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Foreword

A CENTURY OF  WAR AND PEACE

Jimmy Carter

!

The fi rst Nobel Prize for Peace was awarded in 1901, but the century that fol-
lowed could not be characterized by peace. The explanation for why those pursu-
ing peace did not prevail is explored in this book. It focuses on the origins and 
causes of  the fi rst great war of  the century. My own refl ections on World War I 
will focus more on its signifi cance and aftermath. It continues to aff ect the world, 
my nation, and me personally.

I was born in 1924, soon after the end of  World War I. My father had served 
as a fi rst lieutenant during the war. I remember as I was growing up in Plains, 
Georgia, that a number of  the men around me were incapacitated and on veterans’ 
pay because they had been affl  icted with poison gas on the European battlefi elds. 
Luckily, my father was not wounded. Later, after I joined the Navy, I served under 
perhaps the most famous American World War I veteran, Harry Truman, my 
commander-in-chief. He made a great, but modest display of  his experience in 
that devastating war.

War has been a very prevalent part of  the life and times of  people of  my gen-
eration and those that followed. There has been a close interrelationship between 
my family and war. I pray that my grandchildren will not have to say the same 
about their own lives. In my own life, I decided to become a professional military 
offi  cer during the depression years. Nobody in my father’s family had ever had the 
opportunity to attend college or even to complete their high school education. 
I aspired to a college where my expenses would be covered. One possibility was 
West Point, the other was Annapolis. Although my father had been in the Army, 
my favorite uncle was in the Navy and I chose that branch, serving for eleven years. 
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Foreword • xi

This included my college years in the Naval ROTC at Georgia Tech and at the 
Naval Academy, and my tours on two diff erent battleships and three diff erent sub-
marines. I served during World War II and then the Korean War.

When the Vietnam War began, my oldest son Jack was a student at Georgia 
Tech. He was exempt from the draft, but he felt it was unfair for the poor and less 
fortunate to be drafted and sent to Vietnam while he and others were deferred. He 
volunteered himself  and went to Vietnam, serving for three years. In recent years, 
my immediate family has not served in the military, but there have certainly been 
plenty of  opportunities for other Americans to serve. Since I left the White House, 
the United States has launched military attacks resulting in anywhere from a few 
to tens of  thousands of  deaths in Honduras, Macedonia, Albania, Libya, Nicara-
gua, Lebanon, Sudan, Grenada, Panama, Kuwait, Somalia, Yugoslavia, Bosnia, Haiti, 
Croatia, Afghanistan, and Iraq. War remains a prevalent aspect of  our lives.

Through my work at The Carter Center, I have been involved in both active and 
potential military confl icts. In 1994, I became especially involved in confl ict reso-
lution eff orts. In June of  that year, I went to North Korea as a second Korean war 
was threatening. It was very likely then that if  severe sanctions were imposed on 
the North Korean government and their leader, Kim II Sung, North Korea would 
attack South Korea. This was a common belief  of  both the Chinese, who came 
to see me, and of  the US military commander in Korea, General Gary Luck. In 
September, when the United States had some twenty thousand troops marshaled 
to invade Haiti, I visited that country with then-retired General Colin Powell and 
Georgia Senator Sam Nunn to try, successfully, to prevent military confl ict. At the 
end of  that same year, I went to Sarajevo in Bosnia to try to bring reconciliation 
among the ethnic groups of  that country. While there, I visited the site where 
in June 1914, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife were assassinated by a 
nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb—the event that generated World War I.

Many years later there is still an ongoing debate as to whether the war was 
an inevitable result of  imperialistic powers building up an excessively competitive 
attitude toward one another or whether it was a tragic comedy of  errors that re-
sulted from the assassination of  Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife. Perhaps 
the problem was the excessively-binding treaty system that tied the superpowers 
of  those days together, so that when one did enter the war, others were brought 
into the war as a result of  their treaty obligations. The essays in this volume will 
suggest potential reasons for the beginning of  this war, which George Kennan 
described as the “seminal catastrophe” of  the twentieth century.

Nowadays, the ordinary American doesn’t hear nearly as much about World War 
I as when I was a child or even when I was a young offi  cer in the Navy. World War 
I was a devastating confl ict that resulted in approximately 8.6 million deaths on 
the battlefi eld. The United States entered late, but we lost over 115,000 soldiers, 
more than we would lose in Korea and Vietnam combined. For roughly forty-three 
years before 1914, there had been no major wars in Europe. World War I resulted 
in the collapse of  four major empires: the German Empire, the Austro-Hungarian 
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xii • Jimmy Carter

Empire, the Russian Empire, and the Ottoman Empire. The Treaty of  Versailles, 
orchestrated by the victors, imposed what many scholars and historians consider 
to have been oppressive restraints and humiliation upon Germany, which may have 
resulted in the rise of  Hitler and caused, at least indirectly, World War II.

In Russia, the Tsar was overthrown, and the Bolshevik Revolution resulted in 
the rise of  the Soviet Union and communism. When I was president, the Soviet 
Union presented the major threat to my country and, perhaps, to world peace. For 
four years I faced the possibility of  a third World War caused by the launching of  
nuclear weaponry either from the Soviet Union or perhaps inadvertently from the 
United States. Just one nuclear missile submarine over which I had command, with 
its multiple warheads, could have destroyed every city in the entire Soviet Union 
with a population of  more than 100,000. The Soviets had similar capabilities 
with which to destroy us. I was constantly concerned about what action I would 
take if  I were notifi ed that the Soviets had launched a nuclear weapon. From their 
launching sites, the fl ight time was only twenty-six minutes. I would have had only 
twenty-six minutes to answer the following: should I let my country be totally 
destroyed without response or would I destroy the U.S.S.R. in retaliation? I doubt 
that any leader on earth has ever been confronted with a more serious question 
than I, my predecessors, and my successors. 

All this was a legacy of  World War I. So too were the national arrangements in 
the Near East. The arbitrary division of  the Near East or the Middle East, which 
fell after 1918 into the hands of  the French and the British, resulted in the draw-
ing of  national boundaries that were quite artifi cial in nature and has precipitated 
much of  the violence that we still see there today. Iraq is one example of  the seri-
ous problems caused by these decisions. The disposition of  Palestine is another.

In 1962, President John F. Kennedy is said to have told members of  his cabinet 
to read The Guns of August by Barbara Tuchman, so they would be better informed 
about the history of  World War I in order to avoid another such disaster in the 
future. It helped to shape Kennedy’s actions that year when nuclear-armed mis-
siles were detected in and on the way to Cuba from the Soviet Union. The Cuban 
Missile crisis was an event that could very easily have deteriorated into a nuclear 
confrontation and a nuclear exchange of  a massive scale between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. In 1973, under Richard Nixon, the United States was faced 
with the escalation of  an Arab-Israeli War. Egypt and Syria, supplied by the Sovi-
ets, had infl icted serious damage to the Israeli military, but Israel, supplied by the 
U.S., had counterattacked on both fronts, crossing the Suez Canal and advancing 
to the road to Damascus. The Soviet Union threatened direct military interven-
tion on behalf  of  the Arabs. This was the only time in history that nuclear forces 
on both the Soviet and US sides were put on the highest alert. Had Israel not 
stopped its advance under pressure from Washington, there could very well have 
been a nuclear exchange. Later, during my presidency, the Soviets invaded Afghani-
stan, which I saw as another test of  the US-Soviet relationship. We did not resort 
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Foreword • xiii

to nuclear weapons, but there was still a threat to peace in the world. These kinds 
of  events, circumstances, confrontations, or crises that all presidents and world 
leaders have experienced, have resulted from World War I—not indirectly, but, I 
think, almost directly.

However, there were also positive developments from the war. The League of  
Nations was proposed by Woodrow Wilson, and he consequently received the 
Nobel Peace Prize. Unfortunately, the League did not receive adequate support. 
Out of  World War II came the United Nations, which was a breath of  fresh air, 
hope, and expectation in 1945. Nevertheless, challenges to the integrity, infl uence, 
and the authority of  the United Nations still exist. Still today, the threat of  con-
fl agration is always present.

I continue to be troubled and disturbed by the attractiveness of  war. My own 
belief  is that there were strong forces in Europe before 1914 that were prepared 
for a war. Certain leaders saw war as a way to exert their political infl uence and per-
haps territorial expansion. They thought they could go to war with impunity and 
win without the danger of  loss. We still have that situation. This is a unique time 
in history in that there is one unchallenged superpower on earth, the United States 
of  America. Our military capability now is at least equal to the combined military 
of  all the other nations in the world. We have the feeling of  invulnerability. There 
is no other nation that can possible challenge us militarily, seemingly giving us a 
free hand to exert our military strength whenever and wherever we choose. Almost 
without fear of  retaliation, we interceded in former Yugoslavia, relying on high-
level aerial bombing and the launching of  missiles from a distance. Our pilots and 
our Navy personnel stayed out of  danger. We do not know how many Serbs were 
killed in those attacks; maybe a few tens of  thousands of  people died. We could 
have destroyed Iraq without invading forces as well. On 9/11, however, we learned 
that the United States is not invulnerable.

There is a great economic advantage to a country that can prevail militarily. 
There is no question that if  we do succeed in Iraq, which is still doubtful, we can 
control Iraq’s oil wells and, to some degree, its political situation. From there we 
can extend our own hegemony to other places. War can be popular. The unques-
tioned change in status of  a beleaguered president, from a prime minister dealing 
with budgets, welfare, taxation, and environmental questions, into the commander-
in-chief  of  military forces is a supreme change. It results in a totally predictable 
and inordinate popularity because it becomes almost improper to criticize a gov-
ernment that professes to be at war. The threat and dangers of  confl ict and its 
enticements now perhaps even equal what was extant during the weeks following 
the assassination of  the archduke.

I hope that this collection of  essays, as it assesses the causes and the potential 
retrospective prevention of  World War I, can be very helpful in the modern day. 
We now have an ongoing debate about war in the United States. So far as I know, 
in the last more than two centuries, we have never had a government that espoused 
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xiv • Jimmy Carter

preventive war or preemptive war. Now it is a matter of  some macho pride to 
maintain that the United States, with its superior position on earth, has a right 
and a duty to take military action. I can go down a list of  fi fteen or more countries 
in which we have been involved in military actions quite often with total impunity. 
So what is the proper role of  a superpower in our times? Of  a superpower, which 
is dominant not only militarily, but politically, economically, socially, and cultur-
ally? I hope that one of  the characteristics of  our nation in the future will be to 
avoid war and to use our tremendous information and strength for peace—not 
just peace for ourselves, but peace for others as well. I would like to see leaders of  
countries around the world who are threatened with civil war to naturally think, 
“Why don’t we go to Washington? That’s a repository of  a deep commitment to 
peace. We know that America espouses peace and thinks of  war as a last resort.” I 
hope we will see that in the future, a superpower has a potential for promoting its 
own moral and ethical political standards of  freedom and democracy. It would be 
nice if  whenever a democracy is in danger, their fi rst thought would be: “Let’s go 
to Washington.” I would wish for the same reaction when faced with challenges 
regarding the environment, basic human rights or civil rights, personal freedoms, 
or suff ering. Those are the characteristics that should be derived from superpower 
status. 

At the beginning of  the century, I was invited to make a couple of  speeches in 
Asia and Oslo, Norway. My subject was: “What is the greatest challenge that the 
world faces in this new millennium?” My decision was to identify the growing 
chasm between the rich and the poor people on earth. I think that it is indisput-
able that the chasm is increasingly divisive and is engendering among the poorest 
and most destitute, forgotten, and ignored peoples on earth a sense of  neglect, 
resentment, and animosity. It may even provide a breeding ground for terrorism 
among those most susceptible to infl uence.

My hope is that from this book, one can learn some lessons on how to avoid a 
future catastrophe. War is a past as well as a present danger. We have to be alert. 
Because now, with nuclear weaponry at the world’s disposal, a death rate of  one 
million or even ten million would be only the beginning.

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Introduction

AN IMPROBABLE WAR?
The Outbreak of  World War I and 

European Political Culture Before 1914

Holger Affl  erbach and David Stevenson

!

“Being doubtful is more fruitful than being sure.” Ernst von Salomon’s aphorism is 
highly applicable to this volume. It focuses on the balance between underlying and 
immediate reasons for the outbreak of  World War I in the summer of  1914. The 
essays united here address the fundamental question of  whether that war repre-
sented a logical—not to say predictable and even inevitable—response to political 
conditions in Europe before 1914 or rather, constituted a reaction against and a 
break with them.

It is not our intention here to re-analyze the political decision-making pro-
cess in 1914. This has been done extensively, minute by minute: Luigi Albertini’s 
three-volume analysis of  the July Crisis is still unsurpassed.1 Modern essay collec-
tions, such as those edited by Keith Wilson2 or by Richard Hamilton and Holger 
Herwig,3 provide good summaries of  the decision-making process within each na-
tional capital. The formidable bulk of  publications on this topic has already been 
surveyed in excellent historiographical overviews.4 Nor has it been our intention 
to write a balanced overall synthesis of  the literature on the July crisis, such as the 
classic account by James Joll.5

Instead, our volume focuses on a single, but crucial, issue: the degree of  prob-
ability and inevitability in the outbreak of  the confl ict. Our contributors—most 
of  whom originally presented papers on the same topic in October of  2004 at a 
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2 • Holger Affl  erbach and David Stevenson

conference organized by Holger Affl  erbach at Emory University—were asked to 
analyze the potential for peace in pre-1914 societies. They investigated whether 
the international system was so beset by competing nationalisms and imperialisms 
that armed confl ict was ‘inevitable’ and the Sarajevo assassinations were merely 
the last straw. Or was this system in fact less pernicious than its posthumous 
reputation has suggested? Perhaps, in contrast, only the contingent and eminently 
avoidable mistakes and misperceptions of  a very small number of  decision mak-
ers triggered an unnecessary, anachronistic, and yet devastating catastrophe. This 
question is fundamental for an evaluation of  European culture in the period. To 
understand World War I as the result of  a series of  serious professional mistakes 
by a comparatively small group of  diplomats, politicians, and military leaders is 
profoundly diff erent in its implications from an interpretation of  the war as the 
automatic outcome of  the mindset of  the European “generation of  1914.”6

The underlying intention of  this volume is to argue in favor of  a signifi cant 
change in historical perspective. To make our intention clear, we present the no-
tion of  Europe’s enthusiasm for the war as an example. It was a common sugges-
tion among many writers until the early 1990s that Europeans, in the summer 
of  1914, were fi lled with suicidal enthusiasm for the incipient confl ict. However, 
Jean-Jacques Becker started to question this assumption in his book on France in 
1914,7 and new research over the last decade has successfully challenged this view. 
Presently, cutting edge investigation suggests that public opinion in the belligerent 
countries was highly diff erentiated by region and by social class.8 The simple idea 
of  universal European war enthusiasm is no longer tenable.

This book seeks to provoke a corresponding reappraisal of  how European 
“political culture” before 1914 dealt with the question of  war and peace. We 
understand that the theoretical implications of  this topic are immense, but we 
limit ourselves to a brief  description of  our central interests. The term “political 
culture” seems broad and vague, and this, to an extent, is unavoidable in the face 
of  the complex phenomena we are dealing with. We have a certain focus on high 
politics and strategy, because it is evident that the fi nal decisions were made in this 
realm. Yet although our question is essentially, in our understanding, a political 
one, we seek to defi ne politics in a broad sense and to investigate its cultural roots. 
We focus not only on the political and military leaderships, but also more widely 
and comparatively. And by invoking “culture” we refer not only to “high culture” 
in the classic meaning of  the term, but also to the “mindset” of  contemporaries. 
Our concern is with an ensemble of  conventions, interests, customs, expectations, 
unspoken assumptions, hopes, and fears diff used among the millions of  people 
who shaped the fundamental and distinctive characteristics of  the political envi-
ronment. To this end, our contributors’ fi elds of  enquiry include not only the or-
ganization and culture of  individual states, such as Germany, Austria-Hungary, or 
Russia, but also pan-European themes such as the roles of  honor, gender, religion, 
and the arts.9
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Introduction • 3

We cannot cover every aspect of  each society, and we do not claim to be so com-
prehensive. Nonetheless, we have sought not to lean in the direction of  our own 
assumptions, but to give scholars of  varying opinions the opportunity to expound 
their views. In this volume, eighteen contributors from six countries draw on their 
fi elds of  special expertise in order to grapple with these issues. The list of  authors 
includes both established historians and rising young researchers. This volume, 
like the conference that preceded it, has been organized specifi cally to highlight 
contrasting opinions and yet also to look for common ground from which we may 
draw conclusions accepted by all. Despite the diversity of  interpretations, each es-
say is related—in their diff erent ways—to the volume’s central theme.

One contributor should be mentioned before all others. We are honored that 
former US President Jimmy Carter has supplied the foreword. The Nobel Peace 
Prize winner presents his own, very personal thoughts on the topic, “A Century of  
War and Peace.” Jimmy Carter refl ects on the ways in which World War I aff ected 
his life and that of  his family, the history of  his country and, fi nally, his own poli-
cies during his presidency.

The fi rst essay is by Paul Schroeder, Professor Emeritus of  History at the Uni-
versity of  Illinois, Champaign-Urbana, whose magnum opus, The Transformation of 
European Politics,10 has been acclaimed as a milestone in the historiography of  inter-
national relations. He contends that World War I was ultimately the outcome of  
changes in the unwritten “rules,” or norms, of  the international system. The ever 
increasing brutality of  those rules placed enormous pressure on some members 
of  the international community, robbed them of  breathing space, and ultimately 
forced them into suicidal action. According to Schroeder, Austria-Hungary might 
eventually have become a perpetrator, but it was also a victim.11 His provocative 
essay challenges scholarly orthodoxy regarding the decisions made in Vienna and 
seeks to turn conventional wisdom on its head. In contrast with the “improbability” 
approach, which forms the central theme of  this volume, he suggests that war was 
essentially unavoidable by 1914. Even those who dissent from his conclusions must 
concede that Schroeder off ers a forceful and well-constructed argument full of  
insights, as well as a powerful indictment of  a degenerating international system.

In his chapter, Matthias Schulz counters some of  Schroeder’s arguments while 
agreeing with others.12 Schulz provides an innovative examination of European con-
gressional diplomacy between 1815 and 1914. He contends that even at the end 
of  this period, adequate peace-keeping mechanisms existed, and that the Austro-
Serbian crisis could have been resolved by a conference or by a multilateral peace-
keeping eff ort, instead of  by forceful and unilateral Austrian action with German 
support. Schulz blames the powers (and especially Germany) for rejecting any 
kind of  multilateralism, and for doing so more emphatically as 1914 approached. 
In this respect, his analysis conforms with Paul Schroeder’s: as the international 
system lost its ethical foundation, war became more probable. But on one major 
point the two disagree: Schroeder sees in Austria-Hungary the great victim of  the 
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4 • Holger Affl  erbach and David Stevenson

international system, whereas Schulz characterizes the Habsburg monarchy, from a 
statistical analysis of  the incidence of  crises, as the leading fomenter of  instability 
in Europe.

Vienna is also the focus of  the contribution by Samuel Williamson.13 Here we 
see yet a further viewpoint on the July crisis and on the Habsburg Monarchy’s role. 
Williamson, the leading US expert on Austria-Hungary, analyzes its decision-
making process during 1914. While Schroeder and Schulz agree that changes in 
the underlying ethos of  international politics made the Great War probable, Wil-
liamson’s case study of  the Habsburg political elite shows that they had not resolved 
the question of  war against Serbia before the Sarajevo assassinations, and that they 
had other political priorities. Thus Sarajevo really was the decisive moment: with-
out the murder of  Francis Ferdinand and his wife, there would have been no deci-
sion for war in Vienna, and therefore no general confl ict, notwithstanding the 
previous history of  acute and recurrent Austro-Serb tension. Also crucial for the 
debate on war guilt (and at odds with Schulz’s emphasis) is Williamson’s denial that 
German pressure was decisive: the Habsburg leaders made their own decisions. 
Williamson’s contribution can be understood as a strong argument in favor of  the 
improbability thesis, or at least, against any conclusion that war was in evitable. And 
yet he also warns the reader, in the light of  our contemporary global situation, not 
to think that our contemporary politicians are wiser than the Austrian government 
in 1914.

This volume refl ects recent trends in historical scholarship by awarding Austria-
Hungary due prominence. Naturally, however, the decisions made in Berlin and the 
public mood in Germany are not neglected. John Röhl, the leading international 
expert on Wilhelm II, provides a powerful analysis of  the German Emperor’s po-
litical line and his personal goals and responsibility during the July crisis, drawing 
on some startling new evidence.14 In a forceful contribution, he argues a case that 
he has developed through decades of  research. Röhl does not accept the “improb-
ability” thesis, which is irrelevant to his own view of  how the war began, and even 
contradicts it. He believes that the German leaders deliberately started the war and 
traces the roots of  the confl ict to the German political system and the personality 
of  the German ruler, whom he indicts for his duplicity and recklessness.

The second section of  the book deals with military developments in Europe 
before 1914. Here we expected to fi nd some of  the strongest arguments against 
the improbability thesis.

Jost Dülff er discusses the two Hague peace conferences and their attempts to 
limit the level of  armaments and to outlaw the use of  certain weapons. He con-
cludes that these attempts could not change the overriding course of  events. Al-
ternatives to the existing European balance-of-power system, with its adjustment 
mechanisms of  arms build-ups and deterrence, had no chance of  making headway 
in an era when every state was keen on keeping control over its own sovereignty, 
including the right to confi gure its armed forces in the light of  its own strategic
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Introduction • 5

planning and perceived security needs. Hence, although the Hague conferences had 
some successes, their importance was marginal. Nonetheless, they initiated an on-
 going process, and a third conference was envisaged for 1915. Had war not inter-
vened, the momentum in favor of  arms control and international arbitration might 
have developed further.

The failure of  any agreement for international arms limitation left an open fi eld 
for armaments competition both at sea and on land. Did the arms race make war 
probable or inevitable? Two essays are devoted to this question. Michael Epkenhans 
analyses the Anglo-German naval race, showing how Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, 
Secretary of  State of  the Imperial German Naval Offi  ce, overcame all internal re -
sistance to his fl eet-building program. Unquestionably, the naval rivalry poisoned 
Anglo-German relations. Yet on the other hand, Epkenhans contends that by 
1914, the most acute phase of  the naval race was over, and that the British had 
won it, not least because Tirpitz and the German navy had run out of  money. 
Although the naval rivalry contributed to the deterioration of  the international 
situation, and especially to Germany’s place within it, it did not in itself  trigger 
the outbreak of  war.

Similarly, in his discussion of  the land armaments race David Stevenson con-
fronts directly the question of  whether or not the world war was improbable. He 
argues that land armaments competition indeed destabilized European international 
relations, but that the leaders of  the powers could have found peaceful solutions to 
their security predicaments. Earlier arms races had ended without hostilities and the 
pre-1914 race, although a critical danger to European peace, might have evolved 
into a non-violent confrontation or “cold” war. Stevenson’s “approach goes some 
way towards meeting the improbability thesis, although with reservations.”15

The essay by Günther Kronenbitter investigates the war planning of  Helmuth 
von Moltke the Younger and Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, the Chiefs of  the 
German and Austrian General Staff s. Both men agreed that the impact of  a large-
scale continental war would have devastating repercussions on European civiliza-
tion for decades. They also recognized the unpredictability of  such a confl ict’s out-
come. Yet precisely because they were trapped by their understanding of  national 
and personal duty, they prepared for a war which they thought would inevitably 
be a disaster for Europe and their countries. Admittedly, Kronenbitter concludes 
that neither Moltke nor Conrad had the fi nal say in the question of  war and peace; 
they alone could not start hostilities. Nonetheless, their narrow understanding of  
military security subjected European peace to an enormous structural burden. The 
upshot of  this section can be summarized as follows: although developments in 
armaments policy and in strategic planning did serve to endanger peace, they did 
not so destabilize the international order as to make war unavoidable.

