian neutrality agreement (Prinetti-
Barrere).

June: Officers’ coup in Serbia.

February (to September 1905): Russo-Japanese War.

April: Anglo-French colonial agreement (Entente cordiale).

January: ‘Bloody Sunday’ massacre initiates revolutionary
unrest in Russia.

March: Tangier Incident opens First Moroccan Cirisis.

1906

1908

1909

1910

1911

1912

1913

January: Anglo-French military discussions begin.

January-April: Algeciras Conference on Morocco.

February: HMS Dreadnought launched.

_]une—()ct()ber: Second Hague Peace Conference.

August: Anglo-Russian Entente.

February: German Naval Law.

October: Austria-Iungary annexes Bosnia~Herzegovina.

March: British naval estimates (four plus four dread-
noughts). Secret agreement between German and
Austro-Hungarian General Staffs. German ultimatum to
Russia ends Bosnia annexation crisis.

June: Bethmann IHollweg replaces Billow as German
Chancellor.

Russian army reorganisation.

November: Wilhelm II meets Nicholas 11 at Potsdam.

July-November: Second Moroccan (Agadir) Crisis.

September (until October 1912): Italo-Turkish War.

January: Poincaré becomes French Prime Minister.

February: Haldane Mission.

March: Serb-Bulgarian treaty begins formation of Balkan
League (Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece, Montenegro).

June: German Navy and Army Laws.

July: Austro-Hungarian Army Law.

October: First Balkan War begins (Balkan League vs
Turkey).

November: Adriatic port crisis. Anglo-French consultation
agreement (Grey-Cambon letters).

December: Ambassadorial Conference opens in London.
Potsdam “War Council’.

January: Poincaré elected French President.

April-May: Scutari Crisis.

May: London Treaty ends First Balkan War.

June-July: Second Balkan War (Bulgaria vs Serbia,
Montenegro, Greece, Romania, Turkey).

July/August: Passage of German Army Law and French
Three-Year Law.

August: Bucharest Treaty ends Second Balkan War.

October: Austro-Hungarian ultimatum to Serbia over
Albanian frontier.

November (to January 1914): Liman von Sanders affair.

X1



1914

January: Franco-Russian railway loan agreement.

March: German—Russian press war.

June: Anglo-Russian naval discussions.

28 June: Sarajevo assassinations.

5=6 July: German “blank cheque’ to Austria-Hungary.

7 July: Russian ‘Great Programme’ becomes law.

20-3 July: French state visit to Russia.

23 July: Austro-Hungarian ultimatum to Serbia.

25 July: Serbian reply and mobilisation. Austria-Hungary
breaks off relations.

26 July: Russia begins pre-mobilisation measures. British
conference proposal.

28 July: Austria-Hungary orders partial mobilisation and
declares war on Serbia. Wilhelm II proposes halt in
Belgrade.

29 July: Bombardment of Belgrade. German warnings to
Russia and France. British warning to Germany. German
neutrality bid. Nicholas II authorises partial mobilisa-
tion.

29-30 July: Bethmann Hollweg attempts to restrain
Austria-=Hungary.

30 Julv: French attempt to restrain Russia. Nicholas II
authorises general mobilisation.

31 July: Russia begins general mobilisation. Germany
declares state of danger of war and sends ultimata to
Russia and France.

| August: Germany declares war on Russia. French and
German general mobilisations. Anglo-German “mis-
understanding’.

2 August: Germany invades Luxemburg and sends ultima-
tum to Belgium. British Cabinet decides to protect
French coast and Belgian neutrality.

3 August: Germany invades Belgium and declares war on
France. Italy proclaims neutrality.

4 August: Britain declares war on Germany.

6 August: Austria-IHungary declares war on Russia.
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Introduction

As this study was being written, images of Sarajevo flickered
nightly across Western television screens, and commentators
recalled that events there eighty years ago had started a world war.
Although global politics in the 1990s have so far been less per-
ilous than in the early twentieth century, with the break-up of the
familiar framework provided by the Soviet-American Cold War
they may not remain so. The most likely future is one of a return
to a world of several competing Great Powers, manoecuvring in a
hazardous environment of ethnic conflict, rivalry for markets and
resources, and armaments races. Il this happens, it will be more
relevant than ever to examine why the pre-1914 Balkan tension
so disastrously escalated.

What follows aims to introduce the student and the general
reader to the vast historical literature on the origins of the First
World War. It deliberately avoids a narrative account, which can
easily be found elsewhere [9; 25; 27], although the principal
events appear in the Chronology. The first four chapters focus on
the July Crisis of 1914, examining the contribution made to it by
cach government, though setting the decision-making within a
longer-term context. The fifth chapter is more general and inter-
pretative. The Conclusion looks ahead to the decisions taken after
the war broke out, which turned it into a long and devastating
total conflict.



k Austria—Hungary and Serbia

The First World War began over a local war, launched by the Dual
Monarchy of Austria-Hungary against Serbia. The local war led
almost instantaneously to a confrontation between the two blocs
into which the six European Great Powers were divided (see
Map 1). The Triple Alliance, dating from 1882, linked Austria—
Hungary with Germany and Italy. The Triple Entente was based
on the Franco-Russian Alliance, formed in 1891-4, with which
Britain normally co-operated. Although Italy opted to stay neutral,
Germany encouraged Austria—Hungary to attack Serbia, and was
willing to risk and fight a general war rather than settle the issue
peacefully. Russia was prepared to fight the Triple Alliance rather
than see Serbia crushed; France to fight rather than repudiate its
alliance with Russia; and Britain to fight rather than see France
overwhelmed.

The Austro-Serb conflict was triggered by the murders of the
Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo, the capital of
Bosnia, on 28 June 1914. Bosnia was part of Austria~Iungary,
which was ruled by the Habsburg dynasty, and the Archduke was
the heir to the throne. In an ultimatum on 23 July the govern-
ment in Vienna accused Serbia of harbouring terrorist organisa-
tions that aimed to deprive the Habsburgs of Bosnia and their
other territories inhabited by South Slavs. Serbian officials, it
alleged, had helped organise the assassinations. Besides the pun-
ishment of those implicated, it demanded that anti-Habsburg
publications and organisations should be suppressed, anti-
Habsburg books and teachers eliminated from the schools,

“suspect officers and civil servants purged, and that Austrian repre-
sentatives should take part in a judicial inquiry. The Serbian reply,
on 25 July, unequivocally rejected only the last point, and

accepted almost all even of the ultimatum’s most extreme,

requirements [3: nos 37, 72]. None the less, Austria—Hungary at
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once broke off diplomatic relations, declared war on 28 July, and
bombarded the Serbian capital, Belgrade, on the following day.

If the assassinations had not taken place, or if the ultimatum
had been accepted unconditionally, there would have been no
Austro-Serb war in the summer of 1914. We need to look at
Serbia’s responsibilities under these two heads. The Sarajevo con-
spirators — including Gavrilo Princip, who fired the fatal shots —
were Bosnian Serbs and therefore Habsburg subjects. They
belonged to a revolutionary movement, Young Bosnia, which
indeed aimed to liberate Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, and
Slovenia from Austro-Hungarian rule (see Maps 1 and 2). It was
true that Serbian officers and officials had given them bombs and
revolvers in Belgrade and helped them cross the frontier. The
problem was that the Serbian Government did not control its own
intelligence services. Colonel Dimitrijevic, or ‘Apis’, the military
intelligence chief, was also leader of the Black Hand, an under-
ground organisation dedicated to uniting all Serbs. He appears to
have viewed Franz Ferdinand (mistakenly) as the head of the
Austro-Hungarian war party, and hoped by removing him to
hinder an attack. He had not consulted the Prime Minister,
Nikola Pasi¢, and there was bitter enmity between the two men.
When Pasi¢ learned of the operation, he foresaw that it might
provoke a war rather than prevent one, but it was difficult for him
to repudiate it. He sent an ambiguous warning, which the
Austrians failed to understand, and the security surrounding
Franz Ferdinand’s visit was lax [162; 163; 165].

Research into the tangled history of the assassinations has
confirmed that the Serbian authorities must bear much of the
blame. In addition, although Pasi¢ and his Ministers toned down
their reply on Russian advice, they were resolved to fight rather
than completely submit, and if the Austrians insisted on a war
they would be given one. But although both Apis and Pasic
regarded an eventual showdown as inevitable, neither wanted it
now. Serbia had only a tenth of Austria-Hungary’s population. In
the Balkan Wars of 1912-13 it had doubled its size, but for the
moment its conquests were a liability that needed to be gar-
risoned against guerrilla resistance. Casualties had been heavy,
there were shortages of shells and rifles, and the treasury was
empty. Rejecting the ultimatum was a desperate gesture of
defiance [28: ch. 3].

[4%]



It was the Austrians rather than the Serbs who wished to force
the issue. Because they knew a Balkan war was almost certain to
expand into a wider conflict, it is extremely unlikely that they
would have started one without the assurance on 5-6 July of
German support, the so-called ‘Potsdam blank cheque’. Once
they had it, however, their Joint Council of Ministers agreed 1o
impose ‘such stringent demands ... that will make a refusal almost
certain, so that the road to a radical solution by means of a mili-
tary action should be opened’ [3: no. 9]. To understand the
Austrians’ conduct we must consider both the Balkan and the
European dimensions of their predicament, and how they came
to harden their minds against moderation.

Under Ottoman Turkish rule for centuries, Bosnia and
Herzegovina had been administered by Austria-Hungary since
1878, and annexed by it, causing an international crisis, in 1908,
with the aim of blocking South Slav unification. In fact, the
annexation intensified unrest. Young Bosnia and the Black Hand
were formed in reaction, attacks began on Habsburg officials, and
in 1913 the military governor suspended the Bosnian assembly,
Violence was sporadic, however, and most of the popu]atin-n
remained indifferent [164]. The South Slav problem caused such
anxiety less because of the situation on the ground than because
of the Dual Monarchy’s peculiar internal make-up and the threat
of outside intervention. Under the Ausgleich, or ‘Compromise’, of
1867, the two halves of the Monarchy shared a ruler — Franz
Joseph was Austrian Emperor and King of Hungary — but had sep-
arate governments, parliaments, and budgets. The dominant
nationalities (German-speakers in the Austrian half and Magyars
in the Hungarian) accounted together for less than one in two of
the total population. By 1914 conflict between Czechs and
Germans had stalemated the Austrian legislature and the author-
ities ruled by decree. In Hungary the Magyars kept control only by
discriminating against minorities such as the Croats and
Romanians, who were increasingly alienated [64]. The drive for
national self-determination seemed one of the dominating trends
of modern European history, and it was natural to assume that a
South Slav breakaway would set the dominoes tumbling.

Yet in 1914 there were still few demands for indc"p(rnﬂcn ce, and
the army and civil service remairied loyal. The real problem was
that to domestic vulnerability was added the collapse of the
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Habsburgs’ Balkan predominance. A coup in 1903 had brought a
new and more independent dynasty to the Serbian throne. The
Serbs now sought loans and artillery from Paris rather than
Vienna. When Austria—Hungary retaliated by boycotting their
exports (chiefly livestock), in the ‘pig war’ of 1906-11, they found
alternative markets. In the crisis of 1908-9 Vienna threatened
invasion, forcing the Serbs to drop their objections to the annex-
ation and to promise good behaviour, but Belgrade continued to
encourage separatism. During the Balkan Wars of 1912-13 there
were further clashes, the Austrians insisting on the creation of a
new state of Albania to limit Serbia’s gains. This failed to compen-
sate for the virtual expulsion from Europe of Turkey, which had
previously served as a counterbalance, especially as in 1913-14
Romania, which had secretly been allied to Austria-Hungary and
Germany since 1883, abandoned the alliance in all but name and
became another potential enemy [61; 71].

The danger was made acute by the Dual Monarchy’s isolation
among the Great Powers. For a decade after an agreement made
in 1897 Vienna and St Petersburg had co-operated in maintaining
the Balkan status quo, but relations never recovered from the
Bosnian crisis, during which Austria-ITungary and Germany brow-
beat the Russians into abandoning the Serbs. In the run-up to
1914 the Austrians faced a Russian build-up on their north-
eastern frontier and the possibility that a new Balkan League,
similar to that established against Turkey with Russian backing in
1912, would be created against them. But after the formation of
the Triple Entente France and Britain were unlikely to back
Austria-Hungary against Russia, and Italy, supposedly an ally, was
unreliable. Italy had been unified in the nineteenth century at
Austria’s expense, and there were still Italians under Habsburg
rule. Rome and Vienna jockeyed for advantage in the Balkans,
and were competitors in an Adriatic naval race. Finally, even from
Germany there was no consistent diplomatic support [62; 71].

Austrian leaders preferred to settle crises peacefully, but the
belief was growing that force was unavoidable. Economic pressure
against Serbia was counterproductive, and promises of good
behaviour were worthless. General Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf,
who as Chief of the General Staff (CGS) was responsible for war
planning, was the longeststanding advocate of a military solution,
and experience in the Balkan Wars seemed to vindicate him. The
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Foreign Minister, Count Berchtold, tried at first to coordinate
with the other Powers his response to the upheaval. He became
disillusioned, and in crises with Serbia’s ally, Montenegro, over
Scutari in April-May 1913 and with Serbia itself over the Albanian
eastern frontier in October, he found that unilateral threats were
a better means of getting his way. But calling out extra troops to
support his demands was extremely expensive and demoralised
the conscripts. Conrad argued that a short, sharp war would be
preferable to endless alerts. By the autumn of 1913 Berchrold
probably agreed with him, but there was no advance decision to
provoke a conflict and in June 1914 the Foreign Ministry was
looking for German co-operation in a new diplomatic offensive
[61; 63; 66; 71].