The next group of  essays is dedicated to the question of  contemporary expec-
tations and “unspoken assumptions.” Holger Affl  erbach addresses the central theme 
of  the volume by analyzing the expectations about war current among the Europe-
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6 • Holger Affl  erbach and David Stevenson

ans of  1914.16 His basic contention is that if  contemporaries had really believed 
war to be unavoidable, then everyone would have expected after Sarajevo that events 
would lead quickly to the outbreak of  hostilities. But in fact the opposite was true. 
Affl  erbach draws on a vast quantity of  sources to show that contemporaries did 
not believe that a great war was probable and they were completely surprised by its 
outbreak. The notion that nobody would risk such a devastating catastrophe was 
all the more widely accepted because of  the highly-developed system of  deterrence 
of  the day. For that reason Affl  erbach denies that European societies—including 
Germany—expected a cataclysm, despite what important and infl uential historians 
such as Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Eric Hobsbawm, and many others have claimed.17 
Affl  erbach also discusses the various military leaders who notoriously dreamed of  
a great European war out of  self-indulgent motives, but he suggests that even they 
believed that such a war was both improbable and liable to be immensely destruc-
tive. However, the danger in this situation was that some statesmen were so con-
fi dent that a great war was impossible that they planned their actions without the 
necessary caution. The war was, according to Affl  erbach, “improbable,” because it 
went against the tides of  that time. The actual outbreak of  war was even a conse-
quence of  misplaced confi dence that peace was secure. Here we see a link between 
the improbability thesis and the onset of  hostilities.

Friedrich Kießling pursues a similar line of  argument in his analysis of  policy 
makers’ conduct during the diplomatic crises of  the years leading up to 1914.18 
He insists that in trying to explain the war’s origins it is a mistake to focus only on 
those factors which seemingly led to an escalation of  international tensions. He 
looks instead at eff orts to achieve détente and de-escalation in political confl ict. 
Paradoxically, this policy of  seeking détente may have been too successful, lead-
ing to miscalculations by some of  Europe’s leading statesmen in the July crisis. 
Because compromise had been achieved in previous crises and war had repeatedly 
been averted, the assumption may have been that in 1914, too, confl ict could be 
avoided. The mindset of  “improbable war,” identifi ed by Affl  erbach, or the dan-
gerous faith in détente, posited by Kießling, made key decision makers perilously 
insouciant. For both Affl  erbach and Kießling, the outbreak of  war in Europe was 
a consequence of  carelessness caused by overconfi dence; comparable to the com-
placency of  the crew of  the Titanic, who failed to reduce their speed at the moment 
of  danger.

Regarding the long running debate over European “war enthusiasm,” Roger 
Chickering analyzes the popular mood in the summer of  1914, focusing his at-
tention on the middle-sized German town of  Freiburg im Breisgau.19 His essay 
combines a general survey of  the public opinion literature with an interesting case 
study. He comments, “It would in all events overtax the evidence from the street to 
conclude that their enthusiasm refl ected long-standing or deep-seated popular at-
titudes about the probability or desirability of  war.”20 And he adds further: “The 
dramatic scenes of  the summer of  1914 ought to be understood in the light of  
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Introduction • 7

their own political and cultural dynamics. They should not be taken as evidence 
that an inveterate German war enthusiasm made war probable or inevitable.”21 
Hence Chickering’s contribution also weakens the hypothesis that World War I 
was unavoidable.

The next essay deals with developments in Russia, again with reference to the 
question of  whether the political culture in this country made the Great War prob-
able or not. The “cultures” of  war and peace underlying the political discourses in 
the Russian society of  the day are investigated by Joshua A. Sanborn.22 His com-
plex argument shows how diffi  cult it is to fi nd clear and simple trends in prewar 
societies. Sanborn discusses the evidence for growing popular patriotism and mili-
tarism in pre-1914 Russia, as in other European countries. Examples include the 
celebration of  the Franco-Russian alliance, government-led centenary commemo-
rations, the abolition of  schoolteachers’ exemption from conscription, changes to 
the school curriculum, and the creation of  new patriotic societies. On the other 
hand, he also demonstrates the reservations felt about these developments on the 
part of  pacifi sts and of  authoritarian conservatives, including Nicholas II. Yet 
he concludes that a particular form of  patriotism—a deep concern for Russia’s 
“Great-Power status”—was decisive in hardening policy in the July Crisis and im-
pelled decision makers to opt for a war that no one regarded with enthusiasm and 
was widely considered to be highly inopportune. On balance, therefore, the devel-
opments discussed by Sanborn do not support the “improbability thesis,” though 
his interpretation is a nuanced one and can be read in more than one way.

The essays in the next section turn toward the question of  the roles that cul-
ture, religion, and gender played in international relations before 1914, as well 
as to the topic of  internationalism and its infl uence on the question of  Euro-
pean peace. Ute Frevert shows in her essay that a gender-related understanding of  
“honor” in European societies had a distinctive infl uence on the events of  summer 
1914.23 She does not claim that the concepts of  honor and the gender roles of  the 
time made war inevitable, but concludes: “This manly posture made attempts to 
peacefully solve the crisis extremely diffi  cult.” 

Hartmut Lehmann examines pacifi sm in the Protestant churches and their in-
ability to act in international solidarity at the critical moment.24 They were sur-
prised, as was everybody else; they had thought, “our best times lay in front of  
us,”25 and had believed in a better future without war. Here we see a link with Jost 
Dülff er’s contribution: Protestant pacifi sts, like the promoters of  disarmament, 
were too weak to transform the existing political system of  balance of  power and 
military deterrence.

Jessica Gienow-Hecht discusses international cultural relations before 1914, 
taking transatlantic cultural exchanges as an example.26 She concludes that such ex-
changes operated in a kind of  parallel world; no political catastrophe was foreseen 
by those engaged in them, and for that reason after 1918 international cultural 
relations could be resumed with relative ease. 
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8 • Holger Affl  erbach and David Stevenson

The art milieu, as well as the religious pacifi sts described by Hartmut Leh-
mann, did not foresee and did not believe in the possibility of  a great armed con-
fl ict. Gienow-Hecht concludes about her fi eld of  expertise, the relations between 
art and war: “Whatever politicians may negotiate or say, whatever military leaders 
may plan, whatever our newspapers report, many believed, art leads a life on its 
own. While cultural nationalism had been a theme in the nineteenth century and 
while the two decades prior to World War I witnessed intensive debates around 
the creation of  an American music, there were no signs for cultural pessimism or 
any hint of  the coming catastrophe.”27 Similar observations can be made about the 
world of  fi nance and industry.28

The essays in this section show a reality full of  ambiguities: on the one hand, 
optimism and confi dence in the future among evangelical Protestants and among 
artists; on the other hand, a gender-related and deeply traditional understanding 
of  male honor, which inhibited compromise in times of  crisis.

The last three chapters describe the view from afar. Ottoman Turkish politics 
and their view on Europe are analyzed in the paper by Mustafa Aksakal.29 He 
draws on newspapers, political statements, and other publications in order to dem-
onstrate that the Ottoman leaders (not unlike the Austrian ones) felt they were 
victims of  the international system. They actually hoped for war in order to be 
saved from their diffi  culties. From their perspective, a local war was not only prob-
able, but also desirable. The Young Turks dreamed of  a war of  liberation and 
in dependence, taking the German war of  1870–71 as an example, and they were 
eager to secure German help for it. Aksakal emphasizes strongly that such a war of  
liberation was viewed as necessary not only by “hawks” such as Enver Pasha, but 
throughout the Empire’s political elite. Their ultimate goal was to stabilize, with 
German help, Turkey’s international position and to halt its secular decline. This 
was, at least, the attitude in July and August 1914, when the decisive alliance with 
Germany was concluded. It should be stressed that Aksakal’s essay concentrates on 
the Turkish perspective, and does not focus on the question of  whether a general 
European war was considered probable or improbable before 1914. In fact his 
evidence suggests that the government in Constantinople neither envisaged nor pre-
dicted such a confl ict, although when this event occurred it perceived it as a great 
opportunity.

Fred Dickinson analyzes the reaction in Japan to the war in Europe.30 His essay 
shows the surprise felt in Japan when hostilities broke out, as well as the working 
of  a mechanism that we can observe also in post-1918 historiography: the world 
war was unexpected, but once it had broken out it was with hindsight deemed 
to have been inevitable. Japanese newspapers and political commentators looked 
for explanations and found them in the materialistic European culture, in the 
instability of  the balance of  power (which they considered to be a unique po-
litical phenomenon and characteristically European), and fi nally by conceiving 
of  the war as a racial struggle. In addition to these general explanations, however, 
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Introduction • 9

Japanese commentators tended to see Germany as being primarily responsible for 
the catastrophe. To these interesting refl ections, Dickinson adds another consider-
ation that would be of  great importance later in the twentieth century. He identi-
fi es a Japanese culture of  profi ting from turbulence in Europe in order to make 
opportunistic gains in East Asia: a tendency that the World War I experience 
reinforced.

Fraser Harbutt examines another perspective from afar: that from the United 
States. Americans were generally shocked and surprised by the outbreak of  con-
fl ict. It seemed to them an act of  European suicide, which they had not previously 
considered to be possible or probable. But this perspective quickly changed, and 
Harbutt highlights the struggle between morality and commercial interest that was 
central in shaping US public opinion toward the war.31 Developments during the 
fi rst few months had already made it likely that American neutrality would be pro-
Allied and that the U.S. would eventually intervene against Germany. Nonetheless, 
American commercial expansion—like Japan’s opportunism in Asia—represented 
a second-stage reaction to the European cataclysm. The initial reaction is more 
revealing for the general question treated in this volume: in neither country was 
a great European war expected and in both it came as a total surprise. The view 
from afar demonstrates again that many contemporary observers both inside and 
outside Europe did not foresee the confl ict and that they considered it a highly 
improbable event.

How can we summarize the conclusions of  this volume? It off ers a broad spec-
trum of  viewpoints. Each author acknowledges that the international system be-
fore 1914 was endangered by several developments, prominent among which were 
armaments competition and a single-minded military understanding of  national 
security. But how do they answer our main question: whether such developments 
made the outbreak of  a general war the most likely outcome? On this issue we see 
diff erences in interpretation that are diffi  cult to hide. Schroeder and Röhl think 
that war was probable, not to say unavoidable: Schroeder points to an international 
system corrupted by imperialism; Röhl to an incompetent and bellicose German 
government. Frevert underlines the role of  gender-related honor in pre-1914 Eu-
ropean societies, which made political compromise diffi  cult. Dülff er and Lehmann 
demonstrate the limited importance of  disarmament initiatives and international 
pacifi sm, although this did not mean that the existing system, despite its fl aws, had 
to perish in a world war. However, other contributors underline the openness and 
ambiguity of  the pre-war situation. They dwell on the one hand on the danger to 
peace from developments such as imperialist rivalries and the armaments race, but 
on the other they also highlight the factors working for peace, such as the wide-
spread aversion from a suicidal great war. They see serious dangers in the situation 
(albeit disagreeing about the gravity of  those dangers), but they deny any kind of  
inevitability. The essays by Epkenhans and Stevenson fall into this category. Other 
authors focus on the elites and their decision making in the summer of  1914, in 
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10 • Holger Affl  erbach and David Stevenson

other words, on serious professional mistakes by diplomats and military leaders 
that led to an eminently avoidable catastrophe. This is the view, for example, of  
Williamson, who argues that the war was the result of  Sarajevo; that without the 
assassination nothing would have happened because Austria-Hungary’s political 
designs were not directed toward a war of  aggression. Affl  erbach contends that 
the international system was far from ideal, but the war ran against the tide of  the 
times, and that pro-war tendencies and international tensions before 1914 have 
been grossly overestimated in order to explain the catastrophe by “deeper causes” 
instead of  by poor crisis management in the weeks after Sarajevo. Kießling goes 
in a similar direction. War was possible, of  course, but improbable. Further more, 
the essays widen the scope of  the debate by broadening out from the usual analy-
sis of  the decisions in Berlin and examining the view from centers such as Con-
stantinople and St. Petersburg, as well as invoking cultural factors. Thus, Aksakal 
focuses on the Turkish leaders’ desire for a war, but not for a world war, which lay 
outside the scope of  their ambitions, while Sanborn gives an evaluation of  Russian 
political culture as making more than one outcome possible. That this disastrous 
conclusion to the era was not the automatic and inevitable result either of  Euro-
pean political developments or of  underlying trends in European culture, is also 
underlined by Jessica Gienow-Hecht, as well as by the essays on the “view from 
afar” by Dickinson and Harbutt.

While most editors of  a collected volume would hope for a certain uniformity 
among the individual contributions, here such uniformity has been attainable only 
to a certain extent. It is questionable, though, whether complete consensus is re-
ally desirable. Unanimity can spell the death of  a historical debate. However, it is 
unlikely that the outbreak of  World War I, one of  the most complex and infl uen-
tial political events in history, about which tens of  thousands of  books have been 
published, will ever be the subject of  a simple, unifying interpretation.

Nevertheless, we hope that we can show a tendency, a train of  thought, which 
suggests that World War I marked an abrupt departure from previous trends in 
European political culture, not their continuation or automatic outcome. His-
torians who declare, after the event, that World War I (or any other war) was 
inevitable, and build into any prehistory of  a war the path of  inevitability, repeat 
the same mistake, which was called already in 1914 a “monstrous proposition,”32 
over and over again. If  this train of  thought is persuasive, important revisions of  
received accounts are needed in order to represent pre-war developments more ac-
curately and to nuance the impression of  ever intensifying European great-power 
antagonisms. In the words of  a pre-1914 French schoolbook, “War is not prob-
able, but it is possible.”33 

If  World War I was simply the product of  intense and irrational nationalist 
hatreds, the story would be straightforward. Yet if  it was not the culmination of  
deep-seated trends, the message for our own time is more disturbing. Our cir-
cumstances are diff erent, but Samuel Williamson warns that our solutions to our 
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Introduction • 11

current security dilemmas are not necessarily wiser or superior to those favored a 
century ago. As President Carter warns, the improbable—even if  the majority do 
not want it—can nonetheless occur.

This volume shows—as did the conference that preceded it—that as we near 
the centenary of  World War I, fresh approaches can still stimulate dialogue even 
about enduring historiographical controversies. We hope the volume will refl ect 
and recapture the atmosphere of  lively discussion at the conference and that it 
will contribute to the ongoing debate on this great seminal catastrophe of  the 
twentieth century.
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Part I
!

EUROPEAN STATESCRAFT AND 
THE QUESTION OF  WAR AND PEACE 

BEFORE 1914

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Chapter 1

STEALING HORSES TO GREAT APPLAUSE
Austria-Hungary’s Decision in 1914 in Systemic Perspective

Paul W. Schroeder

!

This essay does not present new research or attempt to revise the many recent and 
earlier accounts of  the immediate origins of  the war in 1914 and Austria-Hungary’s 
role in it. On these scores, as will be seen, it basically agrees with the reigning 
view. It instead proposes a reinterpretation of  the general causes of  the war and 
the nature of  Austria’s decision, mainly by using well-known facts from familiar 
chapters of  history, but viewing them and the international system from a diff er-
ent perspective. It therefore emphasizes not what Austria-Hungary did in 1914 
and how its actions aff ected the international system, but rather what happened in 
the international system in the quarter-century before 1914 and how this aff ected 
all the actors, Austria-Hungary in particular.1 The cryptic reference in the title to 
stealing horses, as will be seen, applies to the international system rather than to 
Austria-Hungary.

The reinterpretation must begin with two methodological views or working 
principles almost universally accepted by international historians. The fi rst is that 
foreign and domestic policy are inextricably interwoven and interdependent. One 
cannot analyze the foreign policy of  a state or government without factoring in 
the economic, domestic-political, social, ideological, cultural, and other internal 
factors that infl uence it. From these emerge the interests and aims that the govern-
ment and its leaders seek to protect and advance in its foreign policy. Endorsing 
this principle does not mean asserting the primacy of  domestic politics or subor-
dinating other strategic, military, and diplomatic factors in foreign policy to it, but 
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18 • Paul W. Schroeder

simply accepting that these elements are interwoven and inseparable. The second 
working principle is that the central task in international history involves analyz-
ing the foreign policy decision-making process, explaining above all how and why 
statesmen, governments, and ruling elites made the decisions they did. 

These two principles, self-evidently true, seem to apply with particular force 
to Austria-Hungary before 1914. Nowhere else do domestic conditions, above all 
the multi national composition of  the state and the resultant nationalities con-
fl icts within it, seem more obviously the decisive determinants of  foreign policy. 
In Austria’s case, the very distinction between foreign policy and domestic issues 
and interests proves artifi cial and unworkable. Every question of  domestic politics, 
constitutional authority, economic interest, and above all national identity turned 
in some important respect into a foreign policy question directly aff ecting its se-
curity, strategy, alliances, and international prestige. Equally plainly, the question 
of  who actually made and infl uenced foreign policy decisions in Austria-Hungary 
and how they did so becomes especially crucial and complicated, given the pecu-
liar constitution of  the Dual Monarchy and the way its two autonomous halves 
worked together, or failed to do so. 

Therefore most historians addressing the question, “What led Austria-Hungary 
to decide and act as it did in 1914?” point to these two areas: the juncture between 
its foreign policy and its domestic situation, and the workings of  its particular for-
eign policy decision-making process. Most would say that the Austro-Hungarian 
government decided to act as it did in 1914 because the Monarchy’s ruling elite 
came to believe that the Monarchy’s interwoven external and internal problems 
and challenges, especially those in its South Slav regions and those emanating 
from Serbia, Rumania, Russia, and Italy, had become unmanageable and intoler-
able, calling for drastic action to change Austria-Hungary’s situation, and that the 
special nature, composition, and interests of  this elite strongly infl uenced both this 
conclusion and the choice of  a violent rather than peaceful solution.

I agree in general with both this approach and this verdict, so far as they go. 
Yet these two methods of  studying international politics (in this case, Austria-
Hungary’s decision), i.e., interweaving the interdependent factors of  foreign and 
domestic policy and analyzing the foreign policy decision-making process, impor-
tant though they are, are not exhaustive or suffi  cient. The results and conclusions 
they yield represent at best penultimate truths, and penultimate truths, taken as 
fi nal, have a way of  hiding and obstructing deeper ones, especially in history. A 
deeper answer to the questions of  what caused Austria to choose the policy it did 
in 1914 and how that choice should be interpreted, I contend, comes not simply 
from studying Austria’s foreign and domestic situation and its decision-making 
process, vital though this is, but from also looking carefully at the prevailing rules 
of  the European system. When that is done, one sees that in choosing to act as it 
did, Austria was not breaking those rules or overturning the prevailing system, but 
fi nally following it. 
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So broad an argument obviously has to be presented here in bare-bones fashion, 
without very much scholarly evidence or detail. It starts therefore with proposi-
tions that are widely accepted. 

First, Austria-Hungary started the war, deciding in 1914 deliberately to provoke 
a local war with Serbia, in the knowledge that this risked a general war. Moreover, 
Vienna, not Berlin, was the main locus of  this decision. This latter point is more 
controversial; many have argued that since Austria could not have acted without 
Germany and Germany could have stopped Austria but instead after 5 July urged 
it forward, Germany was therefore the real center of  the decision. Furthermore, 
Germany had its own reasons for wanting at least a major shift in the balance of  
power and deliberately risking a general war to achieve it. This reasoning is not in 
the end persuasive, however. Austria made the original decision on its own and de-
manded rather than requested German support, and did so in the knowledge that 
Germany by denying it would do unacceptable damage to the alliance and thereby 
further imperil its own position. The question of  German responsibility is really a 
separate one; the initiative for provoking a local war at the risk of  general war came 
from Vienna and remained there. 

Given Austria-Hungary’s notorious weakness and vulnerability, this decision in 
itself  seems hard to explain. Other well-known facts make it still stranger. Before 
1914, Vienna had repeatedly rejected this course. In the previous decade, it had had 
numerous opportunities for a local or a general war that in objective military-strategic 
terms off ered much better chances of  success. Yet when it took the plunge under 
unfavorable conditions in 1914, it did so at the urging of  some who had actively 
opposed it earlier. 

Austria-Hungary furthermore launched the war with no positive program of  
war aims. True, no great power government in 1914 had a set of  aims for which 
it was ready or eager to fi ght, much less deliberately to start a war. Yet they all had 
given thought to what concrete gains they ought to seek once the Great War that 
had long been anticipated broke out. Hence, all the other original belligerents, 
including Serbia, quickly developed concrete war aims programs. So did later en-
trants—the Ottoman Empire, Italy, Bulgaria, Greece, Rumania, Japan, and China. 
Even neutral Belgium, brought into the war solely by the German invasion, soon 
developed extensive plans both for territorial changes in Europe (including claims 
on the neutral Netherlands going back to 1839) and for colonial gains. Austria-
Hungary, however, started the war without such a program, and the program it did 
develop during the war in regard to Poland and the Balkans was mainly a reaction 
to military events and Germany’s actions rather than a set of  concrete aims of  its 
own, intended primarily to preserve Austria-Hungary’s status as an independent 
great power and to avoid becoming a dependent satellite of  Germany. The lack of  
positive war aims is illustrated by the very aim for which it decided on war, elimi-
nating Serbia as a political factor in the Balkans. Even among themselves Austrians 
could not defi ne precisely what this phrase meant—annexing Serbia, dividing it, 
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20 • Paul W. Schroeder

reducing it to satellite status, partitioning it with Bulgaria, or something else. The 
other major objective that other great powers and some lesser ones pursued before 
and during the war, that of  gaining overseas colonies and improving their world 
position, though present in Austria-Hungary before the war to a lesser degree than 
in other great powers, almost disappeared once it started.

The obvious reply to these points is that Austria-Hungary’s war aim was not to 
make positive gains, but to eliminate threats. Yet this fact too has remarkable as pects. 
While opting for war against Serbia, Austria-Hungary neither intended nor ex-
pected thereby to eliminate the main military threat it faced, that from Russia, even 
if  the war proved successful. The Monarchy’s decision makers, though they did 
not really expect Russia to accept a local Austro-Serbian war, hoped that Russia 
would do so and wished, if  general war were avoided, to use the crisis to work out 
a new compromise with Russia over the Balkans and the Ukrainian question.2 In 
other words, they expected to continue to have to coexist with Russia as a great 
power. This diff ers from the other great powers’ expectations. Britain, France, and 
Russia expected a victorious war to eliminate the main threat to their security by 
reducing Germany’s power, and developed their war plans accordingly. German 
leaders, at least in their optimistic moments, expected military victory to make Ger-
many dominant on the Continent, ending the threat of  encirclement and insecu-
rity. The Russians expected war to end Austria-Hungary’s very existence as a major 
power. Austria, however, did not expect to eliminate Russia as a great power and 
potential rival. Even the Austrian Chief  of  Staff  Conrad von Hötzendorff , a con-
stant advocate of  preventive war, much preferred to target lesser threats, Italy and 
Serbia, rather than Russia. In opting for a violent solution to their problems, Austrians 
seem to have accepted the permanence of  the Russian threat and hoped to contain 
it by breaking up the Balkan League, ending the Serbian challenge, restoring Austria’s 
alliance with Rumania, and demonstrating that their alliance with Germany was 
unbreakable and invincible, so that Russia would go back to their previous mutu-
ally restraining relationship, and perhaps even to the old Three-Emperors League. 

This unusual Austrian attitude toward its main enemy was more than matched 
by its strange stance toward its ally Germany, both before and during the war. No 
other great power was more one-sidedly dependent on its main ally than Austria-
Hungary, and none feared that ally as much. While diff erences, tensions, and sus-
picions certainly existed among the Entente powers, they did not privately refer to 
one another, as Austro-Hungarians did to Germany, as “the enemy to the North.” 
No other great power, furthermore, feared as much as Austria-Hungary did that 
a victory achieved in partnership with this ally might destroy its great power inde-
pendence as surely as defeat.3

Two further facts: fi rst, Austria-Hungary, along with Russia and Italy, had es-
pecially powerful reasons to fear that a great war, especially if  it were prolonged 
or unsuccessful, would bring on revolution. Second, Austria more than any other 
great power had previously endeavored to maintain its position and status and 

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Stealing Horses to Great Applause • 21

to manage its many international threats and challenges mainly by defending the 
legal status quo, practicing peaceful diplomacy, seeking international support, and 
invoking the Concert of  Europe to deal with international problems and defend 
Austrian interests. Provoking even a local war would therefore undermine these in-
ternational assets and tools and starting a general war would surely destroy them.

Thus, a decision remarkable enough on its face becomes even more baffl  ing on 
closer examination. The great power with the most to lose and least to gain from 
war, weaker than any other in terms of  its resources in relation to its security needs 
and challenges, and most inclined by its character, position, and requirements to 
be conservative, pacifi c, and risk averse in foreign policy, deliberately started the 
very war it had been trying to avoid and thus willfully caused its own destruction. 
It appears, as it has often been described, a case of  committing suicide out of  fear 
of  death.

A historical comparison may possibly be useful. This was not the fi rst time in 
the nineteenth century Austria suddenly decided to precipitate a war it had been 
trying to avoid and thus brought disaster down on its head. One previous instance 
is obvious. In 1859 Austria, apparently on the point of  winning a diplomatic vic-
tory in its confl ict with Sardinia-Piedmont and Piedmont’s ally France, provoked 
a war by issuing a deliberately unacceptable ultimatum to Sardinia-Piedmont. The 
result was to isolate Austria, save Sardinia-Piedmont’s premier Count Camillo Ca-
vour from defeat and resignation, and bring France, which had seemed about to 
defect from its alliance, into a war in which Austria was quickly defeated and set 
on the road to expulsion from Italy. The other instance, less obvious, seems even 
more suicidal than its decision in 1914. In 1809 Austria decided to go to war with 
Napoleon and his Empire—this despite the facts that Austria had already suf-
fered disastrous defeat in three previous wars with France, Germany and Italy were 
wholly in Napoleon’s grip, Prussia had recently been crushed and Russia defeated 
in a war Austria had declined to join, Russia was now Napoleon’s ally, and the Brit-
ish, besides being remote from the continental theater, otherwise preoccupied, and 
unable to help, were basically indiff erent to Austria’s fate. As a result, Austria suf-
fered another crushing defeat and an even more humiliating peace treaty, and man-
aged to avert the danger that Napoleon would extinguish the dynasty and divide 
the Austrian empire only at the cost of  becoming Napoleon’s subservient ally. 

This historical comparison seems merely to make the problem of  1914 worse, 
requiring three apparently inexplicable decisions to be explained instead of  one.4 
A historian who looks for common features, however, will quickly fi nd them. Here 
are some similar attitudes shown by Austria’s leaders in the three cases:

a perception of  an intolerable, growing threat to Austria’s great power secu-
rity and status stemming not from the danger of  immediate or direct attack 
by its enemies, but from the unrelenting pressure of  encirclement, isolation, 
subversion, and exhaustion—death by a thousand cuts;

1.
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a keen awareness of  Austria’s internal weaknesses, especially its political, na-
tional, fi nancial, and military ones, and a recognition that a war, especially 
a long war, would heighten the dangers of  revolution and the overthrow of  
the dynasty;

a widespread consensus reached on the eve of  the decision that Austria’s for-
eign policy in the preceding years, which had been risk averse and directed 
at avoiding war by conciliation, had not merely failed but had made Austria’s 
position worse;

a strong show of  resolve by certain political and military leaders, whose op-
timistic appraisals of  Austria’s immediate military situation and its chances 
for success were not accompanied either by adequate military preparations 
or by clear ideas on how the planned preventive strike and quick victory would 
produce long-range security and advantages;

a similar short-term optimism in regard to the international political con-
stellation—the hope that somehow quick successful action by Austria would 
break up the opposing alliance or produce allies for itself;

fi nally, a consensus that peaceful remedies were exhausted, leading former 
opponents of  war to join the war party or fall silent.

Yet these parallels, even if  they illuminate the background of  the decisions and 
suggest that all three are instances of  the familiar strategy of  desperate fl ight for-
ward, do not explain the particular choice in 1914.

Certain inadequate answers have been proff ered. One, formerly common and 
still occasionally encountered, is that it was typical for nineteenth-century Austria 
to behave thus, reacting too slowly and too late to danger and then plunging ahead 
in headstrong, obstinate panic. Napoleon said this; Henry Kissinger suggests it.5 
This is not to explain the problem, but to dismiss it. Another answer, earlier allud-
ed to, is that this kind of  action is not rare in international politics—many wars 
arise from attempts by a threatened declining power to reverse its decline through 
violence. Yet to show that something happens fairly frequently is not to explain 
why it does, or why the same power should commit the same suicidal blunder three 
times in a century.

The serious attempts to interpret and explain Austro-Hungarian policy in 1914 
divide roughly into two camps, one primarily emphasizing internal factors and 
motives and the other primarily external ones. To summarize and oversimplify both 
positions, the fi rst holds that the assassination of  Franz Ferdinand coincided with 
an approaching crisis and breakdown in Austria-Hungary’s creaking, semi-paralyzed 
state machine, and thus served to bring to a climax the spiraling, converging prob-
lems that were making the Dual Monarchy progressively more and more ungovern-
able—the failure of  the 1907 electoral reform, the breakdown of  parliament in 

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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the Austrian half, the necessity of  emergency rule, an unsatisfactory turn in a weak 
economy, the persistent unsolved problem of Austro-Hungarian relations, and above 
all critical nationalities problems, those with the South Slavs and Rumanians in 
particular. The decision to provoke a war with Serbia therefore represents a policy 
of  secondary integration and manipulated social imperialism in which a failed, 
bankrupt leadership and ruling elite sought to save itself, rally its loyal followers, 
and distract attention from its insoluble internal problems by a fl ight forward into 
war. The other view is that the 1914 decision was motivated primarily by tradi-
tional foreign policy considerations of  security, military strategy, and the determi-
nation to remain an independent great power and act as one.

The latter view seems to me more satisfactory. True, Austria-Hungary did face 
the problems emphasized by the former interpretation and some leaders hoped if  
it came to war that a successful war would help solve and manage them. Yet these 
factors, though present, were not decisive in opting for war. The issue is not criti-
cal to this essay, however, because the aim is to show that a third reason was more 
basic than either. 

It is interesting that these two lines of  explanations (whose diff erences I have 
over-sharpened here—there is no reason why they cannot be reconciled) converge 
tacitly on one point: Austria-Hungary’s decision was wrong. Some judge it harshly 
as driven by class-bound prejudice, arrogance, and a determination to defend en-
trenched privilege and power. Others are more sympathetic, inclined to see it as a 
blunder understandable in view of the extreme pressures to which Austria-Hungary 
was subjected and the narrow choices available to it. Nonetheless, there is consid-
erable agreement that other decisions and options were available, that this decision 
was a wrong, disastrous one, and that it had horrendous consequences for Austria 
and Europe. Which of  the two labels for Austria-Hungary’s decision in 1914, 
crime or blunder, is more fair and accurate is again not important for this essay, for 
it argues that the decision in one important sense was neither—that, understood 
within the context of  international history, it was the correct, right decision. 

The term “correct” or “right” as used in this context must be carefully defi ned. 
It does not mean “morally and legally justifi able.” To reach any such conclusion 
would require delving into legal, philosophical, and ethical issues impossible to 
deal with here. Nor does “right” here mean “sensible, prudent, representing a ra-
tional choice of  ends and reasonable correlation of  means and ends.” One might 
well argue forcefully that Austria-Hungary’s policy was none of  these things and 
point to its results as proof. Yet one could grant this and still contend that Austria-
Hungary’s decision was right in this respect, that it made a correct, accurate as-
sessment of  the nature and direction of  the prevailing international system and of  
Austria-Hungary’s position within it, and it recognized that some such course of  
action as it took in 1914 was the only serious choice left available to it.

This is not the sort of  conclusion historians readily embrace. Most, including in-
ternational historians, are nominalist pragmatic empiricists, suspicious of  abstract 
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entities like “the system,” fond of  historical contingency and averse to any hint 
of  determinism. They work on the reasonable assumption that historical actors 
face an uncertain, undetermined or under-determined future in which they almost 
always have alternatives open and real choices to make. The claim therefore that 
Austria-Hungary did not have viable alternatives in 1914 faces major hurdles both 
in terms of  the facts and evidence needed to back it and in regard to its assault 
on most historians’ working assumptions. To back it up would require two things. 
The fi rst would be to show that the courses of  action proposed as alternative ways 
by which Austria-Hungary could have met its challenges peacefully, whether these 
involved internal reforms or a diff erent diplomatic strategy or a combination of  
both, are at best specious and off ered Austria-Hungary no real chance of  success, 
and that its leaders were correct in fi nally recognizing this. I have tried to defend 
this position elsewhere and for reasons of  time cannot present that case here.6 The 
second and more important task, central to this essay, is to show that those who 
argue for alternative possibilities and courses of  action ignore or underrate the 
international system as a limiting factor and a determinant of  outcomes in inter-
national politics, and thereby overestimate the possibilities of  Austria-Hungary’s 
acting diff erently and solving or managing its problems largely on its own.

This argument, it must be conceded, cannot be made simply on the basis of  
objective facts and evidence, but involves certain defi nitions and assumptions that 
can at best only be rendered plausible in an essay like this. These are that in in-
ternational politics the term “system” refers not merely to relationships of  power 
and infl uence between the actors and the institutions through which power and 
infl uence are exerted, but also and importantly to a more intangible set of  widely 
shared assumptions and expectations as to what rules and norms prevail and gov-
ern the shared practice of  international politics. These “rules of  the game” enter 
signifi cantly into the calculations and decisions leaders and elites make, and con-
stitute an incentives structure by indicating what kind of  conduct is likely to have 
consequences of  success or failure, reward, toleration, or punitive sanction. They 
rest in good part on a political culture always subject to changes, both subtle and 
violent. Despite an inevitable vagueness and uncertainty, one can detect and defi ne 
a certain ethos or underlying spirit and code behind them, a governing collective 
mentality, and note shifts occurring in that reigning ethos, collective mentality, 
set of  reigning assumptions and expectations, and resultant prevailing rules and 
norms of  the game.

This defi nition of  “international system” may be vague and abstract, and I will 
not try to illustrate it here with historical examples, because the case of  Austria-
Hungary’s decision in 1914 is supposed to do so. But if  it is accepted at least pro-
visionally ex hypothesi, two further considerations follow. In international politics, 
domestic factors infl uence foreign policy decisions, and these decisions aim at cer-
tain outcomes, but in an important sense, while actors propose, the system fi nally 
disposes, that is, determines the outcomes by limiting the range of  options and 
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outcomes possible. That system, moreover, never involves a level playing fi eld with 
clear rules and an impartial umpire, or a smooth billiard table where the outcome 
is determined by the mechanical interactions of  the balls. The rules are made and 
changed as the games go on by the players themselves, especially the most power-
ful and successful ones. The table is thus always rigged. In 1914, I contend, the 
table was rigged to make Austria-Hungary lose. It was therefore a rational choice, 
though made too late and executed badly, to attempt something drastic to change 
the rules and alter the tilt of  the table, even at the risk of  knocking it over and end-
ing the game. 

First a brief  statement of  how the system was rigged to make Austria lose, 
fol lowed by an argument to support it. A Spanish proverb says: “Some men steal 
horses to great applause, while others are hanged for looking over the fence.” The 
proverb can be read as an ironic observation on how unfairly the law, systems of  
justice, and life in general sometimes work. Here it is off ered as an accurate sum-
mary of  how the European international system actually was working by 1914. Its 
rules had been so fashioned and bent that certain states could steal horses to great 
applause while other states were hanged for looking over the fence. This result was 
not incidental, accidental, or unintended, but regular, structural, and intentional. 

The name given to the horse-stealing game was imperialism (or its synonym, 
“world policy”). The best way briefl y to envision the basic diff erence in the ethos 
and the attendant rules, norms, and incentives structure of  the latter nineteenth 
century European states system and those of  imperialism is to see it as the dif-
ference between high-stakes poker played by heavily-armed men out to win but 
nonetheless aware of  conventional limits on their bets and tacitly in agreement on 
the importance of  keeping all essential players in the game, and the board game 
Monopoly, in which players aim to maximize gains through the elimination of  
rivals.7

The imperialist game, to be sure, had been played for centuries, but in the ear-
lier decades of  the pre-war era it remained what it had been most of  the previous 
centuries, a game largely separate from the main game of  European international 
politics, or attached but auxiliary to it. The Anglo-Russian Great Game in Asia 
and the Anglo-French competition for colonies during much of  the nineteenth 
century illustrate this. They were played chiefl y outside Europe, governments were 
initially less centrally involved in them than individuals, fi rms, or particular inter-
ests, and their stakes were not generally critical in the game of  European politics. 
So long as imperialism remained an ancillary game, it did not destroy or directly 
undermine the European system and could even help preserve it by off ering an 
outlet for European expansionist energies and material for profi table deals and 
combinations among various powers. This held true even though the game was 
always so constituted that some powers could steal more horses than others and 
some could only stand and look over the fence, since those whose horses were be-
ing stolen were non-Europeans and outside the states system.
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After 1890, however, this game with its imperialist ethos and rules not only 
became more ruthlessly competitive and involved higher stakes; it also gradually 
took over as the main game in European politics itself  and increasingly involved 
stealing horses claimed by other Europeans. This development, emerging clearly 
about the turn of  the century, made the game of  European politics more com-
petitive, dangerous, and likely to end in a great war. Even this heightened level 
of  imperialist competition, however, did not of  itself  necessarily lead to general 
war. It was in fact sustained for a time without general war, and could have been 
sustained even longer, simply because of  the high barriers holding back a general 
war between great powers in an age of  mass politics, industrialization, major ad-
vances in military technology, and huge armies. But the next stage that occurred in 
the fi rst decade of  the twentieth century, partly through natural development and 
partly by design, heightened the danger by transferring the imperialist game with 
its special ethos and rules to Europe itself. The contest over imperial prizes abroad 
was absorbed into, and instrumentalized for, a larger struggle for domination and 
control of  the European system, and with it the world. Even that was not all. From 
1907 on, this struggle to control the European balance came to focus, again partly 
through natural developments and partly by design, on the most explosive part of  
Europe with its most intractable problems, the Balkan peninsula. It thus targeted 
Europe’s most vulnerable and exposed great power, Austria-Hungary.

This completed the cycle of  change in the nature of  European politics over sev-
eral decades. First an imperialist ethos accompanied European politics; then it in-
vaded it and came to pervade it and replace the older one; then the game itself  was 
transferred back to Europe, with control of  the European system for security and 
survival becoming its essential stake; and fi nally that contest was concentrated on 
Europe’s most dangerous and vulnerable point. This long process, like a poisonous 
snake circling back upon itself  and sinking its fangs into its own tail, made Austria-
Hungary’s decision in 1914 a rational choice and response to its situation. 

This, in brief, is the argument. Much of  its particular content is familiar and 
conventional, but its conclusion is not. One can anticipate certain reactions—that 
this argument is selective in its use of  facts and evidence and unrealistic in its ap-
proach to international politics. Moreover, it fails in particular to recognize that 
European imperialism is as old as the European system and integral to it, that Eu-
ropean politics has always been driven by power and interests, not ideals, and that 
ruthless competition and survival of  the fi ttest rather than normative rules and 
restraints have always governed it. The argument in addition is moralistic, applying 
inappropriate moral standards selectively to some actions and certain powers, and 
biased in favor of  Austria and against some other states (Britain, Russia, Serbia).

The less serious charges, those of  bias and moralism, can be met quickly. Both 
strictly speaking are irrelevant—a scholar may be subjectively biased and moralistic 
(in this case, pro-Habsburg) and still interpret the issues and evidence correctly. 
In any case, the issue here is not the character of  the Habsburg Monarchy, or its 
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alleged historic European mission and whether it was fulfi lling or betraying it, or 
whether it could and should have survived with what results, or any other such 
questions. The issue here is solely how best to understand the Austro-Hungarian 
decision in 1914, and whether, as claimed here, this requires above all understand-
ing the prevailing nature and rules of  the European system. 

As for the charge of  moralism, this interpretation does suggest a moral view of  
the origins of  World War I—that it is like a Greek or Shakespearean tragedy. To 
go beyond that conclusion, to play the blame game further by apportioning blame 
to particular actors, is useless, distracting, and deceptive, because the game itself  
was to blame. But this moral judgment also is strictly speaking irrelevant to the 
question of  causation.

A more serious charge is that this account of  the changes in international poli-
tics and their impact on Austria-Hungary’s decision is unrealistic in failing to see 
that the developments briefl y described earlier as perverting and undermining the 
normal European game and its rules actually represented normal Realpolitik and 
constituted no reason for Austria-Hungary to overthrow the game. The answer, 
drawing on basic international relations theory, is that the judgment that Austria-
Hungary made a correct, rational choice in 1914 under the conditions of  the pre-
vailing European system rests theoretically on a conventional realist approach to 
international politics, which starts with the rational actor model. It assumes that 
states are the primary actors in international politics, that they can for analyti-
cal purposes be considered unitary rational actors, and that they decide and act 
primarily on the basis of  cost-benefi t utility analysis. Their calculations therefore 
must include an appraisal of  the incentives or payoff  structure of  the prevailing 
international system, and routinely do so. My claim is that over decades the incen-
tives structure of  the European international system was so warped by imperialist 
competition as systematically to reward conduct subversive of  stability and peace 
and to penalize conduct designed to uphold them. I contend further that this pro-
cess of  distortion of  the system led to the general crisis situation of  1914 focused 
on the Balkans and targeting Austria, and that the crisis produced by this process 
made Austria’s decision for preventive war a rational, appropriate one in terms of  
the prevailing rules and incentives of  that system. Such an argument is therefore 
plainly, in terms of  theory, an attempt to describe what happened in strictly real-
ist terms. To refuse to take this factor of  the systemic incentives structure into 
account, instead assuming that the decision must necessarily have been wrong or 
unjustifi ed because it started a great war with horrendous results and that there 
must have been a better way for Austria-Hungary to seek its reasonable goals, is to 
be unrealistic and moralistic.

But theory of  course will not get us far; the central question is historical. Did 
a change in the system such as I have posited occur, or has international politics 
always been essentially a struggle for power, security, and advantage played with 
rules and incentives based on a survival of  the fi ttest? The evidence, I hold, shows 
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clearly that until late in the nineteenth century a European system with a diff erent 
payoff  structure prevailed. True, the ethos of  the Vienna era and its solidarity or-
der had since the mid century given way to the Realpolitik of  Napoleon III, Cavour, 
Bismarck, and others. Yet the system continued on the whole to discourage and 
penalize attempts to steal horses and to encourage and reward those who stopped 
at looking over the fence, at least within Europe. Bismarck himself  led in restor-
ing and maintaining this system for self-interested reasons. The evidence of  this 
is familiar to historians and too extensive to rehearse—Russia and Britain in 1875 
warning Germany off  another war with France and France off  a war of  revenge for 
Alsace-Lorraine; Bismarck refusing to promise neutrality to Alexander II in a Russo-
Austrian war because Germany could not allow either of  them to be destroyed; 
Russia being forced to retreat from its violation of  the Budapest Accords in 1878 
and Germany trying to build a golden bridge for its retreat; various instances, espe-
cially in the Near East, in which ambitious smaller powers willing to start a great 
fi re if  they could roast their particular marshmallows in the ashes were controlled. 
Until about 1890, perhaps somewhat beyond this, the incentives structure of  the 
European system continued to sustain a tolerable level of  international relations in 
which, in general, policies of  not stealing horses paid off  and vice versa.

The New Imperialism beginning in the early 1870s and escalating thereafter 
ultimately changed this. In a sense, it was bound to, for imperialism and an inter-
national system are intrinsically alien, imperial rule being the logical contradictory 
of  membership in a community of  independent, juridically equal units. More 
important in practical terms was the principle on which New Imperialism came 
to operate, namely, that those who stole horses deserved to win while those who 
only looked over the fence deserved to lose out. This principle became an explicit 
part of  international law with the Berlin Congo Conference of  1885, making legal 
colonial possession a matter of  successful theft—fi nding a territory no other so-
called civilized state had taken and appropriating it by eff ective occupation or the 
appearance of  it.8

This had a much greater impact on the ethos of  the late nineteenth century 
system than the imperialism starting in the late fi fteenth century, involving major 
seizures of  territory especially in the New World, had had earlier. For most of  
the fi fteenth to the early seventeenth centuries the European system or society 
of  states was only being formed. Not until the early eighteenth century can one 
detect any serious regulative principle in it (the so-called balance of  power); not 
until the late eighteenth century did the system embrace both western and eastern 
Europe; even then the rules and norms were almost as rapacious in Europe itself  
as in the colonial arena. Moreover, only in the late nineteenth century did so many 
powerful states compete for empire on so broad a scale and in so frantic a manner. 
Furthermore, an unwritten rule in the Vienna era that lasted into the latter part of  
the century had erected a certain separation of  imperialist activity from European 
international politics. The imperialist ethos, though applied with drastic eff ects to 
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lesser breeds without the law, had no great impact on the incentives structure of  
the European system.

Two developments at the end of  the century ended this separation. The fi rst 
was the virtually universal triumph of  the belief  that the survival and prosperity of  
European states in the twentieth century would depend on their success in world 
policy, i.e., imperialism. This doctrine sharply raised the stakes and tempo of  an 
already heated competition. The second was a series of  dramatic events serving to 
demonstrate that the ethos and tactics of  imperialism, hitherto largely confi ned 
to the extra-European world, now applied equally to European or Europeanized 
powers as well, and thus drastically altering the unwritten understandings and in-
centives structure of  the European system.