It was therefore Sarajevo and the blank cheque that made mili-
tary action the immediate preference. Franz Ferdinand’s death
eliminated the man who had been Conrad’s most consistent
critic. It removed most of Berchtold’s and Franz Joseph’s remain-
ing reservations about going to war, and supplied a convenient
pretext. The Hungarian Premier, Istvin Tisza, however, still

opposed using force, and even Conrad recognised that in view of

the risk of Russian involvement there must be German backing. A
pro-war consensus had not been completely established when the
head of Berchtold's personal office at the Foreign Ministry, the
hawkish diplomat Count Hoyos, was sent on the crucial mission to
Germany with letters from his chief and from Franz Joseph that
strongly hinted at war.against Serbia without explicitly advocating
it. But Germany’s emphatic response settled the matter for most
of the Monarchy's leaders, even though Tisza held out until
mid-July. He was won over partly by the fear that unless
Austria-Hungary acted it would never receive such support again.
He was assured that Romania would not attack and that Serbian
territory would be assigned to Albania and Bulgaria in order to
minimise the additional Slav population brought into the
Monarchy. From now on the Austro-Hungarian authorities barely
hesitated in their drive towards hostilities [65; 68; 69].

Their decision originated from the developing confrontation
with the South Slavs over the previous decade and the shift in the
Balkan balance against Vienna since 1912, as well as in underlying
fears about international isolation and internal decay. But the
assassinations themselves were indispensable as a catalyst. There
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were grounds for saying that the circumstances were favourable,
given that Serbia and Montenegro were exhausted and Ttaly and
Romania likely at least not to oppose the Monarchy and possibly
even to side with it. Conrad had been told that the German
General Staff was confident of victory over France, and he
expected (wrongly) a German supporting offensive against Russia
[67]. At Tisza’s insistence, morcover, the Habsburg leaders had
worked out in advance what they would do with a Balkan victory.
Yet the conclusion is inescapable that there was a fatalistic irre-
sponsibility in their decision-making, and the near certainty of
war with Russia was accepted without proper consideration of the
alternatives or the implications being thought through. After
years of provocation, patience snapped [70: ch. 3].




2 Germany and the Blank
Cheque

Far from being a stooge of its stronger ally, Austria-Hungary was
an ind(‘pendeﬁl Power whose initiative was indispensable. None
the less, a German veto would probably have halted it in its tracks,
steering it back towards less draconian demands that Serbia and
Russia could swallow. But when Hoyos arrived at Potsdam on
5 July, the Emperor Wilhelm II advised him, as reported by the
Austro-Hungarian Ambassador, that Vienna should take ‘warlike
action’ and ‘march into Serbia’. Russia was unprepared and
would ‘think twice’ about fighting, but if it did intervene
‘Germany, our old faithful ally, would stand at our side’. On 6 July
Wilhelm’s Chancellor (the head of his government), Theobald
von Bethmann Hollm:g, confirmed that Germany recommended
‘immediate action’ against Serbia, and that ‘whatever way we
decide, we may always be certain that we will find Germany at our
side’ [3: nos 6, 8].

For most of the crisis the Germans stuck to this line. Knowing
in advance the substance of the ultimatum, they pressed the
Austrians to deliver it without delay, and then for an early declara-
tion of war. British mediation proposals were forwarded to Vienna
with advice not to co-operate [3: nos 95, 96]. Only on 29-30 July
was there a shortlived effort by Bethmann to hold Austria—
Hungary back. By this stage Russia’s military preparations were
becoming alarming. and warnings were delivered to St Petershurg
and Paris. But the Russians mobilised their forces regardless, and
on 31 July Germany issued an ultimatum to them to desist, with
one to France requiring its neutrality in a Russo-German conflict.
As neither demand was accepted Berlin declared war on Russia
and France on 1 and 3 August respectively, setting in motion its
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war plan, the Schlieffen—Moltke Plan, which envisaged invading
Belgium and Luxemburg in order to outflank French defences.
After the Germans sent an ultimatum to Belgium to allow the
passage of troops and ignored a British ultimatum to respect
the country’s independence, on 4 August Britain, too, entered the
war.

The German Government unquestionably desired and encour-
aged an Austro-Serb conflict. In the end it initiated war against
Russia and France, although alleging that Russian mobilisation
had provoked it. Finally, rather than modify its plan of campaign,
it reluctantly accepted hostilities with Britain, opening a conflict
that spread far beyond Europe’s shores. These distinctions
between the local, Continental, and global stages of escalation
must be kept in mind when approaching the problem of respons-
ibility. In the notorious ‘war-guilt clause’, Article 231 of the 1919
Treaty of Versailles, the victorious Powers justified their claim for
reparations by asserting that the world war had been ‘imposed
upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies’. As the
struggle over reparations poisoned international politics for the
next decade, the war-guilt controversy was not only intensely
emotive but acutely topical. During the 1920s the German
Foreign Ministry orchestrated a counter-offensive, subsidising
books and journals that set out the ‘revisionist’ or anti-Versailles
case, and a rradition of ‘patriotic self-censorship’ led most
German historians to co-operate [17; 50: pp. 262-301; 126]. More
extreme revisionists alleged that Germany had simply been
defending itself against aggressive encirclement by the Triple
Entente; more moderate ones that all the Powers had been
victims of the international system. In the widely cited words of
the wartime British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, ‘The
nations slithered over the brink into the boiling cauldron of war’
[B5ivol-lpab2)

Even after the Second World War, revisionism was widely
accepted within Germany and to some extent outside, a commit-
tee of French and German historians agreeing in 1951 that ‘the
documents do not permit attributing [sic] a premeditated desire
for a European war on the part of any government or people in
1914° [19: p. 64]. 1939 could be blamed on the Nazis, whom the
leading German historians represented as a hizarre, aberrant phe-
nomenon, out of keeping with national traditions. But if Germany
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had been the aggressor in 1914 as well, it would seem (o be a per-
manent danger to European peace, and should be kept divided
indefinitely. These considerations help explain the ferocious reac-
tion when revisionism was challenged by Professor Fritz Fischer,
and in response to that reaction the ‘Fischer thesis’ itself became
more radical [17; 107; 126; 132].

Fischer’s first major study was later translated into English as
Germany’s Aims in the First World War, but its original title of Griff
nach der Weltmacht (‘Grasp for World Power’) better conveys its
flavour. The German edition appeared in 1961, the year of the
building of the Berlin wall [115]. Its theme was less the origins of
the 191418 war than Germany’s ‘war aims’ during it, and its most
striking revelation was the ‘September Programme’ of aims
approved by Bethmann Hollweg on 9 September 1914. This and
other documents showed that Germany had wanted a chain of
buffer states (including Belgium in the west and Russia’s Polish
and Baltic provinces in the east) under its economic and military
control. It had also sought a worldwide system of naval bases, a
colonial empire in Central Africa, and a customs union (known as
Mitteleuropa) embracing Central and Western Europe. The object-
ive was permanent security in west and east and a comparable ter-
ritorial base to those of the emerging “World Powers’ of the
British Empire, Russia, and the USA, with whom the future was
thought to lie.

Two aspects of Fischer’s portrayal were especially controversial.
First, he believed that there was an expansionist consensus among
the German elites, and that victory abroad was intended to con-
solidate the established order at home. He assumed the ‘primacy
of domestic policy’ or Primat der Innenpolitik: that foreign policy
was principally determined by internal political goals. This chal-
lenged the prevailing assumption in German historical writing of
the ‘primacy of external policy’ or Primat der Aussenpolitik: that
foreign policy was principally determined by factors such as geog-
raphy and the balance of power, and the highest purpose of the
state was to pursue external objectives [107]. Characteristic was
Fischer’'s tendency to minimise the differences between the civil-
ian leaders, such as Bethmann, and the military chiefs. It brought
him into conflict with the senior historian of the previous genera-
tion, Gerhard Ritter, who had stressed the military’s dangerous
independence and irresponsibility [135; 136]. Fischer may have
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overstated his case, but he made it impossible to continue viewing
Bethmann as a well-meaning ‘good German’ who did his best to
avoid war,

More provocative still was Fischer’s assertion of the continuity
of German history. As well as hinting at parallels between
Germany’s ambitions in the First World War and in the Second,
he drew parallels between the 1914—18 war aims and Weltpolitik, or
‘world policy’, the new course taken by Berlin's foreign policy in
the 1890s. He showed that publicists and officials had already
been interested in Miiteleuropa and Central Africa before war
broke out, with the implication that 1914 was a case of premedi-
tated aggression rather than a defensive response to encirclement
[16, 2nd edn: ch. 5; 116]. Yet his initial assessment of the July
Crisis itself, while firmly anti-revisionist, was measured. All the
Powers bore blame, but ‘as Germany willed and coveted the
Austro-Serbian war and, in her confidence in her military superi-
ority, deliberately faced the risk of a conflict with Russia and
France, her leaders must bear a substantial share of the historical
responsibility for the outbreak of general war’ [115: p. 86].

Fischer's War of [llusions, in contrast, appearing in German in
1969 and in English translation in 1975, alleged that Sarajevo was
seized on as a pretext to launch a pre-planned Continental offens-
ive [117: pp. 470, 515]. It assigned a pivotal position to the
Potsdam ‘War Council” of 8 December 1912, convened by
Wilhelm at a moment in the First Balkan War that prefigured the
circumstances of July 1914. Serbian troops had driven through
Turkish territory to the Adriatic, defying Austrian objections to a
Serbian sea outlet. Bethmann had announced that if Austria—
Hungary imposed its will and Russia intervened. Berlin would
support Vienna. The British then warned that if fighting spread to
Western Europe they would assist France, and Wilhelm, incensed,
called ar Porsdam for immediate war against the Triple Entente.
The Chief of the General Staff (CGS), Helmuth von Moltke the
vounger, agreed, but the Navy Secretary, Alfred von Tirpitz, said
he needed another eighteen months. The idea of fighting now
was dropped — and in fact Serbia had already decided to give way
[137; 138].

Fischer, however, portrayed the War Council as deciding not to
reject European war but to defer it, and to prepare the co{lntry in
the meantime. As evidence he cited the massive army bill of 1913,
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attempts to ready public opinion, financial precautions, and
efforts to win Balkan allies and secure British neutrality. He docu-
mented the breakthrough of a radical Right that called for a more
aggressive and authoritarian regime. The Reich was headed into a
cul-de-sac, checked by the Triple Entente abroad and beset by
rising opposition at home. Increasingly, thoughts turned to viol-
ence, domination of the Continent being the precondition for
renewed expansion worldwide [117: chs 9-19].

The ‘Fischer controversy’ overturned the orthodoxy of the
1950s without any one view replacing it, and Fischer has rightly
claimed that it helped democratise not only the historical profes-
sion but German society generally [119]. The interpretation of
the July Crisis in his first book, however, has won much wider
acceptance than that in his second. We must now examine more
closely the domestic and external influences on German policy,
before reconsidering the origins of the blank cheque.

Professor Arno Mayer has highlighted the persistence of the
pre-French Revolution ancien régime (‘old regime’) in the social
structures and modes of thought of early wwentieth-century
Europe [34]. The founding statesman of the German Empire,
Otto von Bismarck, had tried to base autocracy on consent. The
lower chamber of parliament, the Reichstag, was elected by adult
male suffrage, and its approval was needed for legislation and
budgets. But it lacked the power to initiate either, or to hold
ministers responsible. Wilhelm appointed and dismissed the
Chancellor, and could run foreign policy with little consultation.
In addition, Bismarck had set precedents for using foreign suc-
cesses as a means of capturing domestic support. Since Fischer a
number of historians have seen 1914 as another such ‘flight
forward’ (Flucht nach vorn) out of a domestic impasse [144].

This view has rightly been criticised. Volker Berghahn has
pointed out that there is no a priori reason to give precedence o
internal or external factors in explaining foreign policy: both con-
tribute, although the balance between them varies. At the wrn of
the century internal factors were arguably uppermost. France and
Russia were at loggerheads with Britain, and Germany was not
much threatened abroad. Welipolitik, the brainchild of Wilhelm IT
and a new generation of advisers, sought to assert Berlin’s
influence globally. It was supported by the Navy Laws of 1898 and
1900, designed to create a powerful battlefleet. The aim was to
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put pressure on Britain and win commercial opportunities and
territory, but also to smooth out the business cycle through naval
building and to unite the monarchy’s supporters [105; 129].

Weltpolitik failed spectacularly on almost every count, and by the
last years before 1914 Germany’s international position had
greatly deteriorated. The authorities’ internal difficulties had also
worsened, but not so seriously, and certainly less than in
Austria—Hungary where domestic pressures alone caused the drift
to war. After Britain launched HMS Dreadnought in 1906 and a
new era opened of all-big-gun battleships, the German naval
budget far exceeded expectations, and arguments over financing
it divided the pro-government parties [105; 120]. The opposition
Social Democratic Party, or SPD, became the largest grouping in
the Reichstag in 1912. Despite its rhetoric, it was not a revolution-
ary organisation, but it did want greater democracy and in
1913-14 was debating using mass strikes in order to get it [108].
On the other hand, the extreme nationalism of the Pan-German
League was infecting the more mainstream right-wing parties,
which were now attacking Wilhelm in person. Yet Bethmann was
distrustful of the Right and discouraged talk of coups d’état and
preventive war. The latter, he told the Bavarian representative in
Berlin in June 1914, would benefit socialism and might ‘topple a
few thrones’ [123: p. 171]. There is little evidence that domestic
calculations prompted the blank cheque.

On the other hand, testimony is abundant that the external
situation was causing grave concern. Its outstanding features were
diplomatic isolation and an arms race, against a backdrop of
mounting tension. In 1902 Italy secretly agreed with France to stay
neutral in a war between the two alliances, possibly even if France
started the fighting. Britain made ententes, or spheres-of-
influence agreements, with France in 1904 and Russia in 1907,
alleviating the three Powers’ extra-European differences. In the
Moroccan Crisis of 1905-6 the German Government hoped that it
could profit from Russia’s defeats in the Far East in order to
weaken both the Anglo-French Entente and the Franco-Russian
Alliance by obstructing France’s efforts to gain control of
Morocco. But Britain gave France diplomatic support and agreed
to secret staff talks, and in the Bosnian Crisis it co-operated with
Russia. By the time Bethmann became Chancellor in 1909 the
German leaders were openly complaining of ‘encirclement’, and
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he considered that ‘to split up the coalition directed against us’
was his highest priority in foreign policy [117: p. 63].

At the Potsdam summit meeting in 1910 Bethmann tried to
improve relations with Russia by agreeing on spheres of influence
in Asia, but the détente broke down after the first Balkan War. In
the winter of 1913-14 the two Powers clashed when Germany
strengthened its military mission in Turkey, General Liman von
Sanders being designated to command the Ottoman army corps
stationed at the Dardanelles. The Russians regarded the Turkish
Straits as a vital artery, through which they sent nearly half their
exports, and although a compromise was reached relations
remained strained [149: ch. 4; 150]. In discussions with Britain,
meanwhile, in 1909-12, Bethmann offered to slow down the naval
expansion in exchange for a pledge of neutrality in a Continental
conflict, which London refused. Anglo-German relations
improved in 1912-14, but after the von Sanders affair the
Russians wanted more support from Britain, which agreed to
secret naval discussions. The news was leaked to the German
Embassy, but when questioned in the House of Commons in June
1914 the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, appeared to deny
the talks’ existence, thus undermining Berlin’s confidence in his
good faith. Bethmann'’s efforts to break out of encirclement by
diplomacy were making little headway.

Still more ominous was the emergence of an inter-bloc arms
race. During the first decade of the century the pace of change in
the big four Continental armies — in Germany, Austria-Hungary,
Russia and France - was slow. The Anglo-German naval rivalry was
the most dynamic in Europe. Tirpitz’s 1908 Navy Law raised the
German construction tempo to four new dreadnought battleships
or battlecruisers each year. In 1909-10 Britain retaliated by laying
down eight, and from then on kept consistently ahead. Meanwhile,
however, the Russian army was being reorganised in 1910, acceler-
ating its mobilisation, and under the impact of the Second
Moroccan, or Agadir, Crisis in 1911 the French army speeded up
reform and the Germans correctly judged it to be more willing to
fight. In the Riistungswende, or ‘armaments turning-point’, of 1912,
Berlin reorientated its priorities. Naval construction dropped back
to two new dreadnoughts annually, while the army was notably
expanded. The Austrians also passed an army bill, and rivalry on
land between the two alliances now dominated the scene [52].
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The Balkan Wars intensified this trend. Their outcome meant
that in any future Furopean conflict Austria=Hungary would be
obliged to send additional forces southwards and, therefore,
could give less help to Germany against Russia. Germany’s 1913
army law was intended to compensate. Previously the Berlin War
Ministry had objected that expansion would mean recruiting
more middle-class (rather than aristocratic) officers and more
working-class (rather than peasant) soldiers. That such argu-
ments were set aside shows how the German leaders were now
more worried about the military balance than about democratisa-
tion [120]. Furthermore, the law was financed by a capital levy
that was opposed by the Conservatives but supported by the SPD,
which had voted against the army bill itself. There was no short-
age of wealth in Germany, but the authorities were nearing the
limits to rearmament because of disagreements over how to pay
for it [113; 114]. Yet, meanwhile France had responded to
Germany’s law by passing one to extend its own military service
from two years to three. In January 1914 it agreed with Russia on
a 2500 million franc loan, in return for which the Russians would
build over 5000 kilometres of strategic railways by 1918, further
accelerating their deployment. Finally, in July the Russian
Parliament approved the ‘Great Programme’, which would
enlarge the tsarist standing army by 40 per cent over three years.
And, unlike Germany, Russia was feeling little financial strain
[101; 151;152].

The German war plan, the brainchild of Alfred von Schlieffen,
CGS in 1890-1905, and subsequently modified by Moltke,
assumed that a European war would be fought on two fronts.
Plans for a first offensive to the east were shelved in 1913, it being
thought that the best chance of victory was to overwhelm the
French before the more slowly gathering Russians could threaten
Berlin [134]. But Russia’s 1910 reorganisation and the projected
railway improvements, as well as the diversion of Austrian forces
to the Balkans, would magnify the dangers entailed in leaving the
eastern frontier exposed. The Germans barely outnumbered even
the French army, and in 1913 a law was passed to reinforce the
Belgian one, threatening Moltke's hopes of sweeping through
Belgium after capturing the crucial railway junction at Liége
within the first seventy-two hours. Berlin seemed outmatched in
the arms race and destined to lose it, but in 1914 a last chance
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presented itself. Germany’s 1913 law had largely been imple-
mented, whereas its opponents’ measures would take full effect
only from 1917. The Three-Year Law may temporarily even have
damaged the French army, because it entailed calling up a higher
proportion of untrained recruits. In May or June Moltke told the
Foreign Minister, Gottlieb von Jagow, that victory was still possible
but in three years would not be, and Germany’s leaders should
seek an opportunity to start a preventive war. This does not mean
that the authorities in July 1914 were necessarily acting as Moltke
suggested, but when they entered the Sarajevo Crisis they had
been extensively briefed on the strategic trends [52; 117].

Moltke’s recommendation assumed that Germany could not
simply sit back and let the Triple Entente gain the advantage.
Unfortunately the final element in the international situation was
a general increase in tension and a sense of heightened danger.
The principal reason, apart from armaments, was the succession of
diplomatic crises, over Morocco in 1905-6 and 1911, the Balkans
in 1908-9 and 1912-13, and the Turkish Straits in 1913-14. Agadir
set off a chain reaction, prompting Italy to go to war with Turkey
in 1911 in order to seize Libya, and then the Balkan League to
attack the Turks in 1912, Either a scramble for the Otoman
Empire in Asia or a further Balkan flare-up loomed. Further con-
frontations were likely, while Bethmann’s diplomacy was failing
and the armaments ratio moving further against Berlin.

This does not mean that a premeditated decision was taken at
any time before Sarajevo to force a war. Fischer himself no longer
maintains that the War Council decided to start a conflict in eigh-
teen months’ time [119], and Professor John Rohl has suggested
that if there was such a decision it came in the spring or early
summer of 1914 [28: ch. 2]. The archival documentation (which,
admittedly, is incomplete) shows no line of continuous prepara-
tion from December 1912. The 1913 army bill had been agreed in
principle before the War Council met, and even afterwards was
not expanded by as much as Moltke wanted. The bill can be ade-
quately explained as a response to the Balkan Crisis and a precau-
tion against a possible European war, rather than proving an
intention to start one. It is true that Tirpitz asked at the Council
for time to complete the defences of the island of Helgoland and
the widening of the Kiel Canal.(so as to allow dreadhoughts to
pass between the North and Baltic Seas) and that the work was
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finished in June 1914. But the Navy Staff regarded Germany’s
numerical inferiority in warships as more important than the
Canal, and although a new construction bill was prepared after
the War Council it was quickly abandoned. There is no evidence
that the authorities were consistently working up public opinion
after December 1912 and, on the contrary, there is some evidence
that Bethmann tried to dampen down war fever [52; 117:
pp. 190-8, 268-70].

It is necessary to understand how the Berlin bureaucracy oper-
ated. Responsibility for co-ordination lay with Wilhelm, to whom
the military and naval chiefs had direct access without going via
the civilian ministers. But the Emperor was an erratic and incon-
sistent posturer, who was unequal to his task. It would be naive to
treat his outbursts at face value. Characteristically the War
Council included neither Bethmann nor the Foreign Minister,
and not even the War Minister, who were all informed about it
afterwards. Agencies such as the Navy Office and the General Staff
were capable of long-range planning, but it is questionable if this
was possible for the government as a whole [125].

All the same, it is obviously significant that the controllers of
the most formidable army in Europe were debating whether or
not to unleash it, and despite Bethmann's absence from the War
Council Wilhelm reported soon afterwards that the Chancellor
was no longer opposed in principle to hostilities [137: p. 665].
From December 1912, if not from even earlier, force was moving
to the forefront among the options under consideration, and by
the spring of 1914 it was more prominent still, due mainly to
anxiety about tsarist intentions. In March there was a press war,
German newspapers warning of the danger when St Petersburg
was ready in two to three years’ time, and Russian ones replying
that their country would not be intimidated into abandoning its
build-up. Moltke kept Wilhelm and Bethmann fully briefed on
military developments. Yet up until July plans were still under dis-
cussion for a programme of strategic railway building and a possi-
ble army reinforcement in 1916 (though the money was lacking),
which would make no sense if there was already a commitment to
an early strike [52; 141].

We may now return to the blank cheque. It was decided on in a
series of dispersed meetings when many prominent figures were
away on vacation. Wolfgang Mommsen has suggested that it
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resulted from a sudden convergence of views between leaders with
differing expectations and agendas [130]. Wilhelm started the
ball rolling by giving Hoyos his backing on 5 July, moved appar-
ently by sentiments of outrage and of monarchical solidarity,
although in the previous October he had already en(rouragc‘d
Conrad to attack the Serbs. He said that he expccted hostilities to
remain localised but that if Russia mobilised he would fight [3:
no. 6]. He repeated the last point to the armaments manufac-
turer, Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach, on the same day [117:
p- 478]. Moltke’s recent conversation with Jagow may mean that
the General Staff Chief, in contrast, would have wanted escala-
Fion, although he was among those who were out of town and not
involved in the deliberations. The most inscrutable case is that of
Bethmann, who with Jagow was responsible for handling the crisis
Whilc Wilhelm departed from 6 to 28 July on a Baltic cruise, The
Chancellor’s papers were destroyed in the Second World War, but
during the Fischer controversy extracts were published from the
diaries of his assistant, Kurt Riezler [109; 124; 127-8; 133]. They
suggested that Bethmann consciously risked a European blood-
bath, because of fear of losing Austria—-Hungary, exasperation
over the Anglo-Russian naval talks, and, above Ial], foreboding
about Russia. He was willing either for a Balkan blitzkrieg that
might break up the Triple Entente, or for Continental war while
the prospects still seemed favourable. More recently it has
become clear that the July 1914 entries are in a different format
I"rom. the rest of Riezler’s manuscript, and almost certainly were
rewritten after the event. Yet the picture given in them is partially
corroborated in other parts of the diaries themselves as well as by
documents of uncontested authen ticity drafted in the Chancellery
or the Foreign Ministry at the time [106: 109; 140]. In both ageni
cies it was agreed that the chances of containing the crisis
depended largely on what Russia would do. Taken tbgethcr, the
evidence suggests that the German leaders (probably apart from
Moltke) preferred and worked for a localised ‘Austro-Serb
conflict: which supports Fischer’s earlier rather than his later posi-
tion. Fischer is right to argue (see Chapter 4 below) that
Bethmann wished to avoid hoestilities with Britain, but both
Wilhelm and his Chancellor were willing to start a conflict with
Russia and France rather than back down. It is at best a half truth
to say that they did not ‘want’ war.
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The immediate reason for issuing the blank cheque was to back
Vienna. There was no need to give it under the terms of the
Austro-German Alliance of 1879 or the Triple Alliance of 1882,
both of which were defensive. Although in 1909 and 1912 the
Germans had promised to assist il Austria~Hungary were attacked
by Russia while using force against Serbia [67; 71], in the spring
and summer of 1913 they had discouraged hasty action. But since
then they had apparently come to fear that their ally might
abandon them or even disintegrate unless they supported it more
strongly [73: pp. 111, 117]. The two camps were sufficiently equal
for the Balkan balance of power to be crucial to that in Europe
generally, and apart from the bond between the ruling dynasties
and a shared Germanic culture, the Habsburg army was essential
to German strategy. If the Dual Monarchy broke up, its German-
speakers might have to be absorbed into Germany, which would
strengthen Catholic and decentralising tendencies against the
Protestant Hohenzollern dynasty. These considerations, as well as
hawred of subversion, were enough to justify supporting a
localised war, and the blank cheque was easier to give because it
scemed possible that Vienna would not cash it. But if it did, a
localised conflict would humiliate Russia and perhaps destroy the
Triple Entente; and in a Continental one at least Germany would
fight in the certainty that Austria-Hungary was at its side.
Although this interpretation stresses (with Fischer's critics) the
opportunist and defensive character of German policy, the Berlin
leaders had still embarked upon an extraordinarily dangerous
course, and only general European considerations, as well as
Balkan developments, can explain their willingness to do so.
Whether a decision to risk a Continental conflagration would
become a decision to start one now depended on their potential
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3 Russo-French Response

The Austro-German challenge confronted the powers of the
Triple Entente with the alternatives of letting Serbia be over-
whelmed or preparing for a European war. Although they
searched for a middle road, they quickly realised that they must
choose between the two evils and they opted for the latter. The
decision was first and foremost one for Russia, where the Council
of Ministers on 24 July and a Crown Council (chaired by Tsar
Nicholas II) on the following day agreed not to abandon
Belgrade. Diplomatic avenues would be explored, bul pre-
mobilisation preparations would begin on 26 July against both
Austria-Hungary and Germany, and, if necessary, Russia would
undertake a partial mobilisation against the Dual Monarchy.
Once it became clear that the two Central Powers meant business
there was a second period of debate, at the end of which Nicholas
ordered partial mobilisation on 29 July and altered this on the
30th to general mobilisation against both Berlin and Vienna, Day
One being the 31st. The reply was Germany’s ultimaturn.

Once again the regional considerations must be disentangled
from the broader ones. Russia was the Power with the biggest and
longest standing interest in what had come to be known as the
‘Eastern Question”: that of what would happen if the decay of the
Ottoman Turkish Empire in Europe and Asia turned into a col-
laps~. During the nineteenth century alone there had been Russo-
Turkish wars in 1806-12, 1828-9, 1853-6, and 1877-8, and the
other Powers were all more or less anxious that Turkish decline and
the consequent expansion of Russia and its Balkan protégés would
add dangerously to tsarist strength. Conversely, the need to counter-

balance German backing for Austria~Iungary in the region had
been a major reason for Russia’s‘entry into the alliance with France.
As 1914 approached, the Turkish decline seemed 1o be accelerating,
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the wars with Italy and the Balkan League intensified the pressure,
and deepening antagonism between Austria-Hungary and the
South Slavs in the Balkans and between Berlin and St Petersburg at
the Dardanelles featured among the consequences, None the less,
on the eve of war neither the Russians nor any of the other Powers
believed it in their interest to see what was left of the Turkish
Empire being partitioned between them [149; 153].