The best date for marking this sea change is 1898—not, of  course, that every-
thing important happened in this calendar year, but that in 1898 many devel-
opments began, combined, and jelled to prove that an imperialism already red 
in tooth and claw abroad would now infect relations between European peoples 
and states. The British conquest of  the Sudan that year in the most glorious and 
bloody of  what Bismarck once called Britain’s sporting wars demonstrated the 
power-political lesson aptly summed up by Hilaire Belloc: “Whatever happens, we 
have got the Maxim gun, and they have not.” A direct aftermath and consequence 
of  this conquest was the Fashoda Crisis, teaching the French government to its 
astonishment and chagrin that the unwritten rule prevailing in European politics 
since 1815, that European powers might quarrel over colonial territory but not 
go to war with each other over it, no longer held. Britain was not only ready to go 
to war with another European great power over territory in Africa, but also would 
neither negotiate over that power’s claim to the territory nor allow the rival any face-
saving compromise. The British resort to Machtpolitik was successful. The German 
Naval Bill of  1898 demonstrated that Germany, pursuing its Welt- und Machtpolitik, 
proposed to challenge British naval supremacy more seriously than anyone had 
done since the Napoleonic wars. The Second Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902) was 
clearly foreshadowed already in 1898 by the British government’s fi rm decision to 
bring de facto independent South African republics of  European stock into its 
Empire by military force if  necessary, and its willingness to respond with force 
to any European interference. In 1898, Théophile Delcassé took over the French 
Foreign Ministry and immediately began working to transform the Russo-French 
alliance from a defensive instrument into a general weapon of  world policy. One 
of  his fi rst moves was to seek agreements with Russia and Italy on partitioning 
Austria-Hungary should it collapse, so as to prevent Germany from getting par-
ticular portions of  it.9 In 1897–98, European imperialism in China, already un-
derway, escalated sharply from a competition mainly over trade and dominant 
political infl uence into a scramble for territorial concessions and naval bases. This 
touched off  a great Chinese revolt, the Boxer Rebellion, leading to further Western 
intervention and imperialism, and ultimately in 1904 to the Russo-Japanese War. 
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1898, fi nally, included the Spanish-Cuban-American War in which the United 
States defeated Spain and ended Spanish misrule in Cuba only to bring it quickly 
under its own domination, expand the American empire in the Caribbean and 
Pacifi c, and seize the Philippine Islands, provoking an insurrection and war that 
killed thousands of  Filipinos.

In every one of  these cases, horse stealing paid off . Breaches of  precedent and 
the use or threat of  force never led to any international sanctions or resistance. 
Con cern for how these actions would aff ect the international system and the re-
lations between its members never served as a deterrent; if  anything, it acted in 
certain instances as a spur to action. The rule was no longer the traditional “Do ut 
des” (“I give so that you give”), and still less “Do to others as you would have them 
do to you,” but “Do to others what they might do to you, but do it fi rst.”

The Spanish-American-Cuban War illustrates particularly well how the ascen-
dant ethos of  imperialism defeated the declining ethos of  European balance and 
Concert. The centenary observances and discussions of  the war in 1998 and pub-
lications since have reexamined various eff ects of  the war on Cuba, the Caribbean, 
Latin America in general, the Philippines, and above all the United States in its 
rise to world power. One aspect has received little attention: the impact of  this 
disastrous, humiliating war on Spain. Historians of  Spain tell us that this war was 
a major step in the decline and downfall of  the Spanish monarchy that led in turn 
to military dictatorship in the 1920s, the ill-starred Republic of  1931–1936, and 
civil war and semi-Fascist dictatorship under Franco from 1936 on.10 International 
historians know that in the 1880s and 1890s fear of  a revolution in Spain and 
concern about how to prop up the feeble Spanish monarchy and thereby avoid Euro-
pean complications were a persistent if  minor theme in European politics. Two 
small incidents illustrate that concern, and the diff erence it made in two eras. In the 
1880s a dispute arose between Spain and Germany over the Caroline Islands in the 
Pacifi c, arousing the public in both countries and leading to republican agitation in 
Spain. Bismarck could have forced Spain to yield. Considering, however, that to do 
so would damage Germany’s reputation and undermine the feeble Spanish monar-
chy, endangering European peace, the notoriously hardheaded realist Bismarck 
proposed settling the issue by Papal arbitration, and, as Bismarck intended, Pope 
Leo XIII decided in favor of  Spain.11 In April 1898 the Austro-Hungarian foreign 
minister Count Agenor Goluchowski tried to organize a European Concert media-
tion of the Spanish-Cuban and Spanish-American confl ict so as to prevent a Spanish-
American war and help the Spanish monarchy survive. The eff ort went nowhere. 
The United States rejected mediation, Spain refused to give way entirely to American 
demands, Germany and Russia feared jeopardizing their commercial relations with 
the United States, and Great Britain, concerned over South Africa and actively en-
gaged in appeasing the Americans, wanted nothing to do with it. The British govern-
ment later claimed credit in Washington for having foiled a continental European 
attempt to interfere. Imperialism easily trumped European balance and Concert.12
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The Spanish-Cuban-American War involved Austria-Hungary only in a minor 
way, to be sure. In general, it had little directly to do with the late-century develop-
ments marking the triumph of the imperialist ethos. Preoccupied with its domestic 
nationality problems and crises, it could not compete seriously in the imperialist 
scramble for power and territory overseas and was already seen itself  as a possible 
target of  partition. Its eff orts later to join the scramble for imperialist prizes, large-
ly for prestige reasons, were half-hearted and proved unsuccessful.13 Nonetheless, 
Austria-Hungary had a vital role to play in European international politics in the 
critical years around 1898. In 1897, in agreement with Russia, it began a decade 
of  wary Austro-Russian cooperation in damping down the revolutionary insur-
rection in Macedonia and the growing rivalry and clashes between various Balkan 
states and peoples over it, to keep the Balkans on ice and avert an Austro-Russian 
clash there.14 Here the ethos of  Concert and balance trumped imperialism.

Naturally, Austria-Hungary had particular reasons and interests of  its own for 
promoting peace with Russia and restraining revolt and ethnic confl ict in the Bal-
kans at this time, the main ones being a serious domestic crisis with the Czechs 
and growing problems with Hungary. The question, however, is what kind of  in-
centives and rewards an international system must provide in order for it to survive 
durably and work eff ectively to control confl ict and promote general stability and 
peace. The policy Austria-Hungary adopted in the Macedonian question, which it 
followed fairly faithfully until 1907, when Russia under British pressure and with 
Italian encouragement abandoned their agreement, involved cooperating with its 
most dangerous rival in the area of  their sharpest historic competition in order to 
manage a critical problem, keep their rivalry within bounds, and preserve the gen-
eral peace, even while the Austrians knew that this policy off ered their opponent 
the opportunity to make gains elsewhere that would enhance its overall power. A 
policy such as this must pay off  in some clear benefi ts for both sides if  the rival par-
ties are to continue their cooperation and if  the international system and peace are 
to endure. Russia gained major direct benefi ts from this Austro-Hungarian stance. 
With their European and Balkan fl anks secure, the Russians were able to concen-
trate on imperialist expansion in the Far East, and when this venture led them into 
a disastrous war and revolution, Austria-Hungary’s guarantee of  neutrality and 
cooperation paid off  still more handsomely in helping the regime survive. Austria-
Hungary’s payoff  for its cooperation in Macedonia then and later consisted, as 
leading Russians conceived it, in the opportunity to survive a while longer, pro-
vided it could do so by its own resources. 

This is not to portray Austria-Hungary as a victim, which would be inappro-
priate and irrelevant. It merely asks, to repeat, how long an international system with 
the kind of  ethos and attendant rules, norms, and incentives that emerged around 
the turn of  the century could be expected to last, or states like Austria-Hungary, 
even if  they depended on it to survive, could be expected to continue sustaining it 
in the face of  adverse payoff s.
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1898, of  course, marked only the point at which the ascendancy of  the poli-
tics of  imperialism over those of  European balance and Concert became clear. It 
would take far too long here to show how almost every subsequent major event and 
development in European politics further promoted the triumph of  an imperialist 
ethos and fi t into its pattern of  perverse, destructive payoff s. The list is a long one: 
the Second Anglo-Boer War and its outcome; the course of  Western imperialism 
in East Asia culminating in the Russo-Japanese War; the results and aftermath of  
that war, bringing great gains to Japan, colonial occupation to Korea, new threats 
to China, revolution to Russia, and immense benefi ts in various theaters (East 
Asia, India, Central Asia, Europe, and the high seas) to Britain—an instance in 
which a state could profi t by simply being a silent partner to another’s horse steal-
ing; the Anglo-French Entente Cordiale and the accompanying French deals with 
Italy and Spain on Morocco, designed to exclude Germany; the succeeding French 
move to gain control of  Morocco and isolate Germany, leading to the First Mo-
roccan Crisis and a partial French victory; the Anglo-Russian Convention divid-
ing up Persia and Central Asia, again intended to exclude Germany; the French 
takeover in Morocco and the Second Moroccan Crisis of  1911; Italy’s cynically 
aggressive attack on the Ottoman Empire in Libya, soon extended, in total dis-
regard of  the international consequences and dangers, to the Turkish Straits and 
the Dodecanese islands; Russia’s moves to isolate Austria and control the Balkans 
through its Balkan League; the Serbian-Bulgarian-Greek off ensive alliance, aimed 
directly against Turkey and indirectly against Austria-Hungary, which Russian di-
plomacy promoted, and the two Balkan Wars it prompted. All these well-known 
developments fi t the pattern already seen. Those who set out to steal horses, unless 
stopped by other horse stealers by threat or superior force, were rewarded; those 
who held back lost out and were punished. 

Two major developments do not obviously conform to the pattern—the Anglo-
German naval race and the Berlin-to-Baghdad Railway. Even these, however, do not 
contradict it and basically fi t in. The German naval challenge to Britain repre-
sented an attempt to better equip Germany better for horse stealing, i.e., for com-
peting with Britain for empire and world position. The German bid failed because 
Germany faced too many other challenges to concentrate fully on it and the British 
had the resources and will to defeat it. The Berlin-to-Baghdad Railway scheme 
ended in an apparently peaceful compromise because Russia and Britain had pre-
viously secured the prizes in Persia, Central Asia, and the Ottoman Empire most 
important to them and decided that it would be too costly and dangerous to ex-
clude Germany from a share of  the economic spoils in Anatolia—an instance of  
the shared horse stealing not uncommon in the New Imperialism. 

Without trying to expound and defend this interpretation of  the whole period 
from 1900 to 1914 further here, the central point concerning the ultimate impact 
of  the ethos, collective mentality, and incentives structure of  imperialism on the 
international system in general and on Austria-Hungary in particular, can be illus-
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trated through one major development, the Russo-Japanese War. Russia’s policy 
toward Japan in East Asia from 1895 to 1903 bears a striking similarity in certain 
respects to Russian policy toward Austria in the Balkans from 1909 to 1914. That 
is, in both cases Russia did not want a war or desire the physical elimination of  its 
rival. It simply wished to keep its opponent isolated, hold it off , fob it off  if  nec-
essary with meaningless assurances and agreements, and over time consolidate its 
hold over the area in dispute until its control became so strong that the opponent 
would have to recognize and accept it. One diff erence between the two instances, 
so far as Russian policy is concerned, is that in East Asia Russia encountered some 
resistance from outside powers, notably Britain, while in the Balkans it was encour-
aged and aided by Serbia, France, Britain, Italy, and Rumania. 

The diff erence between the two cases that most aff ected the respective outcomes, 
however, lies in the way Russia’s opponents, Japan and Austria-Hungary, re acted 
to Russia’s moves. The Japanese government came to understand Russia’s policy in 
East Asia and its ultimate consequences for Japan early on and decided, after much 
debate and considerable hesitation and division, that Japan must either obtain a 
satisfactory, reliable agreement with Russia dividing the spoils (essentially Korea 
for Japan, Manchuria for Russia) or fi ght. When the Japanese government concluded 
that it could not obtain the deal it wanted from Russia, well before the possibili-
ties of  peaceful negotiation with Russia were formally exhausted, it chose not, as 
Austria-Hungary did in 1914, merely to take actions to protect its interests at the 
risk of  war (such as occupying Korea), allowing Russia to decide on its response. 
Instead, it chose all-out, immediate preventive war, attacking Russia suddenly and 
with all its might. In terms of  my metaphor, the Japanese saw that under the current 
imperialist system it was foolish to look over the fence, see a thief  preparing to 
steal horses one coveted oneself, try to reach agreement on shared theft, and fail-
ing this fall back on the hope that the horses would not be stolen after all or that 
one could simply steal a few oneself  without fi ghting the other thief. The rational 
though risky course was to attack the other thief  fi rst, drive him off , and then steal 
the horses oneself. And that policy worked. 

Contrast this with Austria-Hungary and Germany’s reaction to the war, espe-
cially to Russia’s severe defeat at Japan’s hands and the paralyzing Russian Revolu-
tion that followed in 1905–06. Recall that many historians (including me) inter-
pret the joint Austro-Hungarian and German decision in 1914 as tantamount to 
opting for, if  not directly starting, a preventive war. Historians also agree (though 
many ignore its implications, slide over it, or explain it away) that Germany and 
Austria-Hungary in the previous decade had passed up several better opportunities 
for preventive war or other drastic actions to improve their position. These arose 
in 1912–13, 1911, 1908–09, and best of  all in 1904–06. At this juncture, with 
Russia mired in a losing war and revolution, Germany could have used the First 
Moroccan Crisis to attack France and Austria-Hungary could have acted to pun-
ish Serbia for its anti-Habsburg moves in 1903 and force it back into line without 
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having to worry about Russian intervention at all. I do not contend that they had 
no good reasons, domestic, foreign-political, and strategic, not to do this—they 
did. My point instead is two-fold: fi rst, that their decision against preventive war 
at this juncture and later (against prominent advocates of  it in both countries) 
saved the system and preserved general peace, and furthermore, that in 1904–06 
they consciously followed a policy precisely the reverse of  preventive war, that of  
helping to prevent the collapse of  their main rival. 

This is no exaggeration. Austria-Hungary’s and Germany’s conduct in 1904–06 
saved the Tsarist regime. The only way the Russian government could put down the 
revolution was to scatter its army away from the western front all over European 
Russia. The only way the premier Count Sergius Witte could persuade Russia’s mili-
tary authorities to do this, who on general principles strongly opposed using the 
army for police duty and to repress revolution, was to assure them that there was no 
chance of  a German or Austrian attack.15 Any Austro-German or Austro-Hungarian 
mobilization or threat on Russia’s western front would have suffi  ced to paralyze 
this use of  the Russian army and bring the regime down.

Once again, Austria-Hungary had particular reasons at this time for not exploit-
ing Russia’s desperate situation, above all its own threat of  civil war in Hungary. 
Nonetheless, both German powers courted and supported Russia rather than threat-
ening it and using the crisis to solve their internal problems through secondary 
integration,16 and (to repeat) the policy they followed in this crisis is the kind any 
system needs to preserve peace and the existence of  essential actors. In interna-
tional aff airs, results count more than motives and intentions. 

The results here, however, demonstrate the adage that in that era, no good deed 
went unpunished, for the payoff  both powers received was entirely negative. Even 
before the revolution was fi nally quelled and political order restored, Russia had 
turned to the Entente powers for vital fi nancial aid and ideological support and 
friendship, and within months of  its survival, the Russian regime had abandoned 
its decade-long cooperation with Austria in Macedonia and launched its own cam-
paign for reforms in partnership with Britain.17 Within a year, the Russian foreign 
minister A. P. Izvolski was complaining bitterly that Austria’s proposed railway in 
the Sanjak of  Novi-Bazar (a project that Isvolski admitted Austria-Hungary was 
entitled by treaty to carry out) represented “a bomb rolled between his legs.”18 To 
sum up: in 1904–10, Japan stole horses to great applause. Austria-Hungary was 
hanged despite attempting to help the owner save his horses and repair his fence. 
It is hard to conceive a better illustration of  a perverse international incentives 
structure.

There is an obvious objection to this line of  argument. It appears to disregard 
one of  the most important events and developments of  the pre-war era, and one 
that destroys the portrait of  Austria-Hungary as the victim of the imperialist ethos, 
because it shows Austria-Hungary at this time doing major horse stealing of  its 
own. In 1908, it annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina in violation of  the Treaty of  Berlin, 
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provoking the Bosnian Crisis of  1908–09. Out of  this, historians agree (and I 
concur), grew fatal developments contributing directly to war in 1914—an even 
more bitter and incurable Austro-Russian enmity and rivalry, heightened Austro-
Serbian tensions, a spiraling land arms race, and a chain of  events in the Balkans 
and Mediterranean that led to the ultimate explosion. 

Rather than ignoring the Bosnian Crisis, I was saving it, to present it as evidence 
for my thesis that the ultimate ground for Austria-Hungary’s decision in 1914 and 
therefore the deeper cause of  the war was the triumph of  an imperialist ethos and 
incentives structure over the earlier ethos of  balance and Concert in European inter-
national politics. In explaining why, I ask your indulgence for recounting how my 
own views on this subject have changed. It shows, if  nothing else, how revisionist views 
may in time and under examination become more radical rather than moderate. 

A central problem for historians of  the Bosnian Crisis has always been how to 
explain why the annexation of  Bosnia-Herzegovina, which changed the existing 
power-political situation hardly at all, had such crucial international eff ects. Under 
the Treaty of  Berlin of  1878, Austria-Hungary had already occupied and adminis-
tered the provinces sine die for thirty years, exercising what amounted in practical 
terms to full, permanent possession and governance and largely transforming the 
provinces in the process. No one expected the occupation to end; annexation by 
Austria had long been anticipated and even foreseen in various treaties. A formal 
transfer of  sovereignty to Austria-Hungary from the Ottoman Sultan, who had 
lost eff ective control over the provinces long before 1878, would seem in this era 
of  high imperialism, replete with overt land grabs, major confl icts over disputed 
territory and rights, and not a few violations of  treaties, to be an insuffi  cient cause 
for such huge consequences.

Many historians, to be sure, don’t see this as a problem. The annexation had 
the consequences it did, they argue, for two main reasons: fi rst, because Austria-
Hungary’s move was ill-planned and ill-prepared, executed badly, and when it en-
countered trouble pushed through by Austria-Hungary and Germany with ultima-
tive threats to Serbia and Russia that left deep, abiding resentment; and second, 
because it was inherently an aggressive, imperialist move intended to shift the bal-
ance of  power in the Balkans and indirectly in Europe in favor of  the Dual Al-
liance. It unquestionably violated the letter of  an important international treaty 
and negated the residual rights of  the Ottoman Empire and the nationalist hopes 
of  the Serbs. In particular, it was designed to take advantage of  Russia’s weakness 
following its lost war and revolution in order to assert Austro-Hungarian primacy 
over the whole western half  of  the Balkans, to check Italian and Serbian preten-
sions, and to foster an Austro-German economic Drang nach Osten.

On the basis of  some research on the question, though relying mainly on more 
thorough work by other scholars, I have earlier argued that this interpretation 
clashes with too many facts to be persuasive. Most of  the points I and others have 
made are familiar, and some need not be rehearsed here. The important ones, boiled 
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down, are: the crisis arose out of  an Austro-Russian bargain initially proposed by 
the Russian Foreign Minister A. P. Isvolski, freely negotiated and entered into by 
him, and approved by the Tsar. Isvolski and his second in command Charykov knew 
well in advance of  Austria-Hungary’s intention to annex Bosnia-Herzegovina, be -
lieved that Russia could not stop it and even had no legal ground to do so, and 
made the bargain in order to obtain a concession important to Russia. Baron Alois 
Aehrenthal, the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister, though he bargained hard, did 
so in good faith—more so than his Russian counterpart, who always intended to 
betray the agreement by later seeking further concessions from Austria-Hungary on 
top of  the agreed quid pro quo. Aehrenthal’s main motives for the move, moreover, 
were domestic-political and defensive rather than power-political and aggressive, 
and directed against Italy and Serbia but not Russia. From a purely power-political, 
military, and strategic standpoint, moreover, the annexation marked a retreat from 
any alleged Austrian Drang nach Osten rather than an advance. True, Aehrenthal mis-
calculated the reactions in the Ottoman Empire, Serbia, and Russia, but Isvolski’s 
miscalculations proved far worse, and he actively lied to cover himself  and save his 
position. It was not Austria-Hungary’s or Germany’s fault, moreover, but that of  
France and Great Britain that Russia failed to get its intended payoff . The Rus-
sian government, not the Austro-Hungarian one, changed its mind and repudiated 
the original bargain. As to the charge of  treaty violation, the Treaty of  Berlin had 
repeatedly been violated and revised ever since its inception thirty years before, 
sometimes at the instigation, or with the connivance of  the states that now de-
nounced this violation. Russia’s asking Britain and France to help uphold the sanc-
tity of  international treaties by enforcing the Treaty of  Berlin therefore looks a bit 
like Bluebeard’s seeking Don Juan’s and Casanova’s help in upholding the honor of  
women and marriage by defending Sadie Thompson.19

In other words, my previous argument was essentially that the annexation of  
Bosnia-Herzegovina was so mild and relatively innocuous an instance of  imperial-
ism (indirect informal imperialism, to use the language of  Michael Behnen and 
others) that it should never have caused a crisis at all, but would in a saner interna-
tional system have been accepted and allowed to succeed. 

I still believe this, but no longer consider this the most eff ective reply to critics 
or, more important, the best way to understand the real meaning and signifi cance 
of  the Bosnian Crisis for the international system—in particular, how the crisis 
concretely illustrates the clash between the old European and the new imperialist 
ethos and incentives structure in international politics. Impressive and invaluable 
though the detailed research on the crisis by many scholars has been, there is a way 
in which the intense focus on the immediate story in all its details and close analy-
sis of  the moves and countermoves of  the various players, examining their respec-
tive motives, aims, strategy, and tactics and how these intersected and reacted with 
each other as the crisis evolved, can make one miss the forest for the trees, overlook 
what it reveals about the evolution of  the European international system. The cur-
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rent dominant tendency is to interpret the decision to annex Bosnia-Herzegovina 
and to strike a deal with Russia as a move within the ongoing imperialist com-
petition and thus judge it a rash, ill-prepared attempt to make Austria-Hungary 
once more a serious player in the new imperialist game, a strategy that blew up 
in Aehrenthal’s face because of  his own bad planning and execution and Austria-
Hungary’s weaknesses and vulnerability. This is certainly one tenable way to inter-
pret the evidence; Aehrenthal and the Austro-Hungarian government were unques-
tionably caught up in that era and spirit and compelled to try to compete within it. 
But it is important also to understand the Austro-Hungarian move from a broader 
systemic perspective at the same time. From that perspective, the initiative must be 
seen as Aehrenthal’s attempt to escape the imperialist game and to revive the ethos, 
rules, and incentives of  the Bismarckian era in international politics. 