In addition, although Russian governments and public opinion
had for decades viewed the Eastern Question as being of central
importance, their stakes in it if considered objectively were
arguably too small to justify such concern. Russia’s markets and
investments in Serbia itself were minimal, although it is true that
the Balkans were seen as a protective screen between the Central
Powers and the Turkish Straits, where tsarist economic interests
were much more significant. Militarily, on the other hand, Serbia
and Montenegro, especially if combined with Romania, could
greatly assist Russia against Austria-Hungary. However, as Barbara

Jelavich has rightly argued, the Russians” commiunent cannot be

reduced to such cold-blooded calculations. They shared with
Serbia Orthodox Christianity and a Slavonic language. There was
a tradition of assisting the Balkan Slavs, and the Pan-Slav move-
ment claimed that Russia had a ‘historic mission’ to do so, to
which the government paid lip service [149: ch. 4; 154]. Yet there
was no treaty obligation, and over Bosnia in 1909 and Albania in
1912-13 Nicholas had advised Serbia and Montenegro to give
way. What made the difference this time?

Part of the answer is that the challenge was much more radical.
Previously Serbia’s independence had not been threatened, but
now, although the Austrians offered not to annex territory, they
appeared determined to overrun the country and reluctant to
negotiate. The Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Sazonov, told his
colleagues on 24 July that the aim was to make Serbia a de facio
protectorate, and if they acquiesced their Balkan influence would
‘collapse utterly’. But in addition the Ministers agreed that
behind Vienna stood Berlin, and that past moderation had
encouraged German aggression. Peace would best be protected
by firmness, but if firmness failed Russia must ‘make the sacrifices
required of her’ [155].

There had been a gradual breakdown in the conservative
alliance between the (Russian) Romanov and (Prusso-German)
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Hohenzollern dynasties. The rise of Pan-Slavism and of German
racist nationalism were partly to blame. Since the 1880s the
German authorities had obstructed loans to the Russian
Government (which instead came mainly from France), and the
1904 trade treaty between the two countries, which the Russians
thought unfavourable, was coming up for renewal. To the friction
caused by Germany’s support for Austria—Hungary was added the
new flashpoint at the Dardanelles, and not only did the Russians
remain loyal to the French alliance but they hoped to reinforce
their ties with Paris and London. As the arms race gathered
momentum both the von Sanders episode and the press war
strengthened their determination not to be bullied [12: ch. 4;
153].

The Russians felt that they must act, not simply protest, and it
was they who began the militarisation of the July Crisis. Yet all the
Powers understood that military precautions could be misinter-
preted as signalling an intention to fight. In November 1912, for
example, during the First Balkan War, Sazonov and the then
Prime Minister, Kokovtsov, had been horrified when Nicholas
consented to a partial mobilisation of the Kiev military district,
and had got the measure annulled as being too provocative
[27; 49: ch. 1]. Even after the delivery of the ultimatum in 1914
Germany and Austria-Hungary did litde to raise their prepared-
ness, hoping this would assist them to contain the conflict.
Unfortunately Kokovtsov had now been replaced by an elderly
non-entity, Goremykin, and Sazonov was increasingly inclined to
armed diplomacy, having considered occupying Turkish territory
during the von Sanders affair. He had already been contemplat-
ing mobilisation before the ultimatum arrived.

The terminology needs clarification. The standing armies of the
Continental Powers were composed of professional career soldiers
and of conscripts doing military service (which normally lasted
two or three years). Reservists were conscripts who had completed
their service but were still liable for call-up. Mobilisation meant
adding the reservists and bringing the units up to war strength
before transporting them to the frontiers, an operation known as
concentration. For Russia, as for every other Power except
Germany, neither mobilisation nor concentration were synony-
mous with war, as the soldiers could still be halted on the borders.
The aim of threatening partial mobilisation was to make Vienna
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back down. On the other hand, the pre-mobilisation measures
implemented against both Central Powers from 26 July included
cancelling leave, pre-positioning railway wagons, and purchasing
horses. If war resulted they would therefore speed up concentra-
tion not only against Austria~<Hungary but also against Germany,
and they set a clock ticking under the Schlieffen—-Moltke Plan
[26; 47: ch. 11].

The Russian measures dramatically accelerated the tempo of
the crisis and wrecked their antagonists’ localisation strategy.
German military intelligence soon detected them [141], and on
29 July Bethmann warned that if they continued Germany would
have to mobilise and European war could ‘scarcely’ be prevented:
on the same day news came of the bombardment of Belgrade.
These developments persuaded Sazonov that general war was
‘inevitable’, and there was no choice but to order general mobil-
isation. Nicholas still preferred the half-measure of a partial call-
up, but on the afternoon of 30 July Sazonov won him round.
Neither had illusions about what they were doing. Nicholas saying
that general mobilisation meant sending “thousands and thou-
sands of men to their deaths’ [3: nos 127, 136-7, 147; 53: p. 80].

Yet during the von Sanders affair the tsarist leaders had dis-
cussed war with Germany and agreed that it was not at that time
desirable. The General Staff wanted calm, to press on with re-
armament, and the Russians’ advantage, unlike Germany’s, was to
wait [52]. There are arguments for saying that they fought
because of misleading advice. Sazonov saw partial mobilisation as
a middle road, that might sway Vienna without provoking Berlin.
Jagow led him on by suggesting on the 27th that Germany could
tolerate a partial mobilisation, before reversing his position on 29
July [3: nos 103, 110, 138]. Janushkevich, the new and inexperi-
enced Chief of the General Stalf, at first failed to warn that railway
schedules had not been prepared for a partial call-up, which if
implemented would have left Russia dangerously exposed against
Germany. Later on, he joined the rest of the military in insisting
on a general measure. However, it is doubtful whether a middle
road ever existed. Bethmann’s warning on 29 July suggests that
even a continuation of the pre-mobilisation measures would have
driven Germany into war. If the Austrians were determined to
invade Serbia, Russia’s only real choice was whether or not to
resist by force. From the beginning the Council of Ministers was
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willing to do so it necessary, and by the time that Sazonov pressed
for general mobilisation he had decided that European war was
unavoidable [47: ch. 11; 155].

Two factors helped the Russians to take the plunge. First, it
seems that they expected their home front to hold. This was in
spite of the revolutionary movement that had followed defeat by
Japan, and a recent upsurge of working-class unrest, culminating
in July 1914 in a general strike in St Petersburg. The press sup-
ported Serbia, and the Interior Ministry advised that the peasants
would obey the call-up. Sazonov warned Nicholas that wnless he
assisted Belgrade he risked ‘revolution and the loss of his throne’
[12:.ch.4;.38: 157:.0.109].

Second, although the War and Navy Ministers reported that
their forces were unprepared, they agreed that firmness was the
best course. War was no longer inconceivable, as it had been at
the time of the Bosnian Crisis. The Russians knew that they were
stronger than the Austrians, and expected France to take
Germany's first blow. The French military were optimistic, and
the French civilians affirmed that Russia could count on them
[b1; 52].

This leads into the influence of Russia’s partners. Sazonov
believed that the British Navy was the best deterrent against
Germany, but he failed to get an early promise of London’s
support. This made it the more imperative to win French backing.
If Paris had held Russia back (as it did in 1909) it is unlikely that
St Petersburg would have acted alone, although its resentment
might have destroyed the alliance. In fact, as will be seen, partly
because the French Government was temporarily leaderless, the
Russians received their own version of a blank cheque.

The President of the Third Republic, Raymond Poincaré, and
the Prime Minister, René Viviani, were in St Petersburg [rom
20 to 23 July. Sarajevo was discussed and a warning to Austria—
Hungary considered, but the ultimatum was deliberately delivered
after their departure and the Germans tried to jam radio commu-
nications with the presidential vessel. Between the 23rd and
Poincarée’s and Viviani’s return to Paris on the 29th, contact with
them was poor and unreliable. However, far from inhibiting a
forceful Franco-Russian response to Austria—Hungary it instead
facilitated one, by allowing greater leeway to more subordinate
figures. During Poincaré’s and Viviani's absence from Paris the
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French War Minister and the CGS told the Russian military
attaché of their optimism about the prospects in a conflict and
reminded Russia of its pledges to attack Germany at once if war
erupted — which would rule out a partial mobilisation against the
Dual Monarchy. The Ambassador in St Petersburg, Maurice
Paléologue, told Sazonov before the 24 July Council of Ministers
that ‘France would not only give Russia strong diplomatic support
but would, if necessary, fulfil all the obligations imposed on her
by the alliance’ [3: no. 68].

If war was coming, Paléologue, like the French military, was
determined that Russia should attack as early as possible, and he
probably gave more unequivocal assurances than Poincaré and
Viviani would have done, as well as being slow to tell Paris about
what Russia was up to. After Poincaré and Viviani returned they
telegraphed on 30 July urging Russia to do nothing that might
make Germany mobilise, but the message arrived too late to halt
the general mobilisation decree. Strictly speaking, by not properly
consulting their partners the Russians could be said to have con-
travened the alliance, and the French could have used this pretext
to abandon them. Poincaré and Viviani were clear, however, that
rather than do so they would face war, and when Germany
required them to pledge neutrality they refused [99; 100; 102;
104].

If this seems paradoxical, it should be remembered why the
alliance was concluded in the first place: if Russia were beaten,
France alone would be hard pressed to defy German threats or to
repel a German invasion. In many ways Paléologue and the mili-
tary were simply following the trend of French policy since
Agadir, a leading theme of which was the “national reawakening’
or réveil national. Jean-Jacques Becker has underscored the limits
to the nationalist revival, which was most intense among the Paris
intellectual and political elite. Parliamentary elections in May—
June 1914 showed a swing to the Left. All the same, commentators
at the time believed that the réveil was real, and that government
policy reflected it [97].

One indication came in strategic planning, with the adoption
under the new CGS, General Joseph Joffre, of Plan XVII, under
which the French army would open a war by immediately invad-
ing German territory [51; 55]. Poincaré, who became Premier
and Foreign Minister in 1912, sought to rally national confidence
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and heighten military and diplomatic preparedness. Elected
President in the following vear, he retained a guiding influence
on external policy. It is not true that he wished to start a war in
order to recover Alsace-Lorraine, lost to Germany in 1871, None
the less, he did want to make the Triple Entente strong enough to
deter an attack, and to defeat one if deterrence failed. Arms were
sold and loans extended in the Balkans. Military contacts with
St Petersburg were stepped up, Russia having promised in 1911 to
attack Germany on Day 15 of mobilisation. The Three-Year Law
was not only an answer to Germany’s bill but was also needed to
complement Plan XVII and reassure Nicholas II. Although the
Franco-Russian Alliance, like the Austro-German one, was defens-
ive, in 1912 Poincaré apparently promised assistance to the
Russians if they were attacked by Germany because of involvement
in an Austro-Serb conflict. This undertaking paralleled Germany's
reinterpretation in 1909 of its commitment to Vienna, and set a
further precedent for 1914 [100-3].

French activism before Sarajevo helps explain why the Central
Powers felt so pressured. With the crucial exception of policy
toward Russia, however, the French were studiedly cautious
during the July Crisis. Joffre did not push for war, but he feared
being caught unprepared, and yet ministers resisted his pleas for
more precautions. Poincaré may have feared that the Three-Year
Law would soon be watered down because of the Left’s election
successes [101], but in general France like Russia had an interest
in postponing a showdown. There was therefore a fear of provok-
ing one unnecessarily, and there were two special reasons for
restraint. The first was public opinion, the new nationalism being
offset by the growth of the socialist vote, while the main trade-
union federation, the CGT, was committed to a general strike
against war. The government persuaded the socialists that France
was the victim of unprovoked aggression, and successfully
gambled that it need not arrest the ]eﬁ-wingerS who were listed as
potential saboteurs in the so-called ‘B note’ (Carnet B). The as-
sassination of the socialist leader Jean Jaurés by a royalist fanatic
on 31 July helped rally the CGT to the war effort [97].

The second reason for restraint was Britain. The French were
uncertain where it stood until the final stages, and to win Britain
over it was vital to appear the innocent party. For this reason Plan
XVII, unlike the Schlieffen—Moltke Plan, excluded an immediate
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invasion of Belgium. The French delayed reinforcing their fron-
tier, and on 30 July ordered their troops to stay ten kilometres
behind it, again with London in mind. Although they could not
force Britain to help them, they so managed the crisis as to raise
no obstacles to its doing so [55].
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4 Towards World War

We now come to Germany’s decision to start a Furopean war. It
came on 31 July, with the ultimata to St Petersburg and Paris and
the proclamation of the Kriegsgefahrzustand, or ‘Condition of
Danger of War’, a state of alert and preparation similar to Russia’s
pre-mobilisation measures, which was followed by general mobili-
sation on 1 August. In contrast to the blank cheque, this decision
followed three days of hesitation and debate, not least because it
was understood to mean hostilities not just against Russia and
France but almost certainly against Britain.

Events between 28 and 30 July exposed the superficiality of the
consensus among the German leaders established at the start of
the crisis. When Wilhelm returned from his cruise he tried to
back off. Early on the 28th he wrote to Bethmann that Serbia’s
reply removed all need for war, and suggested that the Austrians
should halt in Belgrade, just across the border, holding the city as
a guarantee that Serbia would honour its pledges. But Bethmann
had no intention of being so deflected, and in communicating
Wilhelm’s message he stripped it of much of its force, saying that
he did not wish to hold Vienna back so much as to avoid a world
war, and if one came anyway to make Russia seem to hlame. On
the 29th, however, he too changed tack, urging Austria-Hungary
to accept the “Halt in Belgrade” arrangement, which was now also
being proposed by Britain. Although Fischer has questioned his
sincerity there seems no reason to doubt it, and there are persua-
sive explanations of his behaviour [3: nos 112, 115, 180, 133].

The first was German public opinion. The authorities were in
contact with the SPD leaders, who were willing to accept mobilisa-
tion if the government did not repress them and St Petersburg
was clearly the aggressor [123].'Second, Marc Trachtenberg has
suggested that impending Russian partial mobilisation made
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Bethmann hesitate, but according to Jack Levy the principal
influence (and certainly the one the Chancellor cited to the
Austrians) was a belated warning from Sir Edward Grey on 29 July
that Britain would quickly intervene in a Franco-German conflict.
If Tevy is right, it would support Fischer’s insistence that the
Germans gave the blank cheque in a mistaken expectation of
British neutrality. This implies that an earlier British warning
might have led them to restrain Vienna while Russian prepara-
tions were less advanced and there was less pressure of time
[48; 53].