Almost everything about the move and the Austro-Russian bargain fi ts this inter-
pretation, beginning with Aehrenthal’s central foreign policy purpose: to restore 
good relations with Russia, revive the Three Emperors’ League (which Michael Behnen 
calls Aehrenthal’s pet idea [“Lieblingsidee”]), and renew Austro-Russian cooperation 
in the Balkans. Aehrenthal, more pro-Russian than any Austrian foreign minister 
at least since Count Rechberg in 1864, perhaps in the whole nineteenth century, had in 
mind a return not to the barely concealed or open Austro-Russian rivalry of  the late 
1870s and 1880s, but to the wary partnership of  the early 1870s, when Austria 
and Russia buried the hatchet following Germany’s unifi cation in order, among 
other things, to become more independent of  Germany—which was another of  
Aehrenthal’s leading aims. The goal of  monarchical solidarity against revolution 
prominent in the 1870s fi ts equally well. Aehrenthal was certainly more intent on 
supporting the Tsar’s authority than Isvolski, eager to cultivate the conservative-
liberals in the Duma and the aristocratic liberals in London and Paris. The bar-
gaining between Aehrenthal and Isvolski in 1908 bears strong similarities to the 
Austro-Russian bargaining over the Eastern Question in 1876–77. The presup-
positions of  the bargain reached in 1908, at least on Austria-Hungary’s side, were 
those that Bismarck had then repeatedly urged on both sides without success: that 
they tacitly divide the Balkans into their respective spheres, cooperate in holding 
down rebellions, and mutually act in the spirit of  “Do ut des,” with Austria-Hungary 
recognizing Russia’s special interest in the Straits and Russia recognizing Austrian 
interests in the western Balkans and the Adriatic. True, the 1908 agreement was 
asking for trouble in leaving out the other great powers, ignoring Italy’s desire to 
play an active role in Balkan aff airs, overriding Ottoman concerns (where, inciden-
tally, Russia’s demand for a special status at the Straits represented a far greater 
threat to the Turks than Austria-Hungary’s extinction of  the Sultan’s purely formal 
rights in Bosnia-Herzegovina), and paying no attention to Serbian nationalism or 
the wishes of  Bosnia-Herzegovina’s inhabitants. But all these traits also character-
ized the politics of  the Bismarckian era, especially in regard to the Balkans, and 
contributed to its success in warding off  general war. 
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As to the claim that the annexation represented a serious violation of  an im-
portant international treaty, the main point is not that this charge was overblown 
and unusually hypocritical in this era of  high imperialism, but that it fundamen-
tally mistakes the general nature and purpose of  treaties in the Bismarckian era. 
They were not expected to last forever, but intended to be revised and if  necessary 
cancelled to meet changing needs and circumstances. The operating rule, one of  
Bismarck’s favorite axioms, was “Pacta sunt servanda rebus sic stantibus,” (“Pacts must 
be observed so long as conditions remain the same”). This applied to the entire 
Treaty of  Berlin, consciously devised as a provisional solution to an immediate cri-
sis and subjected to repeated revision by negotiation and unilateral action almost 
from the day it was concluded. One of  the many ironies in the Bosnian Crisis is 
that Great Britain, which had throughout the 1870s and 1880s done its best to 
promote and exploit Austro-Russian rivalry for its purposes heedless of  the danger 
for European peace, and had under Gladstone in the early 1880s and Salisbury in 
1885 led the charge to revise or overthrow central provisions of  the Berlin Treaty, 
would in 1908 ardently defend that treaty’s sanctity against the very change it had 
advocated a generation earlier. 

To heighten the irony further, the provisions of  the Berlin Treaty granting Austria-
Hungary the right to occupy and administer Bosnia-Herzegovina sine die, violated 
in 1908, were specifi cally intended to be impermanent. Everyone knew at the time 
that they were a fi g leaf  for Austro-Hungarian annexation and expected an nexation 
to follow quickly. The British advocated this, Russia accepted it, Germany and Rus-
sia formally recognized Austria-Hungary’s right to do it in 1881 and 1884, and 
no power at that time would have thought of  opposing it. If, as claimed, Austria-
Hungary in 1908 ignored Ottoman rights, Serbian outcries, and the wishes of Bosnia’s 
inhabitants, it did so far more openly in 1878–81, touching off  a serious rebellion, 
and did so with the approval of  the international community.

 That last phrase is a key one. For ultimately the Bismarckian system rested 
on the formal or informal acceptance of  treaty revisions by the European family 
of  states as a way of  coming to terms with change while avoiding general war, 
whether the changes came about through negotiation or unilateral acts such as the 
Russian repudiation of  the Black Sea clauses in 1870 or the Bulgarian unifi cation 
coup in 1885. This understanding about the international community’s needing 
to accept change and those making changes needing to seek its approval was part 
of  the agreement reached at Buchlau in 1908, and Aehrenthal accepted the obliga-
tion more genuinely than did Isvolski. Austria-Hungary, like Germany and unlike 
Britain and France, was ready to support Russia’s proposal for a change in the sta-
tus of  the Turkish Straits and to accept a conference like the London Conference 
of 1871 to sanction its action in Bosnia-Herzegovina, provided the conference would 
grant it without unacceptable conditions. 

This is not intended to portray the ethos, rules, and incentives structure of  the 
Bismarckian age as ideal for meeting international problems and crises, even in 
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that era. They were simply better for general peace and stability than what fol-
lowed. Still less should Aehrenthal and the Austro-Hungarian government be 
seen as shining examples of  honesty, restraint, and cooperation in a lawless era. 
Holger Affl  erbach’s characterization of  Austro-Hungarian policy in this era as 
half-Machiavellian and half-defensive is apt, and can be understood as a natural 
consequence of  the Monarchy’s situation and special nature. It was caught in a 
dangerous, escalating competition in which it was losing and becoming steadily 
more insecure, and it was therefore strongly tempted to regain ground by the same 
tactics and strategies others used against it, but at the same time aware that this 
ruthless Darwinian competition was killing it. Aehrenthal’s policy thus resembles 
the half-piracy, half-legality characteristic of  Austrian actions in the 1790s vis-à-
vis the Polish question, the French Revolution, the duel with Prussia in Germany, 
and the wars against France and Napoleon. Austria-Hungary wanted to restore the 
earlier nineteenth century rules for obvious self-interested reasons; it depended on 
those rules or something like them for survival. Never throughout its history as 
a great power since the late seventeenth century had Austria been able to meet its 
many dangers and threats solely or mainly by its own power. Its security had always 
depended not only upon powerful allies, but also on international consent—what 
I have called elsewhere “negative Austrophilia,”20 meaning thereby not positive sup-
port for Austria from other powers or their active willingness to defend it, but at 
least their grudging, half-contemptuous recognition that whatever its virtues and 
shortcomings, Austria fulfi lled functions in the European system diffi  cult or im-
possible to replace by anything else and that it therefore needed to be accepted and 
at least minimally supported and kept alive. That minimal level of  support or tol-
eration required systemic restraints at least as durable and powerful as those of  the 
Bismarckian era. The Bosnian Crisis, I contend, arose out of  an Austro-Hungarian 
attempt to revive those restraints and that ethos within that system. 

The disastrous outcome of  that eff ort proved that this simply could not be 
done. The single biggest reason why not is that the Russians simply did not want 
any durable agreement with Austria-Hungary. Isvolski wanted only a temporary one 
that he could turn to Russia’s advantage, in order to restore Russia’s prestige and 
enhance his own. Other Russians, especially the military and parliamentary lead-
ers, the Prime Minister Peter Stolypin, and Tsar Nicholas, decided that any agree-
ment with Austria-Hungary that off ended so-called “public opinion” or appeared 
to betray the cause of  their Slav relatives was out of  the question. How much this 
decision was aff ected by the Russian fear of  Germany and of  being drawn into 
dependence on Germany through rapprochement with Austria-Hungary is more 
diffi  cult to say. That Italians and Serbs would resist any revival of  earlier nine-
teenth century norms is obvious; so would other small ambitious states. France 
during this period had no active rivalry with Austria-Hungary and no desire to 
fi ght for Russian interests in the Near East, but its fear of  Germany, determination 
to retain Russia as an ally, and desire to break Italy away from the Triple Alliance 
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outweighed everything else. Germany, though it would have liked to revive the 
Three Emperors’ League in order to split the growing coalition against it, would 
not be restrained by its partners and in the end decided to use the Bosnian Crisis 
to teach Russia a lesson. As for Britain, throughout the nineteenth century it had 
almost always opposed any alignment between Germany, Austria, and Russia and 
tried to break it up. The current German naval threat to Britain and the German 
threat on land to the continental balance of  power, combined with the looming 
Russian threat to the British Empire, made this policy even more a self-understood 
necessity. The oft-debated question of  which factor weighed more in British poli-
cy, its Empire or the continental balance of  power, is almost impossible to answer 
because both concerns fi t seamlessly together, and here the question is irrelevant in 
any case. Alongside these overriding British interests, Austria-Hungary’s existence 
and its European functions did not count—or rather, Austria-Hungary counted 
only as Germany’s ally.

The Bosnian Crisis is signifi cant therefore not simply because more than any 
other crisis it started Europe’s fatal descent into the maelstrom, but even more 
because it involved the last serious attempt to turn European politics around by 
reviving its previous spirit and ethos, and the attempt not merely failed miserably 
but confi rmed and accelerated the trend it was meant to reverse. As a result, Austria-
Hungary was bound to conclude that it must do something drastic to change a 
system that was slowly but surely strangling it. In 1914 as in 1809, it waited too 
long. Not every reckless gamble is irrational; it may be rational to choose one form 
of  death over another—and, as has been observed, Austria-Hungary committed 
suicide not out of  fear of  death, but out of  fear of  the hangman.21 The hangman 
was not a particular enemy power, but the international system.
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Chapter 2

DID NORMS MATTER IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY 
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS?

Progress and Decline in the “Culture of  Peace” 
before World War I1

Matthias Schulz

!

Accounts of  the origins of  World War I usually emphasize the increasing ten-
sions, the structural antagonisms arising out of  imperial competition and the arms 
race, nationalistic and bellicose mentalities, the Balkan wars, wounded prestige, the 
“encirclement” fears among German political and military elites, the “fl aws” of  
decision-makers, as well as the July crisis as a “trigger” for a more or less inevitable 
chain reaction which, fi nally, culminated in what was a European catastrophe and 
the fi rst truly global war. Yet about one hundred years earlier, as a consequence of  
the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, the Quadruple Alliance against France 
had made substantial eff orts to fi nd mechanisms and structural impediments which 
would allow international relations to be regulated peacefully, and on the basis of  
a solid legal foundation. Instead of  utilizing primarily dynastic marriages, alliance 
politics, and military force to gain advantages or resolve confl icts, in the nineteenth 
century political actors sought to develop behavioral norms, international proce-
dures of  collective decision making, and other principles and practices to resolve 
international problems. Expectations and normative ideas gradually rose to promi-
nence, and, when they were recognized as generally binding, political actors had 
to deal with them as objective notions and terms of  reference.2 As a consequence 
the European states system developed the contours of  a society of  states or, to use 
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a more modern term, an international society. In this international society politi-
cal decision makers not only had to take into account the preferences of  the elite 
milieu and other domestic forces, but also international procedures, normative 
ideas, and expectations of  other governments about what they considered proper 
state behavior. The more the web of  international norms thickened, the less states 
could aff ord to commit serious violations of  those expectations without incurring 
the displeasure of  or sanctions by other states. 

How deeply was this new “culture of  peace” rooted in international norms, 
how long did it last, and how important was it for international relations? How 
can we analyze it and determine its signifi cance for the period before World War I? 
These questions are signifi cant because, if  that system and its normative base col-
lapsed very soon after 1815 without being reestablished, or if  norms disappeared 
without new norms being accepted instead, then there was a serious problem with 
the state of  international aff airs. In other words: if  international anarchy reigned 
well before 1914, then there were no reliable norms according to which govern-
ments could be held accountable. Thus, if  all states played the Hobbesian game, 
“each man is the other man’s wolf,” then no rules were violated. Yet, at the end of  
the war, the victors tried to hold accountable those who, from their point of  view, 
caused the war—this was the foundation for the notorious “War-guilt” clause in 
the Treaty of  Versailles, and for German reparations. 

The creation of  a system of  norms, and its operation, can be traced by looking 
at international treaties, at customary law, and at diplomatic discourse. For these 
reasons, historians of  international relations are well placed to analyze the rise, 
trans formation, and fall of  international normative ideas with a view to gaining 
insights into the “culture” of  foreign policy and international systems of  distinct 
eras and spaces.3 From this perspective, historians who analyze international rela-
tions exclusively as an eternal struggle between nations for more economic and 
military power miss half  of  the picture. A more comprehensive approach looks 
at the role of  actors and their domestic environment, the distribution of  power, 
as well as the evolution of  norms and international institutions in the respective 
international system. 

The purpose of  this essay is to move norms and institution building back to 
the center of  the analysis of  nineteenth-century international politics. It will try to 
answer the question of  the “probability” of  the war of  1914 by analyzing the rise 
and decline of  the nineteenth-century “culture of  peace,” and by giving new an-
swers as to why it was destroyed before, or with, the outbreak of  World War I. 

Within this framework of  analysis, this chapter will present a historical-
sociological analysis of  the Concert of  Europe and the “culture of  peace,” which 
evolved in tandem with it during the nineteenth century. These developments are 
highly relevant to the debate on the “inevitability” of  World War I.4 The point of  
departure is Winfried Baumgart’s recent statement that there is still “no satisfac-
tory study which combines the theory and practice of  the Concert of  Europe.”5 
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Indeed, although several case studies and narrative overviews have been produced 
on the Concert, not even the defi nitions suggested, ranging from an “idea” (Medli-
cott) to an “international organization” (Stanley Hoff mann), are satisfactory so far.6 
Instead, it is proposed to examine the Concert as an international institution, namely a 
nineteenth-century version of  a “security council,” whose character and perception 
evolved with time. Unlike the legal-political term “international organization,” the 
sociological term “institution” requires neither a legal statute nor a permanent 
secretariat. An institution comprises certain regulative functions exerted within 
society, has a relatively constant existence, and its human representatives and ad-
dressees need to have “internalized” its cultural patterns. International institutions 
are established to stabilize and develop a normative order, allow for the peaceful 
adjustment of  interests, and provide a framework to “reach and execute decisions 
that are generally binding.”7 Hence, the regulation of  state behavior through in-
stitution building in the international arena indicates a non-linear, unsteady, and 
reversible process of  civilization in international society.8

In order to examine whether the criteria are met, the chapter will fi rst take stock 
of  the institutional characteristics of  the European Concert by systematically iden-
tifying cultural patterns, procedures, and actions typical of  the Concert. Secondly, 
it will explore which normative ideas played a role in the decision-making process 
of  the Concert as it evolved over time. Those normative ideas, and certain shifts in 
what may be called the normative culture of  international relations, have been identi-
fi ed in a careful process of  context-oriented discourse analysis, the end result of  
which will be presented in a book on nineteenth-century confl ict resolution.9 Fi-
nally, the chapter will look briefl y at violations of  Concert norms by individual 
state actors, indicate the major reasons for the demise and eventual collapse of  the 
Concert, and mention alternatives discussed and/or operative before World War I. 
Thus, by the end we will have a fairer view of  the “culture of  peace” and the ma-
chinery available to the governments to avoid armed confl ict prior to World War I.

I. Institutional Characteristics of  the Concert of  Europe 

As Sidney Pollard and others have shown, economic interdependence in Europe, 
and between Europe and other continents, grew at an accelerated pace after the 
mid dle of  the eighteenth century.10 This process was severely disturbed by the 
French Revolution, the associated disruption of  public fi nances, and the collapse 
of  the eighteenth-century European balance of  power. Against the background of  
the Napoleonic Wars, the anti-Napoleonic alliance developed a pattern of  intense 
cooperation after 1813, which was based upon personal encounters between mon-
archs and foreign ministers, and resulted in a change in the “culture,” i.e. the style, 
methods, and norms, of  foreign policy.11 Out of  this spontaneous cooperative 
practice, and agreements concluded at Chaumont in 1814 and at Paris in 1815, 
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the European Concert of  Great Powers arose. At the Congress of  Aix-la-Chapelle, 
the Great Powers invited France to join their circle and agreed upon regular con-
ferences for the preservation of  peace. As general principles of  conduct, they em-
braced, at fi rst, only vague notions of  justice, unity, and moderation.12 

The fuzzy terminology used by the governments at the time indicates that they 
did not know exactly what they had created. While the Austrian foreign minis-
ter Prince Metternich imagined a “moral pentarchy”13—and the term pentarchy 
was widely used in the political literature of  Germany, Austria, and Russia at the 
time14—his British counterpart Castlereagh reported to Prime Minister Lord Liv-
erpool that they had established a “European Government … giving to the great 
Powers the effi  ciency and almost the simplicity of  a single state.”15 Only gradually 
did the term “Concert européen” take hold, and fi nally prevail in the language of  
diplomacy. With growing practical experience, the political decision-makers, dip-
lomats, and legal counsellors who took part in the diplomatic discourse developed 
an understanding of  the Concert as an entity and as a device for the protection of  
peace and security in Europe.16

The Concert developed certain cultural patterns for the preservation of  peace 
and for the resolution of  confl icts, which replaced the unstable eighteenth-century 
balance of  power with a system of  plurilateral, institutional cooperation, which man-
aged the European society of  states quite successfully.17 I would argue that this co-
operative institutional framework was the major reason why the era from 1815 to 
the outbreak of  World War I was more peaceful in Europe than the eighteenth or 
twentieth centuries in terms of  casualties, frequency, and duration of  war.18 This 
success is all the more remarkable, since the nineteenth century saw an explosion 
of  technological, economic, social, and political dynamism; and outside Europe, 
politics was anything but rule-oriented.

The following behavioral and structural norms, procedures, functions, instru-
ments, and patterns of  legitimization can be identifi ed as the basic institutional 
characteristics of  the Concert: 

the Great Powers obliged themselves to cooperate in international aff airs 
that were of  a general interest to Europe, and vowed to moderate their ambi-
tions. As a consequence, the behavioral norms for states changed in the long 
run.19 The ius ad bellum was not abolished, but parties to an international 
confl ict were subjected to the doctrine of  bellum justum and had to reckon 
with the other party appealing to the Concert to mediate, or with an unso-
licited attempt by the Concert to mediate or even intervene.20

the Vienna Congress and the establishment of  the Concert introduced a 
new politico-legal hierarchy into the structure of  the European states sys-
tem.21 The Great Powers created a new status for themselves, which then 
became a customary norm.22 This status entailed the option of  managing 

1.
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European aff airs collectively whenever confl icts could not be resolved on the 
bilateral level. This special status has persisted until today and evolved into 
certain privileges, most obviously a permanent seat and the right to veto 
decisions in the Security Council of  the United Nations. However, neither 
permanent membership nor the right to veto decisions was granted in the 
Concert of  Europe.

Queen Victoria described the functions of  the Concert by referring to the 
Great Powers collectively as “guarantors of  treaties, guardians of  civilization, 
defenders of  the right, and the real arbiters of  the Nations.”23 She under-
stood these functions as a “sacred offi  ce,” which put responsibilities and 
duties into the hands of  the Great Powers collectively. Accordingly, the Con-
cert mediated confl icts like an international authority. It took hundreds of  
decisions in European and international aff airs collectively, mostly decisions 
which a single Great Power could not have taken legitimately under the rules 
of  the system. The Concert provided decisions for the governance of  the 
European society of  states as a whole, and thereby fulfi lled the essential 
criterion for the term “institution” in its sociological sense.24

congresses, ambassadorial conferences, and commissions were the ad hoc 
organs of  the Concert for the preservation of  peace and the governance of  
European aff airs. These organs provided for the procedural legitimization 
of  decisions and mediation proposals put forward by the Concert. The fre-
quency of  the Concert’s conference activities varied over the century of  its 
existence,25 but overall ambassadors’ conferences met much more frequently 
than has been suggested in older research.26 After 1856, the ambassadors’ 
conference in Constantinople practically became a permanent body.

the Concert used numerous legal and coercive instruments to collectively se-
cure peace, e.g. the plurilateral guarantee of  a territory, the right to propose 
a compromise when involved in mediation, similar and collective dispatches, 
ultimata, naval demonstrations, naval blockades, and military interventions, 
both by its members collectively and by means of  delegation to individual 
states. In modern terms, the Concert developed some instruments of  soft 
power and hard power that are the basis for any eff ective collective security 
mechanism.27 It legitimized the use of  these instruments through the pro-
cedures mentioned, and through pronouncements such as conference pro-
tocols and collective representations by ambassadors. The protocols, which 
became more widely used and more detailed until reaching a peak in the 
second half  of  the nineteenth century, exemplifi ed the evolving formal, in-
stitutional character of  the Concert.28 The British Prime Minister William 
E. Gladstone described them as “authoritative documents.”29 In the second 
half  of  the nineteenth century they were usually published, with some delay, 

3.
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in treaty collections like the Martens or the LeClerq. Hence, the protocols were 
considered as sources of  international law.

 the increasing frequency of  mediation by the Concert exerted more pressure 
upon the parties involved in disputes to compromise or to accept such me-
diation. A party to a confl ict put itself  at a disadvantage when it rejected the 
mediation or made claims that were considered unreasonable by the (other) 
Great Powers.30 Usually it could no longer count on the support of  the 
Concert once it had rejected mediation. 

These points will suffi  ce to demonstrate the Concert’s growing degree of  institu-
tionalization in the nineteenth century, which in terms of  the frequency of  confer-
ences was greatest from 1848 to the 1880s. A high degree of  institutionalization, 
however, does not necessarily mean that the Concert always followed norms in its 
decision-making process. 

II. Normative Ideas in Practice and Discourse

Confl ict outcomes are neither exclusively nor automatically determined by power 
alignments,31 but mostly by communicative processes, in which legal styles of  rea-
soning, the relative legitimacy of  claims made, and incentives to compromise all 
may play a role. Therefore, confl icts provide a good testing ground for analyzing 
the contribution made by normative ideas. Which normative ideas fi gured promi-
nently in diplomatic discourse when the Concert tried to deescalate confl icts or 
justifi ed intervention? Here we need to take into account the dynamic development of  
legal orders in general, i.e. the transformation of  normative ideas in time,32 as well 
as the logical inconsistency of  pragmatic normative and legal reasoning.33 As a 
third variable, we must refer to the diff erent roots and types of  confl ict.34 Fourth, 
it must be admitted that, as Max Weber contended, normative preferences may also 
refl ect interests. Within this essay, this topic can be outlined only in broad strokes. 

The Concert was in agreement that whenever a collective or delegated inter-
vention was necessary, it must not be used to acquire territory or gain an unfair 
advantage, as this would undermine the Concert’s legitimacy; nor, to state the ob-
vious, did the Concert embrace any doctrines of  collective “preventive” war. As to 
the question of  whether an intervention was justifi ed, the Concert operated with 
a set of  competing criteria, to which the diplomats usually referred. Among these 
normative ideas, the following fi gured prominently: the principle of  legitimacy, 
the territorial and/or legal status quo, the balance of  power, the principle of  na-
tionality and even self-determination, and humanitarian considerations.35 In other 
words, conservative and monarchical ideas competed with more liberal, pragmatic, 
and humanitarian ones. Depending on the type and location of  the confl ict, the 
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applicability of  certain norms in a given case, and the evolution of  international 
culture, diff erent mixes of  normative ideas could be found in the discourse of  
decision makers. 

In the fi rst phase of  the emerging Concert, an anti-revolutionary consensus 
shaped by the common experience with the French Revolution defi ned the Con-
cert’s policies. The three conservative Eastern powers, more or less supported by 
France, held the majority in the conferences taking places from 1820 to 1822, 
and authorized anti-revolutionary interventions in Naples, Piedmont, and Spain. 
However, the British government gradually broke away from this consensus, argu-
ing that purely domestic revolts in minor states should not be equated with the 
threat to international security posed by the French Revolution. The British gov-
ernment rejected the ideological automatism entailed in Metternich’s views, and 
withdrew from the conference system.36 

The second phase of  the Concert, which began with the Monroe Doctrine and 
ended roughly with the revolutions of  1848, was still characterized by ideologi-
cal tensions and diff erent policy preferences for dealing with revolutions. How-
ever, during this phase, the Concert gradually followed the British preference for a 
more pragmatic style of  communicative confl ict resolution, based upon the careful 
examination of  each case and a realistic assessment of  things happening on the 
ground. Essentially, the British governments led by Canning, Aberdeen, and Palm-
erston forestalled the rise of  an anti-revolutionary doctrine in international law. 
For this purpose, they prevented anti-revolutionary interventions from occurring. 
Beginning in 1823, Britain’s naval supremacy allowed it to protect Latin Ameri-
can independence movements against European interventions. Britain’s headstart 
in industrial development, which reached its widest advantage over the continent 
around 1840, allowed for the victory of  the so-called doctrine of  non-intervention.37 
This doctrine allowed for the intervention by the Concert only when a situation 
represented a true menace for international security, or when a revolt turned into 
a humanitarian catastrophe. Once the anti-revolutionary automatism was switched 
off , the foundation for a more pragmatic approach to confl ict resolution was laid. 
Liberated from ideological determinism, the Concert could choose neutrality or 
intervention on the grounds of  more pragmatic considerations. Thus, Britain, 
France and Russia embarked on a collective intervention in favor of  the Greek 
movement for independence. The Concert powers stayed neutral during the July 
Revolution, supported Belgian independence in 1830–31, and, following British 
pressure, refrained from intervention in Spain in 1837.38 

When the great national struggles and the third phase of  the Concert began in 
1848–49, national identity and the notion of  national, as opposed to monarchi-
cal, independence had become widely accepted normative ideas of  international 
life, as long as one’s own country suff ered no disadvantage. Thus, the Russian 
Chancellor of  State Nesselrode proposed the division of  Schleswig according to 
the principle of  nationality in 1849. Yet, this solution failed, because the Germans 
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and the Danes in Schleswig rejected it. The Western powers and Austria support-
ed Polish autonomy from Russia in 1863, but Austria disagreed with Italian pleas 
for the same status. British governments eyed Italian autonomy favorably, but not 
the Irish movement. Successive Prussian governments more or less sympathized with 
the German national movement, but not with the Danish or Polish ones. The 
normative change that took place in diplomatic discourse was at odds with the ter-
ritorial order. Following the Crimean War these contradictions within the interna-
tional order became more apparent.

In the Crimean War, the Concert fulfi lled quite successfully its role as a guard-
ian of  the balance of  power and arbiter of  nations.39 The motives of  the Western 
powers for entry into the war were mixed, but the Concert had clearly condemned 
the Russian provocation and publicly justifi ed the war of  intervention. At the same 
time, the Crimean War heightened the readiness on the continent to use limited 
war as means of  confl ict resolution. This resulted in the temporary delegitimiza-
tion of  the Concert and weakened its authority. On the one hand the Concert 
held conferences almost permanently from 1852 to 1869 and resolved numerous 
smaller confl icts in this period—the question of  Neuchâtel, the border question 
in the Danube area, the Greek succession, the Luxemburg question, and the Greek-
Ottoman confl ict concerning Crete. Moreover, it undertook several humanitarian 
initiatives such as protesting against the bombardment of  Belgrade by the Ot-
tomans, and intervening on behalf  of  the Christians massacred in Syria in 1861. 
None the less, it failed to resolve any of  the looming national problems of  this 
era: the Polish, German, and Italian questions. While Britain preferred to remain 
somewhat aloof  from European aff airs after the Crimean War, Denmark, Pied-
mont, Prussia, Austria, and France more or less skillfully withdrew themselves 
from the Concert’s mediation and preferred to achieve their particular objectives 
or to restore their prestige by means of  “duel wars,” i.e. formally declared wars of  
honor, which followed the customary rules of  warfare. By doing so they under-
mined the Concert. 

Once the German and Italian questions were resolved, the situation was ini-
tially stabilized, but soon imperialistic ambitions began to subvert the practice of  
the Concert. Pragmatic and humanitarian considerations still played a role, but in-
stead of  the previous practice of  weighing of  all claims in a dispute, the norma tive 
reasoning within the Concert was weakened; and the principle that the Great Pow-
ers should not abuse their competence to manage European aff airs was violated. At 
the Congress of  Berlin in 1878, the Concert undid most of  Russia’s annexations, 
but allowed Great Britain and Austria to take possession of  Cyprus and Bosnia-
Herzegovina in the guise of  temporary occupations.40 The Concert achieved its 
last successes with the independence of  Serbia, Bulgaria, Rumania, Montenegro 
(1878), and Albania (1913), as well as with its mediation between Ottoman Tur-
key and Greece over Crete in the 1890s. However, growing economic interdepen-
dence, the European “standard of  civilization,” and cooperative eff orts to regulate 
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inter-state relations were increasingly jeopardized by the confl icting ambitions of  
the Great Powers. The system of  fi xed alliances and an escalating arms race re-
duced diplomatic fl exibility and eventually made the Concert dysfunctional. At 
the Algeciras Conference on Morocco in 1906 demanded by the German govern-
ment, the main purpose of  the deliberations was to regulate imperialist competi-
tion.41 Although the French had clearly violated the 1880 Madrid convention on 
Morocco, the Entente cordiale and German ill-tempered tactics in 1906 determined 
an outcome that seemed to underline the isolation of  the German government.42 
The London conference in 1912–13 on the Balkan Wars helped to settle the local 
disputes, but could not prevent the Balkan states from engaging in a second round 
of  fi ghting.43

As to the generation and spreading of  norms that were not related to the ques-
tion of  intervention, a few examples might be appropriate to emphasize this func-
tion of  the Concert. The prohibition of  the slave trade at the Vienna Congress, 
the establishment of  administrative bodies for shipping on the Rhine, Danube, 
Congo, Niger, and the Suez Canal are tied closely to the history of  the Concert. 
The Concert recommended arbitration as an additional means for confl ict resolu-
tion at the Congress of  Paris in 1856 and thus promoted the spread of  this legal 
practice. In 1886, envoys of  the Great Powers expressly prohibited aggressive war 
in the course of  collective representations in Athens, Sofi a, and Belgrade.44 This 
foreshadowed the outlawing of  aggression under the Kellogg-Briand-Pact in 1928. 
At the Africa Conference in Berlin, the signatories obliged themselves to respect 
human rights and liberties in colonies, thus eff ectively expanding normative ideas 
beyond the realm of  the ius publicum europaeum. Subsequently, those rights were dras-
tically violated, but this declaration nevertheless foreshadows the trend toward uni-
versal human rights, taken up again after World War II.45

III. Norm Violations and the Demise of  the Concert

Norm violations occur in any socio-political order. To understand the demise of  
the Concert, it is appropriate to look at which actors resisted mediation most 
frequently, and those who rejected its authority in a grave, destructive manner in 
the last period of  the Concert, from 1878 to 1914. Not each and every violation 
of  norms destroys a normative system. The eff ect of  a violation depends on the 
gravity, context, and justifi cation (e.g. by reference to a higher principle) of  the 
violation. Since small states alone usually do not cause a major war, it suffi  ces here 
to sketch the behavior of  the Great Powers. Not surprisingly, their behavior and 
discourse show that diff erent degrees of  internalization of  international norms 
existed between the Great Powers.46 

Despite blunders probably committed in the crisis leading to the Russo-Ottoman 
war in 1853, the British government did not cause a single war in nineteenth-century 
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Europe, and clearly stands out as primus inter pares as far as its respect for the Con-
cert and the ius publicum europaeum is concerned. In Britain, politicians, interna-
tional lawyers, and monarchs had internalized the Concert norms most deeply. 
The great historian of  the Crimean War, Alexander Kinglake, treated the Concert 
as a collective actor, equal to an international authority and court of  appeal.47 
The international lawyer T. J. Lawrence argued in the 1880s that power and prac-
tice had created a customary right for the Great Powers collectively to adjudicate 
international confl icts, and oblige smaller states to acquiesce in their decisions.48 
Lawrence argued an international authority with real competence was necessary in 
each legal order, and therefore also in international society. Similarly, John West-
lake, one of  the leading international lawyers in Britain, stated that practice and 
conviction had consolidated the legal character of  the Concert of  Europe.49 James 
Lorimer considered that the Concert, as an international organization charged 
with defi ning, applying, and executing international law, was incomplete, and he 
criticized the absence of  a statute with guidelines and a controlling body.50 The 
growing interdependence of  the society of  states, according to Lorimer, required 
an international organization with a written constitution.51 

France concluded an aggressive alliance with Piedmont in 1858, put the Con-
cert out of  operation in 1870 by declaring war on Prussia, and, in 1904, follow-
ing its colonial bargain with Britain, violated the Madrid convention of  1880 
pertaining to Morocco. In 1911, the French intervention in Morocco violated the 
Convention of  Algeçiras. Despite these actions, France otherwise broadly con-
formed to the norms of  the European system. The historian and international 
lawyer Charles Dupuis, and the lawyer, foreign minister, and Prime Minister Léon 
Bourgeois were among the most prominent and widely respected proponents of  
international solidarity in France. They embraced progressive notions about the 
Concert quite similar to those held by British lawyers.52 

Russia, on the other hand, violated Polish rights constantly, persistently reject-
ed conferences about Poland, and generally took risks frequently over the Eastern 
Question and outside Europe.53 But, since Russia’s expansion was largely directed 
toward Asia, it was not the most dangerous violator of  the Concert’s rules or of  
international law.

Surprisingly, Franz-Joseph’s Habsburg monarchy rejected mediation by the 
Concert most frequently. An overextended empire, national and ethnic struggles, 
and a rigid interpretation of  what was required to maintain honor and prestige 
contributed to this record. After having violated international law with the annex-
ation of  Krakow in 1846, the Austrian government delayed and then broke up the 
Brussels conference that was to mediate the confl ict with Piedmont in 1849. In 
1850, it rejected a European conference on the German question, in 1859 a con-
ference on Italy, in 1866 a conference on the confl ict with Prussia, and in 1908 
a conference on the annexation of  Bosnia. Finally, it refused to heed Sir Edward 
Grey’s call for a European conference during the July crisis of  1914.54 
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However, the fi nal collapse of  the Concert had more to do with the politico-
legal culture of  the elite of  the German Empire before World War I. In the early 
nineteenth century, some German lawyers had been keenly interested in positive 
international law, some handbooks were even translated into French and English, 
and the most important treaty collection of  the times was edited in Göttingen by 
Martens. However, after Germany had been unifi ed by war, and its military and 
industrial power rose to unexpected heights,55 the German political elite became 
preoccupied with military and naval power and afraid of  a weakening infl uence in 
European politics. They cut themselves off  from the advance of  Western-style pro-
gressive liberalism and international normative culture. As Martti Koskenniemi, a 
leading international lawyer of  the present, points out, German legal culture before 
1914 followed a special path, a “Sonderweg.”56 While since the 1880s top uni-
versities in Britain, France, and Austria had established chairs exclusively devoted 
to International Law, no such chair or professorship existed in Germany prior to 
1914. At The Hague conferences the German Emperor was represented by law 
professors Baron Karl von Stengel, who had ridiculed Kant’s idea of  a League of  
Nations, and Philipp Zorn, rector of  the University of  Bonn, who went as far as 
to deny the existence of  international law.57 Baron Stengel held a view typical of  
the military establishment and German culture of  the time, namely that war was 
something good, dynamic, and heroic, which had a cleansing eff ect on society. 
Without a warrior-like mentality, he claimed, Europe would soon be subjugated 
by what he called the “yellow race.”58

At this point, the British crown had already recognized Japan as a member of  
the Family of  Nations, and concluded an alliance with it. Around the same time 
during the Sino-Japanese war of  1894–95 and the Russo-Japanese war of  1904–
05, Japan took great pains to abide by the Geneva conventions for the protection 
of  the wounded, in order to emphasize its status as a civilized nation.59

The mentality of  the German political and military elite of  the day, and its 
inconsistent operation with international law, were the root cause of  grave miscal-
culations that brought the Concert down. In 1911, Germany’s stationing of  the 
warship Panther at the port of  Agadir violated the Convention of  Algeçiras and 
confl icted with Germany’s agreement, made in 1909 in a separate convention with 
France, to renounce all political infl uence in Morocco. Had the German govern-
ment only pointed out the prior French violation of  the same convention, it would 
have had a clear case. But through the Panther aff air, Germany put itself  in the po-
sition of  the challenger of  the system, as it did in the naval arms race with Britain. 
During the Balkan Wars, Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg supported a resolution 
of  the confl ict through the Concert, which succeeded in localizing the confl ict. So 
why did the German government fail completely to press its ally Austria to agree 
to a conference of  the European Concert in the July Crisis of  1914? The Concert 
could have mediated in the confl ict with Serbia, and it could have been used to 
set up an international investigative mission to identify the perpetrators and the 
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circumstances of  the assassination of  Francis Ferdinand and his spouse. Austria 
would most certainly have received an indemnity, and Serbia would have been 
relatively isolated. Even Russia would have had great diffi  culties in supporting its 
ally. Second, the German attack on Belgium was probably the most fl agrant viola-
tion of  international law norms in Europe since even before 1815. Not only had 
Belgium the right and obligation to remain neutral, but also Prussia was among 
the fi ve Powers that had guaranteed the neutrality and inviolability of  Belgium 
in 1831–39, and was therefore a protector of  that nation. The existence of  the 
Schlieff en Plan strengthens the argument that the demise of  international law in 
German political culture had occurred long before 1914. The gravity of  this vio-
lation of  norms, which was completely disproportionate to the assassinations of  
Sarajevo, was perceived by neighboring countries as a rupture with the concept of  
“civilization.”60 As a consequence, Britain had to enter the war, and the Concert 
and a vast portion of  the catalogue of  international rules and norms such as the 
gold standard, the most-favored-nation principle, and the Geneva Conventions 
collapsed.61 After the war, Germany was not admitted to the League of  Nations 
that replaced the Concert until 1926, because in the eyes of  the West it had to 
redeem its status as a “civilized nation.”62

IV. Procedures, Norms, and the Outbreak of  War

By the late nineteenth century, numerous procedures and norms had been well 
established which could have prevented the outbreak of  World War I, such as 
international arbitration by a court, mediation by a friendly neutral power, media-
tion and pressure by the Concert of  Europe sitting in conference, even the estab-
lishment of  a fact-fi nding and surveillance mission as practiced by the Concert in 
Syria in 1861. Similar methods could have been applied to manage, and even to 
resolve, the July Crisis peacefully. Given the existence of  such well-developed and 
sophisticated means to deal with international confl ict in the nineteenth century, it 
was the demise of  the “culture of  peace,” i.e. the declining adherence to procedural 
and normative rules of  international conduct, which paved the way for world war. 
This decline took place “asymmetrically,” that is, to a diff ering extent in each na-
tion. While the British and French political elite remained relatively attached to 
the culture of  peace, among the German and Austrian political and military elite, 
the notion of  international law and propriety of  conduct had declined precipi-
tously for some time. In Germany, this decline accelerated after the founding of  
the Empire and the consequent dramatic rise in relative power. On a general level, 
this points to the tragic dilemma faced by the leaders of  some of  the most power-
ful nations. While these leaders were in theory best placed to enforce international 
norms, they were often precisely the ones who despised or disregarded them when 
they were inconvenient or collided with national ambitions. Instead, they believed 
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they could regulate everything by means of  power. Furthermore, these leaders were 
preoccupied with prestige, and incapable of  seeing things in proportion.

Although it did not automatically trigger war, the Serbian government’s sup-
port of  terrorism was without doubt outside the norms of  nineteenth-century inter-
national politics. Yet, Serbia ironically came out as one of  the big winners of  the 
Great War. The Serbian elite, apparently, had never internalized the international 
legal norms established in nineteenth-century politics. Instead, they had inter-
nalized the nationalism which destabilized the society of  states throughout the 
century. Austria’s preference for resolving the confl ict by a bilateral war, as several 
powers had attempted in the wars of  1859, 1864, 1866, and 1870, was, in theory, 
compatible with the “culture of  war” as practised in the mid century. But this 
practice of  waging war to preserve one’s honor, like in a duel, had fallen in abey-
ance since the Franco-German War, and since then considerable eff orts had been 
deployed to prevent the recurrence of  war, both through Concert mediation and 
international arbitration. 

Nonetheless, by any standards, Germany’s choice to turn the limited war into a 
world war—by preemptively declaring war on Russia, almost a week before Austria 
had done so, and invading Belgium—was clearly outside any international norms 
and practices, and void of  any legitimacy. Accordingly, from a normative viewpoint, 
Germany was the main culprit, because its violation of  the “culture of  peace” was 
much more severe than Serbia’s or Austria-Hungary’s; and it was the crucial viola-
tion which turned the confl ict into a world war that killed approximately 10 mil-
lion people. Austria-Hungary was culpable as well, because it ran high risks in 
opting for a bilateral war against Serbia without knowing exactly whether the Ser-
bian government had been involved in the assassination or not; although its gov-
ernment knew that Russia was protecting Serbia. As Franz Joseph’s government 
had taken risks before and frequently rejected Great Power conferences, it should 
have known that any war could turn out as a calamity. The Habsburg monarchy 
had learned nothing from previous disasters. 

Russia’s general mobilization, though clearly a trigger for the expansion of  the 
war, was not by any standard a violation of  norms. It was essentially a precaution 
intended to warn Austria and put pressure on Germany to rein in its ally, not an 
aggressive act. Considering the heat of  the moment in the crisis, it could be con-
sidered provocative. Yet, contrary to Bethmann Hollweg’s allegations, there was 
no “necessity” for Germany to declare war, there was only a defensive necessity 
to mobilize in response. Thus, from a normative standpoint, renewed revisionist 
tendencies in German historiography about the causes of  World War I are to be 
rejected. In particular, attempts to put some blame on Britain’s powerless King for 
making ambivalent remarks to the German Crown Prince are quite out of  propor-
tion, for the German Ambassador in London Prince Lichnowsky had sent enough 
warnings about the British government’s sentiments to Berlin during the July Cri-
sis. Moreover, Britain was the last country to uphold the procedures and norms of  
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the Concert. By suggesting that a conference be held to preserve peace, the Aus-
trian government might conceivably have had an opportunity to score a diplomatic 
victory without having to risk a catastrophe. It would have been legitimate and 
in concordance with Concert practice to demand the establishment of  an inter-
national surveillance commission charged by the European Concert to observe 
the Serbs’ search for those who facilitated the assassination. If  the Serbians had 
produced no results, backtracked, or hampered such a commission, the majority 
of  the powers in the Concert might have given Austria some diplomatic support, 
whatever that might have amounted to. At least this procedure would have been a 
proportionate response in line with the nineteenth-century “culture of  peace.”
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Chapter 3

AGGRESSIVE AND DEFENSIVE AIMS 
OF  POLITICAL ELITES?

Austro-Hungarian Policy in 1914

Samuel R. Williamson, Jr.

!

On Tuesday, 28 July 1914, Emperor Franz Joseph approved the Habsburg dec-
laration of  war against Serbia. He did so at his desk in his beloved summer resi-
dence at Bad Ischl, and he did so with a clear appreciation of  the risks the war 
might bring. The declaration represented the culmination of  nearly twenty-four 
months of  continuous diplomatic tension for Austria-Hungary and its ruling elite. 
Four times since the fall of  1912 they had confronted the prospect of  war: twice 
against Serbia, in December 1912 and October 1913, once against Montenegro in 
May 1913, and, in a case usually ignored, against Russia in the opening months of  
1913. What now led the decision makers to war? Was their decision the probable 
outcome and logical consequence of  previous international tensions, or was it the 
result of  a completely new political situation caused by the Sarajevo assassinations? 
To answer these questions, we must examine more closely the perceptions and ex-
pectations of  the Austro-Hungarian decision makers before and after Sarajevo.1

I

By late spring 1914 the repeated crises had altered the lineup and attitudes of  the 
Habsburg leadership. Among the leaders actively shaping government policy, Franz 
Joseph remained—after more than six decades—the fi nal arbiter for peace or war. 
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Though seriously sick in the late spring, the 83-year-old ruler had returned to 
his proverbial writing desk, a step or two slower but still in charge. Committed 
to the German alliance if  not especially fond of  Kaiser Wilhelm II, concerned 
about Russia, and alarmed about Serbia’s longer-term threat, he came increasingly 
to believe that Vienna might have to act decisively to protect its great power sta-
tus. To that end he now accepted the need to force Rumania to declare whether 
or not it was still aligned with the Triple Alliance. If  not, then Vienna, in spite 
of  Berlin, would have to approach Bulgaria as a counter-weight in the Balkans, 
however distasteful that might be. Under no circumstances would Vienna allow its 
Bosnian-Herzegovinian gain from the Ottoman inheritance to be challenged. For 
Franz Joseph the question was not one of  aggressive or expansionist aims but one 
of  protection and defense.2

The monarch’s foreign minister, Count Leopold Berchtold, shared those views 
but with still more rigor and increasing infl exibility. During the war-peace crises, 
Berchtold had used the threat of  military action to wrest a series of  diplomatic 
victories: Serbia blocked from the Adriatic, Albania created, Russia forced to make 
its Serbian client abandon territory. A policy of  “militant diplomacy” had worked, 
even as its fi scal costs had wrecked the Habsburg budget process.3

But by June the aristocratic Berchtold had new worries. Since 1879 the al-
liance with Germany had been the keystone of  Habsburg foreign policy. Italy’s 
participation in the alliance since 1882 had, for the most part, been helpful, as had 
Rumania’s silent membership. But now the alliance appeared increasingly in disar-
ray. Rome, always a troublesome ally, had become more problematic as the two 
governments competed for control of  Albania and Italian claims for the Trentino 
accelerated. The long secret ties with Rumania were in jeopardy as St. Petersburg’s 
campaign to woo Bucharest gained ground. And then there was the problem of  
Germany. For Berchtold the German alliance remained essential, but he resented 
Berlin’s failure to understand the gravity of  the South Slav issue, its “hot-cold” 
support during the recent crises, and the imperious tone of  the German press 
about the long-term future of  the Monarchy. He recognized that Berlin could 
veto a major policy decision, such as a local war against Serbia or even an alliance 
overture to Sofi a. But he also knew that Vienna could veto any German move that 
might threaten war.