Anglo-German relations have remained among the most dis-
puted aspects of the crisis, and Luigi Albertini, among others,
condemned Grey for not acting sooner [9]. The evidence is con-
tradictory. Britain had supported France in both Moroccan
Crises, in the second via a public declaration in the July 1911
Mansion House Speech by the Chancellor of the Exchequer,
David Lloyd George. The ‘“War Council’ had followed another
warning that Britain would assist France in a struggle with
Germany. But since 1912 Anglo-German relations had improved,
and the Germans may have believed that the entente ties were
weakening. By the spring of 1914, Tirpitz, Jagow and the Foreign
Ministry’s chief British expert, Wilhelm von Stumm, were opti-
mistic that London might stay neutral. On the other hand,
Fischer’s critics have emphasised the depression caused in Berlin
by the Anglo-Russian naval discussions, which suggested that
encirclement was tightening its grip. A possible reconciliation
between these viewpoints may be that after moving away from its
partners Britain seemed about to move closer again, which
strengthened the case for resolving matters now. Furthermore,
Grey’s initial caution in the crisis probably encouraged German
illus:ions. He implied to the German Ambassador, Prince
Lichnowsky, that Britain would stay out of a war involving ‘four’
Continental Powers, and on 23 July Bethmann advised Wilhelm
that ‘it is improbable that England will immediately come into the
fray’ [127: p. 63]. By the 29th the Chancellor was confident
enough o make a crass neutrality bid, offering not to annex
Belgian territory (which was practically admitting that Germany
meant to invade) or French territory in Europe (though not over-
seas) if Britain kept out. The bid crossed with Lichnowsky's
telegram reporting Grey’s warning, on receiving which the
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Chancellor belatedly tried to put his diplomatic machine into
reverse gear [96; 142].

Like Poincaré’s and Viviani's appeal to Russia on 30 July,
Bethman'’s appeal to Austria-Hungary came very late in the day.
Turner and Trachtenberg have questioned the idea that it failed
because it was undermined by Moltke [53-4]. It is true that on
the 30th Moltke telegraphed to Conrad, urging him to mobilise
against Russia and saying Germany would do likewise. As Joffre
feared a Russian concentration against Austria—-Hungary, Moltke
feared an Austrian one against Serbia, which indeed was what
Conrad had already begun. Moltke’s action exceeded his author-
ity (though he may have had Wilhelm’s approval for it), and
made it easier for Berchtold to reject Bethmann’s pleas. But
before Berchtold’s reply arrived Bethmann had already decided
during the night of 30/31 July to call off his initiative, the chief
reason being the overwhelming evidence now arriving of French
and Belgian as well as Russian military measures, in the light of
which Moltke joined the War Minister, Erich von Falkenhayn, in
pressing for the Kriegsgefahrzustand. The Chancellor conceded
that there must be a decision in any event by midday on the
31st, but confirmation arrived that morning of Russia’s general
mobilisation, giving him the pretext that he needed to blame
St Petersburg and to carry the SPD [136; 141].

The preparations made by Belgium and the Entente Powers,
especially Russia, were the immediate reason for Germany’s
actions, This does not, however, vindicate Bethmann’s apologias
that Russian mobilisation had destroyed his peace initiative, that
the crisis had got out of control, and that no government had
wanted war. If Germany had stood by while its enemies got ready,
the Schlieffen-Moltke Plan would have become inoperable and it
would have had to choose between military suicide and diplo-
matic humiliation. But this was a dilemma that Berlin itself had
Pargely created. Although there were two days of conflict on
29-30 July while Bethmann requested delay until he could put
Russia in the wrong, there was much common ground between
civilians and military. Bethmann and Jagow were ignorant of the
details of the Schlieffen-Moltke Plan (including the seizure of
Liege), but they understood it in outline, and the pressure that
Germany would face once the Triple Entente started preparing.
War against Russia and France was a contingency they had
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reckoned with from the start. No German leader, on the other
hand, wanted war with Britain, although Moltke seems to have
been indifferent about whether London came in, As late as 1
August, the Chancellor and Wilhelm jumped at a report that Grey
was willing to stay aloof, and for a few hours they suspended the
march to the west, overriding the CGS’s protests. When the news
proved misleading, they let operations go ahead. This incident ~
the so-called ‘misunderstanding’” - demonstrates that the
Emperor and the civilians rather than the military were in charge;
but its outcome underlines that they too would accept the likeli-
hood of war with Britain in preference to doing nothing while
France and Russia armed [53; 91; 96].

If it is not true that the German authorities ‘lost control’ or
were dictated to by Moltke, they certainly displayed outstanding
incompetence. Having misjudged Russia’s commitment to Serbia
and Britain’s to France, they went to war with little idea of how to
defeat either Power. Even against France, it now seems that
although the General Staff expected early successes they were
unsure about whether a decisive victory was possible [121]. Nor
did the Germans think much about their war aims and about
exactly how using force would solve their difficulties. It is true that
Bethmann’s neutrality bid betrayed his interest in French
colonies, and on 31 July Wilhelm said that Russia must lose
Poland. African expansion and a Central European customs
union had been under consideration in the Chancellery since at
least 1912, although in January 1914 the government had agreed
that Germany’s existing customs tariffs were satisfactory [16, 1st
edn: chs 3, 5]. These straws in the wind, as well as the speed, once
hostilities broke out, with which work began on war aims, suggest
that Fischer is right to suppose that the government had some
idea of what it wanted, and the July Crisis was not simply a
preventive manoeuvre against encirclement. But this does not
mean that Germany went to war in a premeditated bid for World-
Power status, The decision-making in July was incremental and
reactive: first a decision to use the Sarajevo pretext to start a local
war and risk a Continental one; then a further decision to open
hostilities with Russia and France; and from this latter decision
the ultimatum to Brussels and the breach with London followed.
The German leaders felt that they were acting defensively against
encirclement and a deteriorating military balance, as well as
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propping up their ally. But their means of self-defence was artack,
and their solution to their problems, though still waiting to be
worked out, was Continental and global expansion.

Germany’s decisions meant there would be war -between the
Austro-German and Franco-Russian blocs. Of the two semi-
detached Powers Italy opted provisionally for neutrality, although
Austro-Hungary’s and Germany’s brinkmanship had been encour-
aged by their expectation that Italy might assist them [70: ch. 2;
148]. The Italian military and naval chiefs had recently made con-
tingency plans with their partners, but the Foreign Minister and
Premier, the Marquis di San Giuliano and Antonio Salandra, pre-
ferred, with the support of King Victor Emmanuel III, not to
implement them. Italy’s defensive obligations under the Triple
Alliance did not apply if Austria—-Hungary attacked Serbia, espe-
cially as Vienna had ignored its obligation under Article VII of the
treaty to agree with Italy on compensation before embarking on
Balkan operations. San Giuliano still offered to help in return for
Italian-speaking territory in the Trentino, but Vienna refused to

make promises. In any case, the Italians (who had ambitions of

their own in Albania), had no interest in seeing Habsburg power
grow, and they feared becoming a satellite of a victorious
Germany. They dreaded a war against the British fleet, which
could cut off their imports, take their colonies, and bombard
their cities. The Libyan war had stretched government finances
and halted rearmament, and there was severe social unrest. Given
all these reasons, it seemed wise for ltaly to stay out of the
conflict, at least until it was clearer which side would win. In May
1915, lured by offers of Austrian territory and expecting an early
victory, Rome finally declared war on Vienna, only to find that it
had signed up for three years of attrition [145-7].

Like the Italian Government, the British one did not feel bound
to intervene. Although Britain had signed the Treaty of London of
1839, guaranteeing Belgium’s independence, it was disputed
whether the United Kingdom was obliged to assist by force ol arms
if another signatory violated the guarantee, and on 29 July the
Cabinet agreed that any decision to help Belgium would be ‘rather
one of policy than legal obligation” [24: p. 36]. As for Britain’s rela-
tionships with France and Russia, the 1904 and 1907 ententes had

32

concerned extra-European disputes, although with France Britain
had also concluded a military cooperation agreement in 1911 and a
naval one in 1913, The former provided for up to six divisions of
the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to be shipped across the
Channel to fight alongside the French army. The second provided
that in wartime the French fleet would look after the western
Mediterranecan and the British the ecastern Mediterranean and the
English Channel east of the Isle of Wight, including the northern
French coast. But a secret exchange of letters between Grey and
the French Ambassador, Paul Cambon, in November 1912,
specified that these were purely contingency agreements. If peace
were threatened the two Powers would consult, and if they decided
on joint military action they could take the plans into account. In
practice, they were likely to use them rather than to improvise, but
there was no undertaking to do so. The French army draw up Plan
XVII without assuming British help: the navy redeployed towards
the Mediterranean in 1912, leaving the Channel potentially
exposed, burt it had fallback plans for fighting alone. In 1914
Britain was committed to consultation but to no more [55; 95].

None the less, on Sunday 2 August the British Cabinet resolved
to protect the French coast and fleet, and the German navy was
warned to keep out of the Channel. In fact it was willing to stay
out anyway. But the Cabinet also resolved to protect Belgium
against a ‘substantial’ violation ol its neutrality. This resolution
was followed by the ultimatum to Germany and by Britain’s decla-
ration of war.

In the first phase of the crisis the Liberal Government was still
preoccupied with the storm aroused by its Irish Home Rule Bill,
which threatened to cause civil war between nationalists in Dublin
and lovalists in Belfast. European diplomacy was left to the
Foreign Office. After 27 July, however, the Cabinet was in near
continuous discussion of Continental developments, and until
close to the end the majority opposed intervention. As late as
1 August it was decided in no circumstances to send the BEF, and
Grey told Cambon that France must make its own decision on
whether or not to help Russia, with no assurance of British
support. What tipped the balance on the 2nd was, on one level,
party political dynamics. Grey warned that if no promises were
made to France and Belgium he would resign; and the Prime
Minister, Herbert Asquith, said he would go with him. The

33




leaders of the Unionist (i.e, Conservative) opposition urged
support for France and Russia. If the neutralists persisted, the gov-
ernment seemed likely to break up and a coalition of Unionists
and interventionist Liberals was likely to take Britain in anyway. It
was preferable to keep the Cabinet united and in office, so that
liberal principles could be safeguarded against patriotic excesses,
and ministers protect their careers. The most plausible leader of a
non-interventionist revolt, Lloyd George, supported Asquith, and
only two Cabinet members resigned [80; 90; 921,

Party politics, however, can give only an incomple_tc explana-
tion without reference to the underlying issues. Even without a
treaty obligation, Belgium mattered. For centuries English policy
had siriven to keep the Low Countries, opposite London and the
Thames estuary, outside the control of a hostile Power, and it was
for this reason that the 1839 treaty had been signed in the first
place. If this national security consideration influenced the Right,
for the Left there were moral issucs of upholding small nations
and the rule of law, and showing that aggression did not pay. It
was uncertain whether Belgium would resist invasion, especially
a passage merely through the south-castern tip of the country,
the Ardennes. But Germany’s brutal ultimatum, the Brussels
Government’s courageous rejection of it, and King Albert’s
appeal for assistance, removed all ambiguity [12: ch. 7].

Without the invasion Britain’s entry would certainly have been
less prompt and more contested, and might not have happened at
all. In contrast to the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1, however,
the British would not have been content simply to let the two
sides slug it out, so long as Belgium was respected. The commit-
ment to Brussels was not an even-handed one against all comers,
and had the French broken the treaty it is inconceivable that
Britain would have fought them. The invasion mattered because
Germany was the invader, and most of the British political elite
had decided that Germany should not be allowed to defeat the
French. This applied not only to the Unionists and to Asquith,
Grey, and Winston Churchill, the leading Cabinet intervention-
ists, but also to Lloyd George [77]. ‘It is against British interests’,
wrote Asquith on 24 July, ‘that France should be wiped oul as a
Great Power’ [12: p. 145].

No such vital interest was recognised in Eastern Europe, and as
late as 1 August Grey was attracted by the option of neutrality if
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France and Germany stayed at peace, leaving Russia to face the
Central Powers alone [91]. He hesitated to commit hllmself, as
Sazonov wanted, to a joint declaration in support of Serbia. Yet, as
Keith Wilson has demonstrated, the implications for a nculr;.il
Britain if France and Russia won might be little better than if
Germany did. It had concluded the ententes bC(_‘EtLIS(:? it lacked.the
strength to defend its worldwide .interes[.s aga.mst multlp_le
dangers, and not initially to contain Berlin .(Wlth wh('Jm, in
18981901, it had tried unsuccessfully to negotiate an alliance),
although containing Germany later became a supplen?cmaliy
objective. The Russian entente was an alternative to a ruinously
f’.')(kpt‘IlSiV(: fortification programme on the north-west h']dlzm' frf)n-
tier that would have cut into social reform and l)al.tlcshlp bulldwg
while probably still leaving India vulnerable to i.nvasum‘ Bu.i fric-
tion with St Petersburg persisted, and in Persia by 1914 it was
reaching dangerous levels, Grey commenting in June that Anglo-
Russian relations were in ‘erisis’. On 25 July Sazonov warned t}liat
if Britain remained uncommitted it would jeopardise the Rllelan
friendship that it needed in Asia, and t.his_ may have caused Grey
to side more definitely with his partners. Simllarly,.Paul Cambon
warned that Anglo-French hostility might also revive [28: ch. 7;
93; 94]. :
All the same, Anglo-German antagonism was real enough, qul‘te
apart from Britain’s need to get along with France and .Rusaa,
and it was the German danger that weighed most with the
Cabinet. According to Paul Kennedy and Zara Stemer’, the antag-
onism had five elements [82; 90]. The first was id(?()](-)gllﬂal, Brlta‘m
in most ways having more liberal institutions, but it 1s doubtf_ul
whether this contributed much, and the second — commcrc:al
rivalry — was more acute at the turn of the century than d_urmg the
subselqucnt trade boom. German exports of steel, cherTn.caIs, and
machinery were generally more competitive than British ones,
and made inroads into the British home market. Gen‘nan_ t;?rlff
increases, in 1879 and 1902, had been condemned as dlscr.lmma-
tory. None the less, in the 1906 general election} th? .I_Aberals
achieved a landslide victory on a platform of maintaining free
trade. The two countries remained among each oth?r’s best
customers, and although Britain ran a trade deficit with Lxcrmap;z
the empire as a whole had a balance of payments surpl‘us. Tariff
protectionism helped push the Unionists in an anti-German
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direction, but on the whole commercial rivalry was not a major
issue on the eve of war,

Rivalry outside Europe, the third source of friction, was also
greater at the turn of the century than during the pre-1914
détente. German Weltpolitik (for example, Wilhelm's support for
the Boers in South Africa) had provoked the British at a sensitive
moment when they felt over-extended and their nineteenth-
century pre-eminence was fading [76]. However, Bethmann was
willing to pursue his African objectives through negotiation, and
Grey saw this as an arca where he could appease his Radical critics
and reduce tension. An agreement reached in 1914 demarcated
zones of railway building in the Ottoman Empire, protecting
Britain’s special position in the Persian Gulf. A 1913 understand-
ing revised one of 1898 that defined the share-out of the spoils if
Portugal’s African empire broke up: but it was never confirmed,
as the Germans objected to Britain’s wish to publish it simultane-
ously with an 1899 treaty guaranteeing the Portuguese empire’s
integrity [84]. This cynical episode underlined the limits to
Britain’s willingness to be accommodating: but at least colonial
issues were open to discussion.

The same was not true of the fourth and fifth issues: naval
rivalry and the European balance of power. Bethmann had earlier
tried to link these issues, but the two sides got down to discussing
detail only during the Haldane Mission in February 1912, when
the Secretary of State for War travelled to Berlin. During
Haldane's visit Germany announced another navy bill, increasing
the proportion of its fleet kept at readiness. Britain offered a
promise of non-aggression — that neither side would attack the
other - but refused to pledge neutrality in a Continental conflict.
After the failure of the Mission, the main initiative in 1912—-13 was
the proposal by Winston Churchill (the First Lord of the
Admiralty) for a one-year ‘naval holiday’ or freeze on new build-
ing. This would benefit Britain, whose shipyards could easily find
alternative orders, more than Germany, and it led nowhere. Yet
despite the stalemate, the naval race was losing impetus as the
Germans concentrated on their army, and the ratio between the
fleets was approximating to one that both sides could live with.

The British were pushed hard, but kept the advantage; Tirpitz’s
new dreadnoughts made him feel less vulnerable to a preventive
strike. Although the naval race did more than anything else to
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form British perceptions of Germany as an enemy, the 'facl'. l?mt
negotiations stalled may actually have eased tension by sidelining
the most emotive issue [83; 86].

This underlines, however, the limitations of the Anglo-German
détente, which represented only a superficial improvement in_ the
relationship. Paul Kennedy has contended that the most serious
source of antagonism was economic, not because of cumpcup(_m
for trade, but because Germany's wealth and population might
cnable it — as had no Power since Napoleon — to dominate the
Continent [82: pp. 464-5]. This is true with the proviso (as
Kennedy acknowledges) that American growth was even more
dramatié, vet perceived in Britain to be less threatening. (;Q_E'I‘rl'lal'l}"
combined expanding resources with geographical proximity .and,
under Wilhelm II, with disturbing and unpredictable behaviour.
British statesmen were determined, while using the détente to
keep friction below danger point, to deny Berlin a frc_c hand
against France and Russia and to preserve a balance of power.
Each side, in fact, entered the July Crisis under misapprehensions
about the other’s allegiances. The Germans underestimated
Britain’s commitment to French independence. But Grey thought
he could co-operate with Bethmann as in 1912 to reir.) in
Austria-Hungary, and the Germans may have played on this by
encouraging him to suppose that a struggle between hawks and
doves was in progress, in which he needed to help the ]a‘t[cr L?fl!.
This, rather than his difficulties in Cabinet, may explain Grey’s
delay in warning Berlin, and his later anger against Germany
arose partly from a sense of having been deceived. ‘ :

So far the emphasis has been on the political elite. George V
lacked the influence of his Continental counterparts, as did the
military and naval chiefs. The army’s Director of Military
Operations, Sir Henry Wilson, failed to commit the government
to mobilising the BEF. Although the Royal Navy was kept at
heightened readiness and sent to battle stations in Scapa Flow,
this was undertaken by Churchill, in liaison with Grey and
Asquith, rather than at the behest of the admirals. On the other
hand, Parliament’s approval for war was essential, but once the
Unionists had shown their colours and Radical opposition had
evaporated, it was not difficult to obtain. The evidence of patriotic
feeling on the streets of London and in the pre.ss helped ti‘l(_‘
politicians to close ranks, but there is little more evidence than in
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Germany that the authorities went to war in order to consolidate
the existing order at home. With regard to the situation in
Ireland, Asquith felt that the European crisis might distract attent-
ion from Home Rule and extract him from a virtually insoluble
dilemma. However, although this served as a compensation it can
hardly be seen as a motive for intervention., Moreover, Britain had
just undergone an unprecedented strike wave, and the recent
formation of a “triple alliance’ of miners, dockers, and railwaymen
promised worse. The expectation was that war, so far from stabilis-
ing society, would bring food shortages and would intensify
working-class unrest. Two divisions of the Expeditionary Force
were initially kept at home as a precaution [75; 90].

The Cabinet’s decision-making rested on certain assumptions
about the kind of war it would fight, even if these were not exam-
ined very rigorously. Wilson had advised that the two sides were
evenly matched, so that quick intervention might tilt the scales in
the West and sustain French morale. None the less, ministers
made up their minds on 2 August having resolved on the previous
day that the BEF would not be sent at all, a sub-committee domi-
nated by interventionists reversing this decision only after hostili-
ties were declared. At all events, the military operations were
expected to be brief, and France and Russia to take most of the
casualties, perhaps weakening them to Britain's advantage while
German trade and colonies were mopped up. Churchill was
confident of the navy’s superiority, and if the struggle lasted
longer he and Grey knew of the Admiralty’s estimate that, what-
ever the short-term disruption to British shipping, Germany was
much more vulnerable to blockade. Like the other Powers, the
British committed themselves with little inkling of what lay in
store for them [39; 78; 80].
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Understanding

So far this study has surveyed the state of historical understanding
of the dec.isic)lis taken in each capital in 1914. From here on, it
will turn to the problem of generalisation. It is time to sFand back
from the march of events and to isolate the charactensuc's (J.l- pre-
war Europe as a whole that led it over the I)]‘ink,.;ﬂ\s a prehml.rmry,
we need to clarify how our present understanding was ()htﬂ]ﬂ(?d,
considering both the evidence available and the concerns with
which historians have interpreted it. e
Given the catastrophic consequences of the July lrisir?, it is not
surprising that it has attracted an immense body of IlIf?l';lt.ll.l'(?'.
Moreover, exceptional quantities of information about the ll:'.T‘ISIS
became available unprecedently soon after the event. W:}hm
weeks of the outbreak of war the belligerents published selections
from their archives in the so-called ‘coloured books’. The deluge
of statemen’s memoirs that followed the conflict included .SOH.].C’
such as those of Churchill, Grey, Poincaré, and Conrad [63; 72;
79; 102], that were highly revealing. But above all, what rr.mde the
topic an exceptional field for investigation were the mulll-\-’olu_me
collections of Foreign Ministry documents that bcga,n~ appearing
in the 1920s. The Bolsheviks began the process after seizing
power in 1917, with revelations from the tsarist files. More mai..er-
ial appeared in the journal Red Archive anfi tvhe massive
International Relations in the Era of Imperialism [5]. The interim gov-
ernment set up in Berlin after Wilhelm II abdicated in Nc)v'(tmher
1918 commissioned the veteran socialist Karl Rautsky to edit what‘
became four volumes on the July Crisis, translated as Outbreak of
the World War [8]. They were followed by 40 volumes on the p}‘@
war period, Die Grosse Politik der europiischen Kabinetie [7], which
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prompted the Austrians and Germany’s former enemies to follow
suit, if only to show that they had nothing to hide [1; 2; 4; 6]. The
Grosse Politik, especially, had a polemical purpose, and has o be
used cautiously. All the collections are more informative on diplo-
macy than on the economic, ideological, or strategic aspects of
Great-Power relations, and they help to explain why writing on
war origins focused for so long on topics such as alliances and
crises, None the less, they allowed historians to retrace events
almost from hour to hour, and their appearance marked the first
of two revolutions in the accessibility of evidence.

The second revolution was the opening of the European
archives. The German ones were the earliest (o enter the public
domain, through being captured by the 1945 victors, although
most of the military records had been bombed. The British and
Austrian papers were released in the 1960s, and the French and
ltalian ones soon afterwards. Soviet archives were opened select-
ively to Western scholars during the 1970s détente: the collapse of
Communism may lead to important new discoveries in Moscow,
not to mention Belgrade. Historians can now compare the selec-
tions published between the wars with the original files, and
broaden their enquiry from Foreign Ministry material (o army,
navy, and financial papers or to the minutes of co-ordinating
bodies such as the Austro-Hungarian Joint Council of Ministers
and the British Committee of Imperial Defence. They can turn to
private letters and diaries and to the documents left by non-
governmental agencies such as political parties, business associa-
tions, and pressure groups. These developments have made ir
possible to reorientate the study of foreign policy, and to relocate
itin the context of the societies from which the policy emanated.

The study of war origins has been shaped not only by the
source material but also by the preoccupations of the writers who
have used it. Between the wars the most important work was con-
ducted in the shadow of Article 231. Reparations dominated poli-
tics not only in Germany but also in France, where Poincaré
ordered troops into the Ruhr in 1923, and his critics tried to
brand him as a warmonger. In the United States the resurgence

‘of isolationism was linked with efforts o prove that both sides in
the war had been as bad as each other and that capitalist machi-
nations had drawn America into a senseless slaughter [17]. All of
this prepared the ground for the revisionists, of whom the mMost
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influential were probably Harry Barnes and Sidney Fay 'UO; li?].
As against them, Pierre Renouvin and BL‘I‘IIE[(I‘(‘)[{{‘ Sdmntti while

not going as far as the Versailles Treaty, reaffirmed the Central

Powers’ primary share of the blame [21; 22].

These accounts relied heavily on the published documents, and

to begin with mainly on the Grosse Polilik, as the A.lli.t'.d edit‘i()fs

were slower to appear. They were superseded by Luigi Allhemm $

enormous three-volume study of The Origins of the War of 1914 (9],

which originally appeared in Italy during the Second World War,

but had its biggest influence only after being translated. Base_(l on

extraordinarily intensive study of all the documentary collections,

as well as on memoirs and interviews, it reconstructed the July
Crisis with a thoroughness that is unlikely to be 5111‘[)3.356’_(1.

Though criticising all the Powers, and stressing tl.lf-‘ roles Of'mls-

understanding and of civilian unfamiliarity with military consider-
ations, it attributed special responsibility to Germany and to th.c

Schlieffen—Moltke Plan. With this exception, however, the 1950s
marked a pause, and it was Fritz Fischer’s first volume in 1961 that
started the next phase. Apart from reopening the debate on
German responsibility, Fischer and his disciples rode the crest of

the wave of the second evidence revolution (the Scp}cmber
Programme, for example, emerging from [‘ht". Fast German
archives). Whereas earlier writers up to Albertini had tended to
study thL: international system as a whole, the new emphasis Tw'as
on tfht-: national unit and the domestic roots of foreign policy.
During the 1970s and 1980s the approach was imitated e]sewher_e,
and similar, if less vociferous, debates emerged about domestic
factors in the other Powers, though few writers emphasised them
as much as did Fischer. On the other hand, during the resur-
gence of superpower tension under Presidfﬁnts . Carter and
Reagan, American political scientists and historians s}mw.fcd
revived interest in the pre-1914 international system, reacting
against Fischer’s domestic focus in favour of comparative and the-
rﬁal.ic studies of war plans, intelligence, and al‘mame‘ms [27;
47-53]. The underlying issue in this literature was that of ]?ow far
war was inadvertent, or generated by the system, and how far gov-
ernments willed it. Finally, against the uncertain backdrop of the
1990s, attention seems to be shifting again, to mpit‘.s_ such ;-ls‘
nationalism, economic integration, and cultural determinants of
power politics [39; 44: 57; 58; 60].
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The Fischer controversy and the second evidence revolution
have so widened the research agenda and swelled the flow of pub-
lications that it is ever harder to attempt a synthesis. James Joll's is
the best available, and John Langdon’s survey of the historiogra-
phy is an invaluable complement [15; 17]. Given the vast exten-
sion of our knowledge of the problem, and the new theoretical
formulations of it, what conclusions may be drawn about the
reasons for the war?

Recent trends in the debate have clarified the question of
whether or not 1914 was a war by accident, and the related
problem of responsibility [50: ch. 8; 53]. To say, with the French
and German historians in 1951, that no government or people
had a premeditated desire for war, blurs the issues. It is more
accurate to see statesmen entering the crisis with alternative sce-
narios and hierarchies of preference, among which various kinds
of war were certainly included, if not necessarily those most
strongly favoured. Policies were compromises between diverging
views, and we must differentiate from country to country. For
France and Britain, making up their minds late in the crisis, the
choice was whether to leave their partners to be beaten, and
whether they could live with a victorious Germany. Both answered
no, and in this sense it is true that they opted for war. But they
would have preferred not to have faced the dilemma, which was
forced on them by Austria-Hungary and Germany and to an
extent by Russia, who took the essential decisions while there still
remained some room for manoeuvre.,

New research has confirmed the Austrians’ determination to
use force against Serbia and that they saw little chance of avoiding
war with St Petersburg [65; 70-1]. Sazonov and Nicholas 1I, on
the other hand, in resolving to stand by Belgrade, hoped to avoid
a conflict with the Central Powers but were willing to fight rather
than give way. They eventually ordered general mobilisation in
the conviction that their opponents’ refusal to yield made blood-
shed inevitable. Germany remains the most difficult case, partly
because of the lack of policy co-ordination. Moltke wanted a
Continental war, and expected, if Britain came in, to see off the
BEF without difficulty. Wilhelm wanted and predicted a localised
Austro-Serb struggle, and tried half-heartedly to stop it escalating,
though he accepted that if Russia mobilised he would have to
retaliate. The most plausible interpretation of Bethmann
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Hollweg's conduct, despite the lack of corroborating evidence,
remains that he was taking a ‘calculated risk’ or placing a two-way
bet. He left it to St Petersburg to decide whether the fighting
would remain localised or would spread, even if he worked for
and preferred the former outcome. While he was correct in saying
that the Chancellor did not want or foresee immediate British
entry, Fischer went too far in arguing that Sarajevo was simply a
pretext for a war against France and Russia that had already been
decided on. It remains true that in German military circles there
was enthusiasm for a major conflict now, and that Vienna and
Berlin took the initiative in forcing peace/war decisions on the
Triple Entente. Primary responsibility should rightly be attributed
to the Central Powers, and although the Austrians had justified
grounds for thinking that their Serbian and Russian enemies
wished to destroy them, this does not secem true of Entente object-
ives against Germany, however, threatening they may have
seemed to Berlin at the time.