But the foreign minister realized, most of  all, by mid June that Vienna needed 
to reshape and restart its diplomatic policy. He wanted to make a fi nal eff ort to 
keep Rumania or, failing that, move to enlist Bulgaria in the isolation of  Serbia. 
He also wanted to convince a skeptical Berlin that Russia posed the largest threat 
to their joint interests. From his perspective, Berchtold wanted a new, more eff ec-
tive defensive posture but knew it would require initiative to achieve. Less aggres-
sive than protective, his policy sought to stabilize the monarchy’s Balkan fl ank.4

In the pursuit of  this agenda Berchtold now had two important allies: István 
Tisza and István Burián. Since returning to power in July 1913, Tisza, the Hun-
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Map 3.1: The Balkans, 1912–14. From: Francis Roy Bridge and Roger Bullen: The Great Powers and 
the European States System 1814–1914, second edition, Harlow 2005, p. 325 (with friendly permission 
of  Francis Roy Bridge).
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garian prime minister, had, unlike his Austrian counterpart, become deeply involved 
in debates about the formation of the Monarchy’s foreign policy. Either he, or Burián, 
his permanent representative in Vienna, pressed Berchtold with their own policy 
suggestions. The so-called “imperial Magyars,” as John Leslie so aptly described them, 
valued the alliance with Germany, favored an arrangement with Bulgaria, wanted 
no more Slavs in the Monarchy, and had even talked of  overtures to Russia for a new 
round of  negotiations. They, like Berchtold and Franz Joseph, also considered any 
potential union of  Serbia and Montenegro as completely unacceptable. Moreover, 
Tisza had coerced the Hungarian government into accepting an increase in the 
annual recruit quota for the army, so that the Habsburg standing army could be 
increased for the fi rst time since 1889. From the perspective of  Budapest, protec-
tion of  the status quo, not adventure, constituted the fabric of  foreign policy.5

Karl Stürgkh, Tisza’s Austrian counterpart, and Leon Bilinski, who helped to 
administer Bosnia-Herzegovina, also supported Berchtold’s policy of  “militant di-
plomacy.” Nor were they unmindful of  the “spill-over” eff ect of  foreign events 
upon the complex domestic life of  Austria-Hungary.6 Far more aggressive than 
any of  the civilian ministers, or the emperor/king, was General Conrad von Höt-
zendorf, Chief  of  the General Staff . While one can speak of  defensive, protective 
stances for the other members of  the senior elite, Conrad wanted to pursue an 
aggressive, expansionist policy. Some would see him as a “defensive realist,” others 
as a blatant militarist. 7

Appointed chief  in 1906, Conrad advocated war with Serbia in 1908, against 
his Italian ally in late 1911 (for which he was dismissed from his post), and then 
repeatedly against Serbia and/or Montenegro in 1912–13 after his reappointment 
in December 1912. For the general, war off ered a chance to infuse the aging Mon-
archy with a new vigor, resolve the South Slav menace and protect Habsburg inter-
ests as a great power. He and Prussian General Helmuth von Moltke came to share 
an increasingly pessimistic view of  the growing Russian threat and each talked of  
a preventive war in a fashion that the administration of  President George W. Bush 
would understand in 2003. At various times, completely disregarding Hungarian 
opposition to more Slavs in the monarchy, the general advocated a partition of  
Serbia, the annexation of  Serbia, or even its forced incorporation into the Mon-
archy as an Austro-Hungarian Bavaria. Although he repeated his themes often, he 
found scant support for them—especially not from Tisza. On the other hand, as 
the senior general (and backed by War Minister General Alexander Krobatin), he 
was an infl uential decision maker.8

By mid June 1914 the Habsburg decision-making elite had recognized that the 
Monarchy was on the defensive; it also realized that it had to seek a new diplo-
matic alignment in the Balkans or make its old one more eff ective. Either Rumania 
had to become a reliable partner or Vienna must turn to Bulgaria as a counter-
weight against Serbia, however unhappy the Bulgarians made Kaiser Wilhelm. Nor 
were the elite unaware of  increasing German speculation about Vienna’s long-term 
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prospects in an age of  intensive nationalism. Equally important, the elite appreci-
ated and feared the surging power of  Russia.

But there was another decision circle in Vienna: that of  the Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand and his associates. Formally anointed as the heir apparent in 1898, the 
archduke in 1906 established his own military chancellery; in 1913 Franz Joseph 
made his nephew the inspector general of  the armed forces. Relations between 
uncle and nephew might be described as correct, formal, and infrequent; but the 
older man had gradually allowed Franz Ferdinand infl uence over key appointments, 
with Conrad one of  his fi rst. By 1914 cynics could note that Austria-Hungary had 
three armies, three governments, and two emperors. For those in the so-called 
“Belvedere circle” of  the archduke, the question each morning, “how is the health 
of  the emperor?” was not academic. In fact, during the emperor’s serious illness 
in the spring of  1914, a train stood ready at the archduke’s Bohemian castle for 
the run to Vienna. At any moment Franz Ferdinand could become the emperor, a 
prospect that fi lled the Magyars with dread and many others with apprehension.9

If  the offi  cial, authorized governing circle had concluded that a more active 
foreign policy was needed and if  they did not eschew force, the heir apparent had 
diff erent views. Save for a brief  three-week period in late 1912, Franz Ferdinand 
had since 1906 favored a cautious, peaceful foreign policy. He did not want an un-
necessary war and one that might make his accession to power more diffi  cult. Thus 
throughout 1913 he had urged against war with Serbia or Montenegro or Russia. 
His opposition in October 1913 to a confrontation with Belgrade led Berchtold 
to ignore him altogether. However assessed, Franz Ferdinand constituted a force 
for peace and restraint; he had no aggressive agenda in the realm of  foreign policy. 
At the same time he remained on good terms with Berchtold and the two spent a 
weekend together just two weeks before Sarajevo.

Further, the archduke’s close friendship with the mercurial Wilhelm II meant 
that he had a foreign policy importance that became increasingly salient. Like the 
German ruler, Franz Ferdinand loved the navy, favored the alliance with Rumania, 
disliked the Bulgarians, and worried about the Russians while loathing the Italians. 
Unlike the German Kaiser, who liked Tisza, the archduke distrusted the Magyar 
leader; and, unlike Wilhelm, he recognized the threat posed by the South Slavs. 
The two men were together only two weeks before Sarajevo, a fact that certainly 
helps to explain the German’s determination to back Vienna in any showdown 
with Belgrade.10

For his part, the archduke worked reasonably well with Foreign Minister Berch-
told and the Austrian ministers. On the other hand, a series of  incidents with 
Con rad in 1913 left their relationship tarnished, with the general almost certainly 
scheduled for replacement after the 1914 maneuvers. Meanwhile, a series of  poten-
tial ministers in future Franz Ferdinand governments drifted in and out of  favor at 
the Belvedere. But the sheer fact of  their presence served as a reminder that there 
were two sets of power in Vienna, one in the present and one in the imminent future.
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The situation in Vienna on the eve of  Sarajevo thus permits no easy label of  
an “aggressive elite.” The governing group was reexamining the Monarchy’s foreign 
policy, convinced some changes had to be made to off set the growth of  Serbia 
and the impact of  the South Slav movement, both within the Habsburg holdings 
and in the Balkans more generally. And, of  course, there were the complicated 
maneuvers arising from nationalist frictions inside the Monarchy, frictions be-
tween Czechs and Germans in Bohemia and between Magyars and Rumanians in 
Transylvania. Moreover, members of  the elite had already considered a war with 
Serbia and at least Conrad had talked of  military force and imperial ambitions for 
the future of  Austria-Hungary. The others would almost certainly have said that 
stability and an enhanced international position would have been adequate.

If  one had made a summary statement of  the Habsburg elite and its agenda on 
Saturday, 27 June, the following would have been included:

preserve the multinational Monarchy;

keep Bosnia-Herzegovina;

make a fi nal attempt to keep Rumania as a secret ally and, failing that, then 
approach to Bulgaria;

keep the alliance with Berlin and remain cautious with Rome;

maintain an independent Albania;

remain wary of  Russia;

oppose any union of  Serbia and Montenegro even to the point of  war;

monitor Serbian and Russian support of  Slavs within Austria-Hungary, in-
cluding apparent support for various terrorist acts; 

stake a claim for a part of  the Ottoman Empire should it collapse;

survive a transition from Franz Joseph to Franz Ferdinand;

a preventive war against Serbia, though sometimes under serious considera-
tion, had not been unequivocally accepted as the elite’s preferred option, but 
would remain a strong possibility, even probability.

II

A day later, 28 June, parts of  the agenda had been abruptly altered, or so it might 
appear. The next month saw the governing elite, no longer worried about a transi-
tion or a restless heir apparent, prepared to revisit their earlier discussions about using 
force to resolve the South Slav problem. Their debates revealed an elite less con-
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cerned about aggression for possible territorial gain, than about self-preservation, 
regime change in Belgrade and defense against what they considered state-sponsored 
terrorism. Or put another way, for the elite an aggressive policy against Serbia 
became a form of  self-preservation and of  defensive realism.

The context for their decisions after 28 June, however, requires additional com-
ment. The death of  Franz Ferdinand not only provided the ultimate pretext for 
war, it also made it possible by drastically simplifying the Habsburg decision pro-
cess. No longer did Berchtold have to worry about a cautious archduke; no longer 
did Conrad have to worry about being replaced; and no longer did Tisza have to 
worry about the archduke’s enmity. To these structural considerations personal 
ones also have to be added. The sheer shock of  the new situation, the grim death 
of  people with whom they had worked intimately, and the realization that the 
monarchy’s next heir apparent was an untried, unimpressive Karl Franz Joseph, age 
twenty-six: all infl uenced the attitudes of  the decision of  the elite in the fi rst days 
after Sarajevo. If  one worried about the future and believed decisive action might 
revive sagging Habsburg fortunes, then the pressures for a confrontation with Ser-
bia had dramatically increased.11

A second consideration also merits attention: the position of  Wilhelm II and 
Germany. Until the afternoon of  2 July, Vienna expected that the German mon-
arch would attend the funeral of  Franz Ferdinand and Sophie. Memoranda were 
prepared for the expected visit and some decisions about next steps postponed on 
the assumption that the two rulers would talk. But security fears in Berlin about 
Wilhelm’s safety, possibly coupled with almost no pressure from Vienna for him 
to come (indeed, some relief  that he would not come, thereby calling attention 
to the unlamented archduke) led to his remaining in Berlin. In practical terms, 
Wilhelm’s failure to come meant that Vienna would now have to sound Berlin 
in Berlin, hence the celebrated mission of  Count Alexander Hoyos, the chef de 
cabinet of  the Foreign Ministry. Whether a face-to-face discussion with Wilhelm 
in Vienna would have altered any dimension of  the fi nal decisions in early July re-
mains, of  course, a counter-factual whimsy. Yet a clear sign of  public coordination 
between the two powers might have sent a less ambiguous signal to other powers 
about their joint intentions, rather than the subsequent confused set of  signals as 
Kaiser Wilhelm II sailed off  for his annual North Sea cruise.12

Linked to the question of  the cancelled royal visit is the entire issue of  the rela-
tionship between Berlin and Vienna. Or, put another way, did Berlin push Vienna 
to war or did Vienna make its own decisions? All of  the key policy makers of  the 
Habsburg elite, save Tisza, had by 1 July concluded that strong action against Ser-
bia had become necessary; the terrorist attacks had now gone too far and Belgrade, 
even though its role was not exactly clear, had to be punished. These conclusions 
came before any visit by Victor Nauman or any pressure of  any kind from the 
German ally. Later, as the July days unfolded, there would be clear German im-
patience, as Vienna seemed to take forever to make its démarche in Belgrade. But 
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while some judge this as pressure, it can also and should be seen as worry that the 
moment for any successful, localized action against Serbia was slipping away.13

On the other hand, had Berlin failed to give the famous “blank check” or had 
Berlin later made an unequivocal volte face about its support of  the Habsburg inten-
tions, Vienna would have almost certainly have been stymied and even forced to 
back away. One possible explanation for Berchtold’s precipitate declaration of  war 
on 28 July may have been to thwart any possible German abandonment of  its ally; 
his action certainly made it less likely.

From 29 June and thereafter, Austrian Prime Minister Karl Stürgkh and Com-
mon Finance Minister Leon Bilinski favored a military confrontation with Serbia. 
In this stance they had support, not surprisingly, from War Minister Krobatin 
and General Conrad. And outside this narrow circle, two very senior diplomats, 
Prince Gottfried Hohenlohe, scheduled to be the next ambassador to Berlin, and 
Friedrich Szápáry, the current ambassador to Russia, added their support for a 
showdown with the troublesome southern neighbor.14

For his part a stricken Berchtold initially reacted more cautiously. Of  all the 
ministers, he had with the death of  Franz Ferdinand lost his most important ally 
in his pursuit of  an assertive, even militant policy, but without actually going to 
war. Now Berchtold faced the task of  how to respond to a terrorist attack that 
clearly had—as the investigation in Sarajevo soon demonstrated—ties with some 
offi  cials of  the Serbian government.

But if  initially cautious, by 30 June Berchtold had already begun to harden his 
position. While Conrad wanted (completely unrealistically) to have an immediate 
attack, the minister demurred, saying that they had to wait for the arrival of  Wil-
helm II. Nevertheless, the foreign minister gave Franz Joseph and Conrad the clear 
impression that a showdown was necessary and probably unavoidable.

No one fretted about Berchtold’s position more than Tisza. From the start, he 
resisted the idea of  a military confrontation. He disliked the talk of  war, worried 
about Russia’s position, and preferred a severe diplomatic humiliation of  Serbia. 
For the fi rst two weeks of  July Berchtold and Tisza competed to gain control of  
Habsburg foreign policy. Each knew that Franz Joseph remained the pivotal fi gure, 
each that they had to convince him of  their preferred course of  action.15

For his part the aged monarch leaned toward a more confrontational policy vis-
à-vis Serbia. He especially worried about appearing to be weak in the face of  the 
Serbian challenge to the Monarchy’s leadership in the Balkans. But he also wanted 
more information on the assassinations and thought he ought to defer a decision 
until he could see Wilhelm II. And Tisza worked hard to reinforce the monarch’s 
caution, fi rst when he saw him on 30 June and then in a memorandum he sent the 
next day that detailed the case for a prudent, careful diplomatic posture.16

Still, the veteran ruler told German ambassador Heinrich Tschirschky on 2 July 
that the Monarchy might have to take action, a step the ambassador (on his own) 
said that Germany would support.17 Thus, when the German Kaiser did not come 
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to Vienna, Franz Joseph agreed with Berchtold that they could wait no longer to see 
if  Germany would support them against Serbia and any complications that might 
fl ow from such an action. Berchtold knew from bitter experience that Berlin could 
blow hot and cold; this time he wanted it committed before he moved forward.

This formed the background for Berchtold’s decision to send Hoyos, one of  
the leading zealots for action in the Ballhausplatz, to Berlin. The envoy carried a 
handwritten note from Franz Joseph, a policy memorandum of  late June (slightly 
revised) arguing for an aggressive foreign policy in the Balkans, and additional in-
structions (copies of  which have never surfaced). In sending Hoyos, Berchtold also 
strengthened his own position against Tisza, since solid German support would 
make it harder for the Magyar leader to resist. (This tactic, it should be added, 
Berchtold would utilize repeatedly once he had the “blank check.”)18

As these shifts and turns occurred among the familiar senior Habsburg of-
fi cials, another player injected himself  into the circle: General Oskar Potiorek, the 
Governor General of  Bosnia-Herzegovina, and a senior military politician. Indeed, 
he was senior enough to have been considered by many to deserve the chief ’s posi-
tion when Conrad received it in 1906. Now he was the embarrassed general whose 
security failures had led to the assassinations; indeed, he might well have been a 
target if  Sophie had not been in the car since he was also riding with the royal 
couple. He now became a vociferous advocate of  military action against Serbia. 
The fact that there had been attacks by Croats and Muslims against Serb shops in 
Sarajevo and elsewhere in the provinces in anger at the royal deaths gave his reports 
added urgency. Moreover, he controlled the fl ow of  information gathered about 
the assassinations. Over the fi rst three weeks of  July he fi led exhaustive reports (he 
never believed one paragraph was enough when he could write three pages). These 
reports went to his nominal superior, Bilinski, to Conrad, and some directly to the 
military chancellery of  Franz Joseph. In them he was not above exaggerating the 
unrest in the provinces nor did he always send each the same information.19

Potiorek’s most important contribution to the internal debate came from his 
forceful injection of  domestic (Innen) considerations into the policy discussions. 
To be sure, given the ethnic composition of  the Habsburg monarchy, almost any 
foreign policy issue had a domestic component and vice-versa. In this instance, 
however, Potiorek stressed the domestic instability caused by Serbia among the 
Monarchy’s South Slavs and the need to end this threat once and for all. In that 
sense, the Habsburg decision makers, who did worry about the conditions in the 
imperial provinces, were making a foreign policy decision to go to war at least 
in part from domestic considerations. Potiorek’s continued refrain on this theme 
thus helped to shape a fi nal Habsburg decision for war, a war in which Potiorek 
hoped he might rescue his tattered reputation; he failed and would be relieved at 
the end of  1914 from all commands.

The next breaking point in the Habsburg decision process came on 6–7 July. 
Already, late on 5 July, Ambassador Ladislaus Szögyény had sent a telegram (drafted 
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by Hoyos) that said the German Kaiser would support any action that Vienna 
took against Serbia, even though he worried about Russia’s reaction; but that the 
Kaiser had to see Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg late that Sunday before any fi nal 
decision could be ratifi ed. On the sixth, Bethmann and Undersecretary of  State 
Arthur Zimmermann met with Szögyény and Hoyos, with the two German of-
fi cials affi  rming Wilhelm’s statement of  support for immediate action. The tele-
grams from Berlin with this news gave Berchtold the tool with which to lever, or 
attempt to lever, Tisza into agreeing to support a military attack on the terrorist 
threat posed by Serbia.20

A further climatic moment came the next day, 7 July, with a nearly all day 
ses sion of  the Common Ministerial Council. But before that meeting formally 
opened, Berchtold met with Tisza, Hoyos, and Ambassador Tschirschky to review 
the situation. The ambassador reaffi  rmed Germany’s support but did not intrude 
further. The more explosive aspect of  this mini-meeting came from Hoyos’s dis-
closure that he and Zimmermann, when he was in Berlin, had discussed the pos-
sible partition of  Serbia. This news caused a veritable volcanic reaction from Tisza 
who thoroughly and totally rejected the idea. Indeed, he went further, demanding 
that Tschirschky inform Berlin that “everything that Count Hoyos said . . . is to 
be regarded as his own personal opinion. (This limitation refers particularly to 
the fact that Count Hoyos stated that a complete partition of  Serbia was under 
consideration here.)” A chastened Hoyos did not return to the idea, an idea whose 
origins remain unclear.21

In the ministerial conference Tisza and Berchtold held center stage, one arguing 
for restraint and diplomacy, the other for confrontation and possible war. With 
the exception of  Tisza, all of  the ministers favored an ultimatum and possible 
military action against Serbia. Three results emerged from the long meeting, which 
General Conrad and Admiral Karl Kailer, the deputy chief  of  the naval staff , had 
joined in the afternoon.22

First, there would be no surprise attack, an option rendered all the more impos-
sible given the harvest leave policies which saw Habsburg troops scattered across 
the Monarchy so that their recall would alert Serbia to an attack. But second, a 
mere diplomatic victory, comparable to those of  1912–13, was now unacceptable 
to the group. A broader confrontation had support, with Stürgkh and Bilinski 
insisting that Vienna had to show everyone that the South Slav ideal had no future, 
either for those inside the Danubian monarchy or in the rest of  the Balkans. Again 
and again Berchtold insisted, sounding almost like Conrad, “better now than later.” 
At length, in the third result, even with Tisza still dissenting, the council agreed to 
send an ultimatum and prepare for a military confrontation. For those ministers 
any war that followed would be defensive and conservative, designed to protect the 
Habsburg state.23

In his review of  the military situation Conrad focused on a Serbian campaign, 
without revealing many details save for the fact that he needed to know by the fi fth 
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day whether or not to expect Russian intervention. If  Russia did enter, then the 
Germans would have to help. But he also assured a worried Tisza that any Ru-
manian incursion into Transylvania could be resisted. Yet, for all of  his apparent 
candor, Conrad remained vague about his arrangements with Moltke and exces-
sively optimistic about Russia allowing the Austrians to attack Serbia. None of  the 
civilians questioned the inconsistencies.24

Even as the meeting ended, the Berchtold-Tisza struggle over an actual war con-
tinued. The foreign minister traveled to Bad Ischl to brief  Franz Joseph on their 
diff erences and the ruler sought during the next week to bridge the gap between his 
foreign minister and his Hungarian premier. In this he received help from Burián 
who had earlier administered Bosnia-Herzegovina and who believed the provinces 
had to be defended against Serbian ambition. A friend of  Tisza and a leading 
Magyar political leader, Burián also realized that Franz Joseph had now come to 
favor a resolution of  the Serb problem. To help convince Tisza, the monarch made 
it clear that he agreed that there should be no talk of  any additional territory. Also 
Burián, the emperor, and Berchtold could point to the strength of  German sup-
port and new assurances that Rumania would remain neutral. Though what fi nally 
tilted the issue for Tisza can be debated, by 14 July, when he traveled again to 
Vienna, he agreed to a forty-eight hour ultimatum and military confrontation, 
even as they awaited fi nal reports from the investigation into the assassinations. A 
day later, on 15 July, Tisza told the Hungarian parliament that states sometimes 
had to defend their interests, a speech which Belgrade correctly interpreted as sig-
naling trouble ahead.25

The next turning point on the road to war came on 19 July. The ministers, 
along with Conrad, met incognito at Berchtold’s private residence. Surprisingly, the 
group gave little attention to the exact wording of  the ultimatum and focused in-
stead upon the question of  any future territorial changes. Even at this late date, Tisza 
threatened to balk unless Berchtold agreed there would be no territorial changes, 
a point Tisza also insisted might help to appease the Russians. Finally, the group 
agreed that some minor border changes for strategic reasons might take place but 
nothing more. Of  this arrangement, a cynical Conrad told General Krobatin after 
the meeting: “We will see. Before the Balkan Wars, the powers also talked of  the 
status quo; after the war no one concerned himself  with it.”26 

Two additional observations about this meeting are necessary. At no point did 
the question of  German pressure for action arise. The Habsburgs were making 
their own decisions about their future. Second, the almost cavalier attitude toward 
Rus sia continued, as if  Russia posed no threat even though the group had earlier 
recognized that Russia remained the greater long-term threat. This tactical over-
sight would ultimately doom the entire adventure.

The rest of  the story can be quickly summarized. Two days later, on 21 July, 
Franz Joseph accepted the ultimatum, even as he found some of  the demands 
“sharp.” He knew, as did everyone else, that Serbia would not accept all of  the de-
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mands, and certainly not the one about a joint commission. Delivered on 23 July, 
the ultimatum’s terms were considered and the answer returned forty-eight hours 
later. The Austrian envoy deemed the reply unacceptable and immediately broke 
diplomatic relations. 

Three days later Berchtold persuaded the emperor to declare war and later that 
night the Austrians and the Serbs exchanged gunfi re along the Sava River. While 
various schemes for mediation were advanced, including a “Halt in Belgrade,” the 
Habsburgs moved ahead with their war. When Russia declared general mobiliza-
tion on 30 July and Germany responded, general war had come to Europe.

III

Why did this group of  senior Habsburg statesmen, who had four times before con-
sidered war, now take a gambler’s chance with the future of  the monarchy? First, 
a form of  “group-think” and a unity of  views had been achieved around a strong, 
assertive option. With no Franz Ferdinand present, there was no one and no mech-
anism to force a reconsideration of  the war option or even to slow the momentum, 
once Tisza agreed. Second, while the Monarchy had had its share of  domestic ter-
ror attacks, an international one escalated the stakes—even if  Vienna did not have 
all of  the evidence linking the Belgrade authorities to the plot. State sponsored 
terrorism that struck at the Monarchy’s heir apparent went beyond the bounds of  
acceptable international behavior. Nikola Pašić’s failure to investigate any Serbian 
links to the murders and the glee of  the Belgrade press over the deaths at Sarajevo 
provided additional incentive and anger. In a post 9/11 world, Vienna’s response 
possibly becomes more understandable than it would have been for previous gen-
erations of  historians. Sometimes enough is felt to be enough, whether or not 
that feeling is wise. Third, the question of  domestic stability and the protection 
of  Bosnia-Herzegovina became important refrains. Nor could the group ignore 
the aggressiveness of  recent Russian diplomacy: the Balkan League, the retention 
of  220,000 extra Russian troops during the First Balkan War along the eastern 
Habsburg frontier, deliberate Russian eff orts to create trouble in Galicia, and St. 
Petersburg’s successful wooing of  Rumania from the Triple Alliance. Better check 
with Russia now, rather than later when Russian military power increases would 
make any chance of  victory impossible.

But like successive governments since, not excluding the United States and Brit-
ain in 2003, the Habsburg leadership were never quite clear what a war would 
achieve. The partition of  Serbia was excluded, though by mid August the Habsburg 
foreign offi  ce had begun to work on various schemes for territorial rearrangements 
in Poland and elsewhere, in the same heady mood that brought forth the “Septem-
ber memorandum” in Berlin.27 To be sure, the war was supposed to deter the Rus-
sians from further intrusions into the Balkans, while showing the South Slavs that 
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the future lay with Vienna, not Belgrade. It was also designed to chasten the Serbs 
and possibly bring a friendlier regime in the Serb capital. Moreover, considerations 
of  prestige were at stake. Vienna and Budapest had to act like a great power and 
defend their position in the international system. A successful war might also con-
vince Berlin of  the Monarchy’s value as an ally. The Habsburg ministers got their 
war but none of  their objectives.