None the less, inadvertence and miscalculation played a part in
the crisis. The Russians underestimated the impact of their pre-
mobilisation measures; Bethmann misjudged Britain. The crisis
might have ended peacefully if Grey had warned Germany earlier
and Germany had held back Austria-Hungary, especially if there
had been parallel French restraint of Russia. But somebody - or
everybody — would have had to give ground, although the stakes
were much higher than in previous confrontations and both sides
were courting the danger of war. Even if powers miscalculated,
what was significant was their readiness to gamble with lives.
Attempts to probe the roots of this new bellicosity have been of
two main kinds: those emphasising internal factors, and those
emphasising international ones. In truth, the two approaches are
interconnected and there is no need to rely exclusively on one or
the other, although for the sake of clarity each will be examined
in turn.

Decisions for war were facilitated by the lack of domestic resist-
ance. German, French, and British leaders wanted public
approval, even a military man such as Moltke acknowledging the
value of a rallying cry and of national consensus. Contrary to
expectation, opposition collapsed with barely a struggle, p‘al"tly
because most of the leaders of the Left were not uncompromising
anti-militarists. In Britain, Churchill and Lloyd George had
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opposed higher dreadnought spending in 1909, but agreed after
the Agadir Crisis that France could not be allowed to go under.
The Radicals lost influence after the Liberal majority dwindled in
the 1910 elections, and even an increasingly assertive trade-union
movement was unwilling to embrace strike action against hostili-
ties. All of these considerations assisted Asquith and Grey [77; 87;
90].

But it was on the Continent where the anti-war movement
appeared strongest. The Second International, emerging in 1889
from an initiative by German, French, and British representatives
to co-ordinate the policies and actions of the world socialist move-
ment, seemed the wave of the future. Membership of its affiliated
organisations rose from 2.4 to 4.1 million between 1900 and 1914.
Germany and France had the largest socialist parties, the SPD and
the SFI10, both of which campaigned for peace during the First
Balkan War and opposed the 1913 army bills, despite the SPD’s
support for the capital levy used to finance the German measure.
Socialist representatives met in periodic congresses (most recently
at Basle in 1912), and the International’s secretariat could
convene the party leaders to meet as the International Socialist
Bureau (ISB), which they did in Brussels on 28-9 July 1914. None
the less, peace demonstrations in Europe’s cities ended in late
July, to be superseded by cheering patriotic crowds [97; 143].
Political truces were formed in every belligerent (except Russia
and Serbia), socialists voted war credits, and sometimes entered
cabinets. Strikes on the railways and in the arms plants might have
obstructed mobilisation, and there could have been appeals to
ignore the call-up, yet in the event resistance was negligible
[30; 32].

The International was a valuable co-ordinating device if the
member parties wished to use it, but it had no powers of direction
or discipline. And if there was agreement on the diagnosis of the
problem there was little on an effective remedy. The official posi-
tion of the organisation, set out in the Stuttgart resolution of
1907, was that war was the product of capitalism and only by abol-
ishing capitalism could it be ended. If hostilities threatened
before then, however, each party was left to decide what to do,
the Germans opposing a prior commitment to strike action.
Although the German trade-union movement was one of the
strongest in Europe, this, paradoxically, became part of the
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problem, for if a strike were called Germany's war effort would
suffer more than elsewhere. Conversely, with the decision left to
each country the more militant French trade unions were the
most likely to act, in which case France would be disproportion-
ately disadvantaged.

These considerations might not matter if the workers really had
no fatherland, but in practice they behaved as if they did. The
doctrine inherited from Marx and Engels was not pacifist but
judged wars according to whether they were historically progres-
sive. From the SPD’s standpoint, a Russian victory would benefit
reaction; from the SFIO’s, a German one would do likewise. Both
the SPD and the SFIO were ready to accept a war in the name of
self-defence, and to both parties this was what 1914 seemed to be.
The CGT recognised no such distinction — all wars slaughtered
the workers — but they felt little in common with their German
counterparts. Finally, the socialist leaders seem to have been
lulled into a false sense of security by the peaceful resolution of so
many crises in 1911-13. The ISB meeting on 28-9 July put off
reaching any decisions until an emergency congress, scheduled
for 12 August in Vienna. The French trade unionists sounded out
the Germans and found them unwilling to move. The Vienna
Congress never assembled, and by 12 August socialist solidarity
had evaporated [30; 31; 32].

To say that European governments were able to marginalise the
Left is not to argue that they went to war to buttress the status
quo [29; 33]. The requirements of domestic stabilisation did
influence foreign policy, but more subtly. German Weltpolitik and
naval construction were intended to win approbation for the
Hohenzollern dynasty [105]. Britain, it has been argued, needed
the ententes in part to release resources at home [94]. But these
were background considerations, which may have helped to set
Berlin and London on a collision course but did not pre-
determine war. In 1914 the Power that best fitted the counter-
revolutionary model may have been Russia, where Sazonov urged
firmness on Nicholas in order to head off insurrection, but by
insurrection he meant not Bolshevism but a Pan-Slav reaction
against a Balkan humiliation. The Tsar disregarded the memoran-
dum submitted to him in February by the former Interior
Minister, Peter Durnovo, who predicted that war would lead to
anarchy [155: pp. 77-83]. The Austro-Hungarian leaders certainly
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feared that nationalism (rather than socialism) would break up
their empire, but they expected the precipitant to be invasion
rather than internal revolt. In France, despite the tradition of
rebellion, there is no evidence that the fear of it influenced the
government in the July Crisis. On the contrary, it was confident
enough to set aside Carnet B. In Britain, Asquith hoped to avert
civil strife across the Irish Sea, but war entry was not expected to
defuse working-class unrest: rather the opposite. In Germany, too,
though some called for war as a means of domestic consolidation,
Bethmann feared that it would subvert the monarchy, and the
advocates of a Flucht nach Vorn interpretation have not proved
their case (cf. p. 12 above).

An alternative interpretation of the interconnection between
foreign and domestic policy was given by Lenin. In his Imperialism,
the Highest Stage of Capitalism, written in 1916, he argued that since
1900 capitalism had entered a new and more aggressive phase, in
which ownership was concentrated and banks held a controlling
position. Markets for goods mattered less than did outlets for
investment, and ‘uneven development’, or unequal growth rates,
undermined international equilibrium. The world war was a strug-
gle to redistribute spheres of influence, and the prizes included
not only underdeveloped areas but Europe itself [38].

Lenin’s account of the roots of imperialism is the shakiest part
of his analysis. It is true that industry in some countries was
becoming more oligopolistic, and that there already existed a
‘military—industrial complex’, in President Eisenhower’s later
phrase, of armaments firms dependent on exports and on govern-
ment contracts. It is much harder to demonstrate that business
interests determined foreign policies, especially as businessmen
were divided among themselves. The arms firms were not strong
enough on their own to start the land arms race, and it was not
necessarily in their interest to do so. Krupp of Essen, the biggest
weapons manufacturer in Europe, had invested heavily in capacity
for producing warship guns and armour, and when German pri-
orities shifted to the army the firm'’s profitability suffered. As for
financial interests, the spectre of war caused panic on the Berlin
Bourse in 1911 and the London Stock Exchange in 1914, while
the Director of the Creditanstalt bank in Vienna, which con-
trolled much of the Habsburg- defence industry, urged in vain
after Sarajevo that Austria-Hungary should settle with Serbia
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peacefully [52]. Fischer and Hans Gatzke have shown that, once
war broke out, the German heavy industrial trade associations
supported sweeping annexations. However, Georges-Henri
Soutou has questioned whether their leaders represented their
members, and Bethmann himself was more influenced by relative
moderates such as the head of the AEG electricity concern,
Walther Rathenau [43; 115; 122].

There is a larger question, irrespective of the degree of busi-
ness influence, of whether governments went to war for economic
reasons. In the Balkans, for example, both the French and
Germans encouraged arms sales, and in the pre-1914 period
France was gaining the upper hand [36; 41]. What most worried
the Central Powers about this development, however, was less the
loss of regional export markets than the contribution that it made
to Russia’s growing political ascendancy. And although Austria—
Hungary’s policy in 1914 of invading and partitioning Serbia was
certainly imperialist, its motive was not to win trading or invest-
ment opportunities, any more than such considerations in-
fluenced Russia’s attitude. As for the broader divisions between
the Powers, going beyond the Balkan arena, Raymond Poidevin
has shown that Franco-German commerce and investment suf-
fered after 1911, but as a consequence of worsening diplomatic
relations [40]. And although Berlin embargoed loans to Russia
whereas French interests bought huge amounts of Russian
Government stock and invested heavily in Russian industry it is
questionable whether the economic tie was the mainstay of the
Franco-Russian alliance, which was based more on mutual suspi-
cion of Germany. Thus St Petersburg had less need of French
money after 1909, but political and military co-operation was
strcngthened. The Russian Finance and Communications
Ministries doubted the benefit of the 1914 railway loan, which was
mainly desired by the General Staff and Foreign Ministry for
strategic reasons [98; 153]. Finally, trade rivalry between Britain
and Germany was lessening as 1914 approached, and did not
prevent diplomatic relations from improving. Although Kennedy
describes the fundamental source of the antagonism as economic,
he qualifies this, as has been seen, by explaining that the problem
was not just Germany’s faster growth but also its alarming behav-
iour, and the uses found for the extra resources. We should
remember that league tables of Gross National Product were a
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thing of the future, and that what was thought to matter in esti-
mating military power was not underlying manufacturing poten-
tal so much as ready financial reserves and the size and
effectiveness of the immediately available armed forces. Russia’s
economic recovery after 1909 aroused much comment, but what
really worried the Germans was its army’s re-equipment and accel-
erating mobilisation [158-9].

Despite the flaws in Lenin’s analysis, his portrayal of the Powers
as competitive and expansionist does shed light on the origins of
the war. To understand why they were so, however, we must con-
sider international as well as domestic conditions. The English
writer G. Lowes Dickinson described the international situation
as one of “anarchy’ [20], but in fact a major conflict was unlikely
to come out of the blue, without a prior build-up of tension. One
inhibiting factor, at least in Western Europe, was the high level of
economic interdependence, which, according to a widely cited
though over-optimistic bestseller by Dickinson’s contemporary
Norman Angell, made war unprofitable and irrational [35]. In
addition, the Powers had a well-established machinery, the
‘Concert of Europe’, for regulating disputes. Unlike its successors,
the League of Nations and the UN, the Concert lacked perma-
nent institutions or a founding document. It consisted of a habit
ol mind - a willingness by the Powers to seek collective solutions —
and a tradition of responding to emergencies by convening con-
ferences of ambassadors or congresses of heads of governﬁle.nl.
In the pre-war decade conferences met to discuss the First
Moroccan Crisis (at Algeciras in 1906) and the First Balkan War
(at London in 1912-13).

Recent writers have argued, however, that the Concert was in
‘decline’ or ‘collapse’ by 1914 [18; 161]. Austria=Hungary and
Germany refused suggestions for a conference during the
Bosnian annexation crisis, and did so again after Sarajevo.
Although it suited Germany to work with Britain in 1912-13, by
1914 Berlin placed a premium on alliance solidarity, and the
Central Powers aimed to achieve their Balkan goals through force
rather than via negotiations with the Triple Entente for a mutu-
ally acceptable compromise. The Germans had become disillu-
sioned with conferences after finding themselves in a minority at
Algeciras. Berchtold concluded during 1918 that the Powers
would not impose their will on Serbia and he must pursue
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unilateral solutions [69]. Yet the breakdown of the Concert was
more a symptom of growing tension than a cause. It was a usctul
face-saving device that could work only when all the Powers
wanted it to, and once they were polarised into two alignments it
was crippled. Does this mean that, as the Under-Secretary of State
in the German Foreign Ministry told the British Ambassador on
1 August 1914, everything was the fault of ‘this d — d system of
alliances’ [4: no. 510]?

Technically, none of the Powers was drawn into war by alliance
or entente undertakings. Germany was not obliged to give the
blank cheque (as Italy's choice for neutrality demonstrated);
Russia had no prior commitment to Serbia. The French could
have argued that Russia had mobilised without consultation; the
Cabinet in London maintained that it had a free hand. None the
less, the diplomatic alignments were central for all concerned.
The Austrians would not have acted without Germany's
confirmation that it would cover an attack on Serbia, and they
may have feared that unless they acted they would lose Berlin’s
support. The Germans saw Austria-Hungary as their last reliable
partner, which might abandon them unless they backed it up:
whereas a successful Balkan war could drive a wedge between
their enemies. Conversely, the recent strengthening of the
Franco-Russian Alliance encouraged Russia to act boldly, and
encouraged France to fight rather than desert its partner. If
Bethmann hoped to break up the Triple Entente, its members
were resolved to stick together.

Moreover, the alliances were taken for granted in the Powers®
war plans, and it was the imperatives of the Schlieffen-Moltke
Plan that made Germany so rapidly extend the crisis to the west.
Similarly, the need to help France quickly forced Russia to aim
for speedy operations against Germany, for which it had to make
ready as carly as possible by implementing its pre-mobilisation
measures. The alliances, therefore, help to explain the war plans’
bias towards offensive strategies. Jack Snyder has pointed out that
as late as 1910 both France and Russia intended to stand on the
defensive, but in 1914 Russia’s Plan 19 Altered and France’s Plan
XVII envisaged an immediate invasion of enemy territory. Plan 19
Altered reflected Paris’s pressure on its ally for assistance; Plan
XVII a growing confidence that the balance was altering to
France’s and Russia’s advantage. Meanwhile Moltke abandoned
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the option of a first blow to the east, and modified Germany’s
western plan in part because he expected Britain to intervene.
Holland would be spared, so that it could serve as a neutral ‘wind-
pipe’ through which German trade could circumvent a British
blockade, but this modification made it still more vital to secure
Liege straightaway. Events soon showed that the faith in the supe-
riority of the offensive was tragically misjudged, and that there was
litle advantage in attacking first. But while it lasted it strength-
ened Germany's and Austria-Hungary’s incentive to strike before
their ‘window of opportunity’ was closed, and in the crisis itself,
once war was seen as possible, it encouraged both sides to scram-
ble to prepare [50: chs 2-4; 51].

The strengthening of the alliances and the adoption of more
offensive strategies were linked to the transformation of the arms
race into a competition between the two blocs on land. In this
form it took off between 1909 and 1912, and intensified in
1912-14. Germany’s 1913 law was intended to maintain superior-
ity over France even if Austria-Hungary were distracted by Serbia;
with the Three-Year Law and the Great Programme France and
Russia counterbalanced it, and reassured each other of their con-
tinuing loyalty. Research on intelligence assessment has shown
that the two blocs were well informed about their enemies’ capa-
bilities [49], and both believed that France and Russia were
gaining the advantage. By 1914 they were more evenly matched
than in earlier crises, and both could now contemplate military
action, this being probably the main respect in which the arms
race made war more likely. In theory, a balance of strength
should strengthen deterrence, if neither side sees the possibility
of victory. But in 1914 both did, this resulting partly from faith in
the offensive and partly from the balance being a transitory,
unstable one, enabling France and Russia to take greater risks
than previously while Germany and Austria-Hungary feared
losing any chance of victory unless they acted without delay. It is
in this sense that the ‘balance of power’ can most appropriately
be blamed for the breakdown of peace [52].

All of these developments help explain why the Balkan con-
frontation coincided with a general state of tension. It is essential
to observe the evolution of the international system as well as its
unchanging elements. The Concert had never been able to work
unless the Powers wanted it to, and the alliance blocs had existed
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for a generation. What most destabilised Europe were probably
the repeated diplomatic crises, especially from Agadir onwards.
Russia’s recovery from defeat in Asia would have caused a new
round of arms S}:;ending anyway, but without the crises the impact
would have been less dramatic and unsettling. Once the process
of deterioration began, however, it took on a cumulative momen-
tum. The arms race was both caused by international tension and
contributed to it, by fuelling public hysteria and aggravating the
Central Powers’ financial dilemmas. As recently as 1910-11 the
Powers had been less distrustful of each other, peacetul solutions
did not seem exhausted, the armies were less well prepared, and
the advocates of war more isolated and less influential. From then
on, however, each crisis added further elements to the combina-
tion of circumstances that caused disaster in 1914.

It is the worsening of the international situation, rather than
domestic developments, that explains why the Sarajevo crisis was
more serious than its predecessors and why war came when it did.
That being said, developments on the international and on the
domestic levels interacted, and it is hard to disentangle the two.
The growing perception of danger made parliaments and ﬁn_ance
ministers more willing to increase conscription and defence
spending. It weakened the pacifism of the Left, accounting for the
otherwise bewildering speed with which political truces were
established in 1914, Even if the July Crisis did not embody a
counter-revolutionary strategy against the socialists it did demon-
strate the power of nationalism. Indeed, according to Bc‘rnacblc‘)lte
Schmitt, ‘nationalism’ (by which he meant the failure of political
boundaries to coincide with ethnic ones) was the fundamental
cause of the war [23]. The problem with this view is that the
Habsburg Monarchy’s nationality problems would not have led to
general conflict had they not interlocked with th.c br‘oad?r
European tension. More significant may have been natloniahsm in
the other Great Powers, as evidenced by Russian Pan-Slavism, the
French réveil, and racist and militarist pressure groups such as the
Pan-German League and the Deutsche Wehrverein (the German
Defence Association, founded in 1912 to lobby for an army
increase). However, Sazonov and Bethmann were suspiciousl of
the Pan-Slavs and Pan-Germans, and despite domestic agitation
they still restrained Serbia and Austria—l—lunga:ry in. 1913. The
crucial question is not whether extreme nationalists pushed

51



governments into war — they did not — but how far governments
chose to act on nationalist agendas.

Part of the problem lies in defining nationalism, a phenome-
non that has attracted an explosion of interest from social scien-
tists in recent years. It implies not simply an emotional
identification with a nation but a programme of political action
on its behalf. But although French politicians described them-
selves as representatives of the nation, those in St Petersburg and
Vienna (and possibly in Berlin) still felt primary loyalty to a
dynasty. Moreover, the British, German, and Russian nations had
already acquired territorially united and independent states. The
French state, admittedly, was incomplete because of the loss of
Alsace and Lorraine, but the French did not go to war in order to
regain the two provinces. In truth, the Powers were less nation
states than empires, controlling subordinate peoples within
Europe and outside. The conflicts between them are better
described not as nationalist but as imperialist.

Yet if anything ‘imperialism’ is an even more fraught and
difficult term [42]. If its applicability is restricted to extra-
European disputes, these, as war approached, might seem to be
losing intensity. Britain and Germany could negotiate over Africa
and Mesopotamia; France and Germany agreed in February 1914
on spheres of influence in Asia Minor; Russia and Germany
reached an understanding in 1910-11 over Persia [90; 100: 1o b
This, however, is too narrow a view. The pre-1914 détentes were
very limited, as the continuing Anglo-German disagreement over
Portuguese colonies shows. The British still regarded the German
navy as a threat to their entire world position, while the Russians
felt Berlin was challenging their vital interests at the Turkish
Straits. Bethmann had not abandoned his colonial aspirations,
even if encirclement and the tsarist build-up were more urgent
preoccupations. Furthermore, Lenin argued that imperialism
existed within Europe as well as outside. If Austrian and Russian
ambitions in the Balkans can be equated with French and
German ones in Morocco, imperialism can be seen as causing
most of the pre-1914 crises, whose destabilising role has already

been underlined. And once war had broken out; as Fischer’s work
and studies of Allied war aims have demonstrated [24; 115; 128],
plans for buffer states in Europe and for colonies and naval bases
outside it rapidly crystallised.

ot
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But despite the undercurrents of imperialism that later sur-
faced as war aims, in July 1914 both sides were motivated more by
insecurity and by fear of others’ expansion than by a (_ics'u:c Lo
expand themselves. The threat perceived was less revolution J‘n_’)m
within (although this played a part) than invasion from ou’ts‘lde
or, at any rate, the loss of independence, prestige, and bargaining
power. At the end of this discussion we return to the ]cader.s of
the Powers and their understanding of what war would achieve
and what it would be like. Somebody had to pull the wigger. If the
international developments discussed above best explain the
timing of the outbreak of hostilities, what James Joll (:hri‘sw.nf:d
the ‘unspoken assumptions’ — the instinctive values and priorities
— of the European elites best illuminate those elites’ motives {c.)r
fighting [58]. In fact, these assumptions have left their mark in
the documents, but at the time they were so generally accepted as
not to need vindication. They require more research.

Joll himself pointed to the influence of Charles Darwin and
Friedrich Nietzsche, both of whom were seen as justifying struggle
as an inescapable and even desirable characteristic of human exis-
tence. Conrad, for example, insisted that war was natural and
inevitable, and Bethmann supposed it might bring moral regener-
ation. Dominic Lieven has suggested that a sense of national
honour had been inbred into Russian leaders and is essential to
understanding their commitment to Serbia [155]; Avner Offer
has examined the notion of honour more generally, relating it to
duelling codes in the case of the Continental leaders z?nd tf:) busi-
ness and professional ethics in London [59]. Modris ].:,kstems has
analysed the aggressive, iconoclastic national mood in Germany
and the more conventional, conservative one in Britain [57]. All
of this is valuable, with the proviso that there were elements of
calculation — particularly of the strategic balance — in 1914 deci-
sion-making and not simply internalised ‘scripts’ that predetc;-

mined behavior. Given their responsibility for the fates of historic
dynasties and the destinies of millions, the Europ«:an‘ .ieac.i(?rs fol-
lowed codes that were not quite analogous to those of individuals,
foremost among them (and frequently mentioned in the crisis)
being their assumptions about what it meant to be a Great ]::’0\:«'51‘.
Lancelot Farrar has analysed July 1914 as a case of ‘limited
choice’, given these beliefs [112; cf. 50: ch. 8]. Th_eir' understand-
ing of Great Powers as expansionist made the German leaders
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fearful of seeing Russia and France gain the lead. Austria—
Hungary felt its power position would be irretrievably compro-
mised if it did nothing about Sarajevo, but so did Russia if it let
the Austrians have their way [11]. Both Sazonov and Jagow main-
tained that firmness would be respected and that resolution
rather than concession was the best way to avoid war. Hence in
1914 an issue arose over which neither Vienna nor St Petersburg
f(’lF able to yield, and neither Berlin nor Paris insisted on their
doing so. Other options existed besides the use of force, but the
prevailing assumptions about Great-Power status excluded them.

Conclusion: The Vision of
War

Unusually heavy railway traffic is hard to conceal, especially
during stifling summer nights when most people would be
sleeping with their windows open. Inhabitants of the quarters of
the north and south that bordered on the two ceintures, the
lines that linked up the main-line stations ... must have stirred
uneasily in their sleep or have been awakened during les heures
blanches — three or four in the morning — by the steady rumble
of slow-moving trains, a noise that went on right through the
night from about the 26th or the 27th... .

The stealthy nightly train movements might have been taken
as merely preventive. But the evidence provided by the street
scene in Paris on the night of Saturday to Sunday, 1-2 August,
indicated quite clearly the steady, irreversible slide from peace
into war. The rather impossible Jacques Thibault, totally out of
step with the popular mood ... had been surprised to see the
doors of Notre-Dame-des-Victoires wide open at midnight, the
interior brilliantly lit by hundreds of candles, and the dark
figures of young men queuing up outside the confession boxes.
When he reached the great clock on the corner of the Quai de
I’'Horloge and the Boulevard du Palais, it was 1.40 in the
morning. The boulevard seemed to shake with a continuous
rumble of noise: the sound of hundreds of marching feet, ...
[no flowers in the men’s rifles], no patriotic songs, just a steady
shuffle, as regiment after regiment headed northwards in the
direction of the Gare de I’Est and the Gare du Nord. ... Every
now and then the steady tramp of men in full campaign
equipment and the clip-clop of the patient horses, their heads
down, would give way to the heavier rumble of lorries and
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waggons, of wheeled artillery, horse-drawn, and the sound of
civilian cars driven very fast by young soldiers. The noise went
on through the entire night, the whole of Monday and all
through the night following. ... War had come to Paris and to
France.

[12: pp. 136-8]

The short answer to the problem posed in the Introduction is that
Balkan events occasioned a world war only because they coincided
with a general crisis in Great-Power relations. However, this does
not mean that without Sarajevo something else would necessarily
have destroyed the peace: previous peaks of general tension (such
as in the later 1880s) had passed by without hostilities, as they
were to do again during the Soviet-American Cold War. Both the
Balkan precipitant and the international context were indispens-
able to the outcome.

It is also vital to remember that nobody in authority foresaw a
war as cataclysmic as 1914-1918 proved to be. Ar,éuablv this
diminishes the burden of guilt, although none of the Eur(.)pean
leaders were pacifists, and all were willing to sacrifice their citi-
zens’ lives and happiness for the sake of what they deemed to be
vital interests. It is true that socialists such as Engels and Jaures,
and conservatives such as Durnovo, had foreseen a deslpcrate
struggle that would cause chaos. The most accurate prediction of
the military character of the war, Jean de Bloch (Ivan Bloch)’s The
Future of War [45], foresaw a long drawn-out carnage in which the
defence was stronger than the attack, and Bloch’s work was widely
known at the time. Recent research has questioned whether
General Staffs expected victory in a single campaign [121], and
Michael Howard has argued that European armies looked less to
the Franco-Prussian than to the Russo-Japanese War, which saw
trench-fighting, barbed wire and machine guns, and very heavy
loss of life. The conclusion drawn, however, was that the offensive
would still prevail, and determination would yield victory, at a cost
not wholly disproportionate to the likely gains [50: ch. 1]. Most of
the pre-1914 futuristic literature envisaged a short war [56], and
the political truces at the outbreak of the fighting were
established in the expectation -that normality would quickly
resume [97]. We have a more qualified view than previously, but
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the generalisation still seems valid that what Lancelot Farrar
called the ‘short-war illusion’ prevailed on both sides [111].

Much of the historical significance of 1914, however, lies in the
very fact that the fighting was not over by Christmas. The repercus-
sions included eight million dead, and many times that number
traumatised or maimed; as well as worldwide economic dislocation,
both hyper-inflation in the 1920s and the Great Depression in the
1930s being more or less direct results. Without the war it is
unlikely that the Bolsheviks would have seized power in Russia or
that the radical Right would have done so in Italy and Germany.
This amounts to saying that the First World War was the indispens-
able precondition for the Second, from which further global conse-
quences flowed. If the war had ended in six months it would still
have had epochal effects, but not, presumably, these.

The question of why the war went on so long even after it
turned out to be utterly different from what had expected has
been less intensely researched than that of why it broke out at all.
Yet the answers are connected. From the autumn of 1914 until
1917 there existed a triple stalemate, at once mifitary, in that
neither side could achieve a decisive breakthrough, political, in
that the domestic truces formed in 1914 held firm, and diplomatic,
in the failure of attempts to negotiate. The bloodshed could be
ended neither by victory, nor by revolution, nor by compromise.
The Powers were divided not only by the opposing war aims ¢lab-
orated after hostilities broke out but also by the same basic con-
tradiction that preceded the war: between Germany’s efforts to
splic the Triple Entente, and the Entente’s refusal to be divided
[24]. The political truces were so solid in part precisely because
the July Crisis had helped create the impression in both camps
that the struggle was defensive. And the military stalemate was not
simply technological, but also reflected the approximate equality
(and enormous size) of the two coalitions’ resources. Indeed, the
same approach to parity between the blocs that had increased the
danger in 1914 made it the more likely that if a war did start it
would be a long haul. In his Age of Exiremes Professor Eric

Hobsbawm has suggested that it is only with the transformation of

1989-91 that we have finally left the consequences behind us

[14]. Yet in the new world we have entered there is little sign of

interest in the First World War subsiding, and the riddle of what
caused it continues to exert its spell.
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