In this instance a discretionary war became a total disaster. Undertaken less for 
aggressive or imperial purposes, the war sprang rather from a burst of  “defensive 
realism” in an eff ort to rescue to the Monarchy and keep it intact. Of  such illu-
sions are wars made, whether in 1914 or 2003.
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Chapter 4

THE CURIOUS CASE OF  THE KAISER’S 
DISAPPEARING WAR GUILT

Wilhelm II in July 1914

John C. G. Röhl

!

The Great War was the point at which, after many years of  tension, Old Europe 
tore itself  apart, the point at which the great empires of  the east disintegrated and 
the Kaiser’s Germany, exhausted and humiliated in defeat, descended into chaos. 
The War in which more than ten million men lost their lives is now seen to have 
been the “seminal catastrophe of  the twentieth-century”—the boiling cauldron 
out of  which sprang the horrors of  Bolshevism and Stalinism, fascism, Nazism, 
and genocide. After decades of  bitter and highly charged controversy there is today 
widespread recognition in Germany too, in the popular media as well as in the 
scholarly community, that 1914 marked the beginning of  what was to become a 
new Thirty Years’ War.1

But who brought on this unprecedented cataclysm in July 1914 whose eff ects 
are still with us today? If  you had asked this question in 1918, the answer would 
have been obvious to everyone. In Britain, France, and America politicians, the 
press, and the public bayed for the Kaiser’s blood. “Hang the Kaiser!” was a slo-
gan that had reverberated throughout the Allied side, and with it, David Lloyd 
George swept to victory in the coupon election of  1918. The victorious Powers at 
Versailles not only saddled Germany in general with responsibility for the war; in 
article 227 of  the Treaty, they accused Kaiser Wilhelm II in person of  “a supreme 
off ence against international morality and the sanctity of  treaties,” demanding his 
extradition to face an international tribunal composed of  one judge each from 
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the USA, Great Britain, France, Italy, and Japan. Whatever the merits of  the case 
against him, there is little doubt that, in the poisoned atmosphere of  the time, 
Wilhelm would have been found guilty. In his exile in The Netherlands, the ex-
Emperor lived in constant fear of  being extradited or kidnapped. He dyed his hair 
and grew a beard. He spent many weeks with his head wreathed in bandages, ready 
to make his escape in a waiting ambulance.2

In revolution-torn Germany, this damning view of  the Kaiser and of  the “rotten” 
old regime, which he had personifi ed, was initially shared by many. Karl Kautsky, 
the Marxist ideologue of  the powerful Social Democratic party, was put in charge 
of  publishing the thousand diplomatic documents in the German archives that 
had been generated by the July Crisis of  1914 alone. His four-volume edition ap-
peared in 1919 and is a superb example of  meticulous scholarship which is still 
indispensable today.3 I shall be drawing heavily on his work in a moment when 
I come to examine Wilhelm’s role in those fi ve fateful weeks. Soon, however, the 
mood in Germany changed. Once the “war guilt” clause of  the Treaty of  Versailles 
was used by the victors to justify the punitive treatment of  the fl edgling Weimar 
Republic—the unpayable reparations, the territorial amputations, the confi scation 
of  the colonies, the restrictions on rearmament, and the demilitarization of  the 
Rhineland—it quickly became a matter of  vital national interest to deny or dis-
prove the so-called “war guilt lie” of  the Allies. Kautsky was marginalized and his 
four-volume edition swamped by an offi  cial publication eventually amounting to 
more than forty volumes stretching all the way back to 1871.4 And the part played 
by the Kaiser in the making of  German policy was also minimized. Since the many 
warlike speeches he had made throughout his reign had been widely reported, 
since his manipulative correspondence with Tsar Nicholas II had been revealed 
by the Bolsheviks, and since his notorious marginal comments on thousands of  
diplomatic reports could not be suppressed altogether, the tactic used was to rep-
resent Wilhelm’s views as irrelevant to the actual intentions of  the offi  cial Imperial 
government.5 The Kaiser was depicted as having been something of  an impotent 
maverick buff oon. And with time he was airbrushed out of  historical accounts of  
his 30-year reign altogether. Kaiser Wilhelm II could not have been guilty of  caus-
ing war in 1914 because he had been nothing but a “shadow emperor” without 
knowledge of, let alone control over, events.

It is tempting to dismiss this interpretation as a cynical ploy designed to regain 
for Germany the power and prestige it had enjoyed before 1914, and this is indeed 
what it was. However, there is nevertheless an element of  truth in the legend of  the 
Kaiser’s innocence of  which we should not lose sight. Even sharp critics of  Ger-
man policy in July 1914 such as the ex-Chancellor Prince Bülow and the shipping 
magnate Albert Ballin were genuinely convinced that Wilhelm’s role in causing the 
catastrophe had been slight. After all, had he not spent most of  the crisis month 
of  July on his annual cruise along the Norwegian coast to the Arctic Circle? And 
had he not, on his return to Berlin, tried to get the Austrians to halt in Belgrade?
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On the Allied side, too, the determination to put Wilhelm on trial as a war 
criminal was less fi rm than article 227 appeared to suggest. True, the French, Brit ish, 
and Italian delegates favored the idea, with Lloyd George even proposing that the 
Kaiser be banished to Devil’s Island or the Falklands, but the American President 
Woodrow Wilson thought that trying a monarch would seem excessively vindictive 
and destabilizing and might even push the German people into the arms of  the 
revolutionaries. Would you, he asked his colleagues at Versailles, “rather have the 
Kaiser or the Bolsheviks?” In the end a compromise was reached by which article 227 
was introduced on the understanding that nothing would be done to enforce it.6 In 
other words, the Kaiser need not have bothered with the beard and the bandages. 
In addition to these tactical considerations, there was some disquiet at Versailles 
over the paucity of  the evidence that the victors actually possessed. Apart from 
Lichnowsky’s famous memorandum, which put the blame for the war squarely on 
Germany’s shoulders but barely mentioned the monarch, and the Belgian King’s 
record of  a menacing conversation with Wilhelm in Potsdam in November 1913, 
there was at that time little by way of  a paper trail for the prosecution to go on.

This situation has now changed. A huge amount of  research has been carried 
out not only on the origins of  the war but also on the Kaiser’s character, his in-
tentions, and his role in German decision making. The commemorative year of  
2004 in particular has seen countless publications, conferences, exhibitions, and 
television documentaries on the war and its origins.7 In the international historical 
fraternity, there is something close to consensus that the war came about as a result 
of  the policies pursued by Berlin and Vienna, though the crucial question of  what 
these two governments actually intended to achieve is still a matter of  debate.

My aim in focusing on the Kaiser’s role in July 1914 is not to cast him as the 
main mover of  events in Berlin. However great his personal power had been at 
the turn of  the century, he was never a dictator of  any kind, and in the years after 
1908 his overpowering self-confi dence had been shaken and his infl uence had to 
some extent waned. He now presided over an often-dysfunctional governmental 
machine that has aptly been characterized as verging on “polycratic chaos.” In the 
July Crisis, as we shall see, there were clearly occasions when he was pushed and 
bounced and manipulated by others, and equally clearly there were times when 
he lost his nerve. But he was still German Kaiser, King of  Prussia, Supreme War 
Lord, and commander-in-chief  of  the Navy, and as such he stood at the very cen-
tre of  German policy making. From the decision to give Austria-Hungary carte 
blanche at the beginning of  July to the signing of  the mobilization order on 1 
August and the invasion of  Belgium and Luxemburg, Wilhelm had the fi nal say. 
Everyone involved in the decision-making process was obliged to try to infl uence 
him, to pull him onto their side. By focusing on him, then, we should be able to 
establish not just what his intentions were, but also shed more light on the poli-
cies that were being pursued by the other fi gures involved in the decision-making 
process in Berlin.
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In attempting to determine Wilhelm II’s personal responsibility for the catas-
trophe that ensued, we need to keep the following questions in mind:

Who, apart from the Kaiser, was involved in German decision making?

What was the Kaiser’s understanding of  the intentions of  these other men? 
What was he told, and when? To what extent was he complicit in their plans?

Crucially, did he favor a diplomatic victory of  the Central Powers over Russia 
while accepting the risk that the Austro-Serbian confl ict could lead to war, or 
was his preferred outcome the launching of  a continental war?

How did he assess the risk that Britain might enter the war in support of  
France and Russia, and what eff ect did this assessment have on his attitude?

When and why did his nerve appear to fail? And how serious were his eff orts 
at such times of  uncertainty to pull back from the brink?

Unlike the victorious Allies at Versailles in 1919, we now have suffi  cient evidence 
to provide fi rm answers to most of  these crucial questions.

The number of  people involved in making decisions in Berlin in July 1914 was 
tiny. The documents enable us to identify as the decision makers, apart from the 
Kaiser and a handful of  men in his immediate entourage, the Reich Chancellor, the 
Auswärtiges Amt, the General Staff , the Prussian War Ministry, the Reich Navy 
Offi  ce, and the Admiralty Staff , that is to say no more than twenty men and their 
direct subordinates. As several of  these were away from the capital when the crisis 
began, and others (including the Kaiser) were sent away or asked to stay away to 
pre serve the appearance of  normality, the initiative at fi rst lay with Chancellor Theo-
bald von Bethmann Hollweg, Undersecretary of State Alfred Zimmermann, Wilhelm 
von Stumm, and (a little later) Gottlieb von Jagow in the Wilhelmstrasse. These 
men collaborated secretly with Count Georg von Waldersee, the Quartermaster-
General, who in Moltke’s absence was in charge of  the General Staff . With the 
return of  Moltke, War Minister Erich von Falkenhayn, and Reich Navy Secretary 
Alfred von Tirpitz to Berlin on 24 and 25 July, military imperatives came increas-
ingly into confl ict with the diplomatic niceties that were of  primary concern to the 
civilians. It was the Kaiser’s task, upon his return to Berlin on 27 July, to adjudicate 
between these rival pressures. He did not fulfi ll this role very competently, but 
given the enormity of  the responsibility he carried, we should not be surprised 
that he showed signs of  vacillation. Nor should we always take bitter comments 
made by one frustrated side or the other at face value.

It is vital to stress, however, that the diff erences between these decision makers 
were minimal. All of  them, including the Kaiser, believed they could see a golden 
opportunity that was too good to miss. They shared the illusion that, if  only mat-
ters were handled adroitly so that Russia could be made to seem the aggressor and 

1.
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the German nation would rise to defend the Fatherland, Germany could have war 
against the Franco-Russian alliance under almost ideal conditions: the army had 
been enlarged, the widening of  the Kiel Canal was due to be completed that very 
summer, the harvest was almost in, the season ideal for combat, the French army 
deemed to be in complete disarray, Russia’s military hopelessly backward, and its 
strategic railway program years from completion. Above all, Britain was thought to 
be so deeply mired in the Irish troubles that the danger of  becoming involved 
in a continental war was assessed as negligible—this grave miscalculation more 
than any other neutralized the deterrence eff ect till then implicit in the Triple En-
tente. And given Britain’s probable neutrality, the decision makers in Berlin shared 
the belief  that not only Austria-Hungary, but also Italy, Greece, Turkey, Bulgaria, 
Rumania, and perhaps even Sweden would join Germany in the showdown with 
France and Russia. In view of  the Habsburg Monarchy’s growing decrepitude and 
the volatility of  Italian public opinion, the Generals argued, such a golden op-
portunity might never present itself  again. In the weeks and months before the 
assassination at Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, they were already on the threshold of  
a decision for continental war, as Colonel Edward House reported to President 
Wilson after visiting Berlin at the end of  May.8 Indeed, it is not impossible that 
some of  the Army leaders had wind of  the planned outrage before the event.9 

The Kaiser fully shared this assessment of  his Generals. In the eighteen months 
prior to Sarajevo, he spoke repeatedly of  the need for war against Russia and 
France. As recently as 16 June 1914 he had thundered: “Whoever in Germany still 
does not believe that Russo-Gaul is working with urgency towards an imminent 
war against us, and that we must take countermeasures accordingly, deserves to be 
sent straightaway to the madhouse at Dalldorf !”10 And he had commanded the 
Wilhelmstrasse to clarify the attitude that Britain would take.11

In assessing the role played by Wilhelm II in July 1914, it is important to dis-
tinguish four phases: 

the eight days between Sarajevo and his departure for Norway on 6 July;

the 21 days spent at sea;

his four days back in Potsdam between 27 and 31 July; and

the fi nal dramatic days in Berlin from 31 July to the invasion of  Belgium and 
Britain’s entry into the war four days later.

Phase One

Given his warlike utterances against “Russo-Gaul” of  just a few days earlier, the re-
sponse of  the monarch to the news that his friend “Franzi” and his wife had been 

1.
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4.
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murdered at Sarajevo was surprisingly muted. He broke off  his yachting regatta at 
Kiel and returned to Potsdam, but for many days, there was no sign of  any inten-
tion to begin a war. He planned to attend Franz Ferdinand’s funeral in Vienna but 
called off  the trip when warned that he too might be assassinated. As late as 3 July 
he spoke of  his intention to visit Romania in the autumn.12 But that same night he 
gave the signal that would lead to war. In a marginal comment, he reprimanded his 
ambassador in Vienna for counseling restraint and demanded unequivocal support 
for an immediate punitive action by Austria against Serbia. “Now or never,” he 
proclaimed. “The Serbs must be disposed of, and that right soon!”13 The toughen-
ing of  the Kaiser’s mood can perhaps be attributed in part to the meeting he had 
that very evening with the German military attaché in Bucharest, Major Günther 
Bronsart von Schellendorff ,14 but in truth we still know too little about the infl u-
ences that were brought to bear on him in these crucial fi rst days.

The Kaiser’s comment of  3–4 July proved decisive. It swept aside any linger-
ing doubt there might have been among the decision makers that Wilhelm would 
authorize German support for Austria in her confl ict with Serbia, whatever the 
consequences. Undersecretary Zimmermann estimated the chances that the Balkan 
confl ict would escalate into a war against Russia at 90 percent.15 Whether Wil-
helm himself  foresaw the consequences so clearly is open to question. At times in 
his statements over the next two days, he appeared to expect and even desire the 
Austro-Serbian confl ict to escalate into continental war, at other times merely to 
accept that there was a risk that it might. As we shall see, this ambivalence at the 
heart of  German policy was to harden even before the Kaiser’s return from his 
cruise into a determination not to back down, however Russia reacted.

On 5 July, Kaiser Wilhelm received the Austro-Hungarian ambassador Count 
Szögyény at the Neues Palais in Potsdam. After reading the two documents Szö-
gyény had brought with him, he expressed his delight that Vienna was deter mined 
to “eliminate Serbia as a power factor in the Balkans” and again urged speedy ac-
tion. He promised the Habsburg Monarchy that Germany would support it come 
what may. “Russia’s attitude will no doubt be hostile, but for this he had been 
for years prepared, and should a war between Austria-Hungary and Russia be un-
avoidable, we might be convinced that Germany … would stand at our side.”16

Later that day Wilhelm summoned the Chancellor and Zimmermann, then 
War Minister von Falkenhayn, the head of  the Military Cabinet Moriz Freiherr 
von Lyncker, and Generaladjutant Hans von Plessen, and fi nally the representative 
of  the Admiralty Staff  to inform them of  the assurances he had given Szögyény 
over lunch. He asked the Generals whether the army was “prepared for all eventu-
alities,” which they confi rmed “without reservation.”17 No one objected. Indeed, 
one gains the impression that agreement on this policy had been reached between 
the civilian and military leaders even before they were summoned to the Palace. 

Before departing for Kiel the next morning, the Kaiser received Admiral von 
Capelle as the representative of  the Reichs-Marine-Amt and then General von 
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Bertrab as the representative of  the General Staff . He expected the crisis to end 
with a Serbian retreat and an Austrian occupation of  the country, he said, and did 
not think Russia and France would become involved since they were at present 
“militarily and fi nancially totally unprepared for war,” but he nevertheless thought 
it necessary “to be armed and ready for a diff erent outcome.” Wilhelm ordered 
Capelle secretly to prepare for the mobilization of  the Fleet.18

Phase Two

With his departure for Norway on 6 July, Phase Two began. Bethmann’s purpose 
in insisting that the Kaiser undertake his cruise as normal was twofold. First, he 
wished to give the world the impression that Germany had no foreknowledge of  
the pending Austro-Serbian confl ict. And second, he hoped to be free of  the mon-
arch’s interference over the next few weeks. This was to become the more diffi  cult 
the closer the moment of  truth approached.

That the Kaiser’s cruise was an elaborate sham is shown by the fact that the 
imperial yacht Hohenzollern, instead of  sailing up to the North Cape as usual, re-
mained anchored off  Balholm in the Sognefjord, just one hundred kilometers 
north of  Bergen, for two entire weeks. From there, as members of  his entourage 
informed their families in letters home, the monarch could reach Cuxhaven within 
twenty two hours or be back in Kiel in under two days.19 

Far from being out of  touch, several dozen dispatches were sent from the 
Wilhelmstrasse to the Hoflager in Balholm. The Kaiser, along with his two Cabi-
net Chiefs and the Foreign Offi  ce representative Count Georg von Wedel, was 
not only kept fully informed of  the aims of  Bethmann’s policy, but impatiently 
joined in exerting pressure on the Vienna government to act quickly and decisively. 
At Bethmann’s urging the monarch issued a reprimand to the hotheaded Crown 
Prince, whose public demands for “war, … struggle and violence” it was feared 
might make foreign governments suspicious of  Germany’s intentions.20

While in Balholm, Wilhelm played an active part in trying to secure alliances 
with Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania, and Greece for the imminent struggle against 
Russia and ensuring Italy’s participation in the war.21 “The task now is to muster 
every gun that is prepared … to fi ght for Austria against the Slavs,” he ordered on 
23 July.22 Throughout his so-called cruise his aggression toward Russia and his 
disdain for France, the “absolute socialistic Sansculotte Republic!” as he called it, 
remained undiminished.23 He insisted that the Franco-Russian Alliance had been 
formed for the purpose of  “joint robbery raids upon us!”24 His hatred of  Serbia 
bubbled constantly to the surface. “These rascals are guilty of  agitation and mur-
der and must be humbled. … Serbia is a band of  robbers which must be caught 
and punished for its crimes!” he declared on 23 July.25
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There are numerous other indications that Kaiser Wilhelm was complicit in 
Bethmann’s plot and the timetable for war attached to it. On 19 July 1914, four 
days before the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia of  which neither he nor the Chancel-
lor was supposed to have any prior knowledge, he suggested that the Auswärtiges 
Amt secretly inform the directors of  Germany’s two steamship companies, Hapag 
and the North German Lloyd, that the ultimatum would be delivered in Belgrade 
on 23 July. “In view of  the unpredictable consequences that might follow perhaps 
very suddenly it appears to H. M. desirable to alert the two great shipping lines 
in good time so that they can make their arrangements accordingly,” Count Wedel 
telegraphed from the Hohenzollern to Berlin.26 The Kaiser’s concern was not just 
for the safety of  the passengers; the ocean liners were to be pressed into service as 
auxiliary cruisers.

On that same day, 19 July, Admiral von Müller recorded that His Majesty was 
“in a state of  great excitement about the consequences of  the ultimatum which is 
to be presented by Austria to Serbia on 23rd.”27 When the text of  the ultimatum 
reached the Hohenzollern, Wilhelm declared in triumph “Well, that’s a vigorous note 
for a change.”28 He greeted with glee early reports that the Serbs were about to give 
in without a fi ght and exulted: “bravo! One would not have believed it of  the Vien-
nese! … The proud Slavs! How hollow the whole so-called Serbian Great Power is 
proving itself  to be; thus it is with all Slav states! Just tread hard on the toes of  that 
rabble!”29 But we should not take his delight at Serbia’s apparent backing down as 
a sign of  relief  that there would not now be war against Russia. For on that very 
same day, 25 July, he gave orders to the Commander of  the High Seas Fleet for the 
bombardment of  the Russian naval bases in the Baltic to commence. Admiral von 
Ingenohl managed to put the Kaiser’s orders on hold—for a week.

At this point in time, the Kaiser was clearly more militant than the Chancellor 
and the Wilhelmstrasse, who were struggling to retain control over the monarch. 
On 25 July Bethmann wondered aloud what “this puff ed up lieutenant” would do 
with the world once he had conquered it.30 With the German High Seas Fleet on 
maneuvers off  southern Norway, Bethmann was most anxious not to alarm the 
Royal Navy, which had assembled off  Spithead for a grand review and was not due 
to disperse until 27 July, but the Kaiser’s excitability put this scheme at risk. On 
the morning of  25 July, Wilhelm gave orders for the Fleet to prepare for an im-
mediate return home. Bethmann’s plea to avoid any such move that could alert the 
British was met with the most insulting comments. Serbia’s decision to mobilize, 
the monarch thundered, “can lead to Russia’s mobilization, will lead to Austria’s 
mobilization! In this case, I must bring together my armed forces on land and sea. 
… If  and when Russia mobilizes my Fleet must already be in the Baltic, that is 
why it is sailing home!”31

Not only was the Fleet ordered back prematurely, the Kaiser himself  now de-
cided to return home. On 25 July, Müller informed him that he, Lyncker, and 
Wedel all thought the position in Balholm had become untenable. The Hohenzollern 
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weighed anchor at six o’clock that evening. On the voyage home, there were still no 
indications of  a more conciliatory mood. Wilhelm continued to insist that there 
had to be a shift in the balance of  power. “Austria must become preponderant in 
the Balkans … and at Russia’s expense; otherwise there will be no peace.”32 Serbia 
was “not a state in the European sense, but a band of  robbers!”33 He rejected 
British, French, and Russian proposals for mediation, and to the Russian Foreign 
Minister’s warning that if  Austria invaded Serbia, Russia would declare war against 
it, Wilhelm responded with the words “na denn zu!”—“well then, let’s do it!”34

On the voyage home, the Kaiser appeared eager for continental war. His en-
tourage was therefore all the more baffl  ed when on the evening of  26 July he 
telegraphed the Kaiserin saying he hoped to be able to join her for a holiday at 
Wilhelmshöhe near Kassel in a few days’ time.35 For the next four days, from 27 to 
the 31 July, his mood fl ip-fl opped from wild aggression to half-baked attempts at 
mediation and back again. The key to explaining these mood swings in this third 
phase is to be found, as I shall show, in Wilhelm’s perception of  Britain’s attitude.

Phase Three

When the Hohenzollern docked at Kiel, his warlike mood alarmed not only the civilian 
statesmen but also the Admirals. The orders he gave to seal off  the eastern Baltic 
were described by Capelle as “pathological” and by Tirpitz as “military non sense 
and a political mistake.” “Now he is playing soldiers!” the latter cried.36 Wilhelm 
was outraged at the Chancellor’s plea that he should not to come to Berlin as this 
might give the impression that Germany wanted war.37 “This really is the limit, now 
the man is telling me that I cannot show myself  to my people,” he complained.38 
His aggressive mood continued throughout his meetings with Bethmann, Moltke, 
and Admiral Pohl at Potsdam on the afternoon of  27 July. He turned down as 
premature the Chancellor’s request to send the fi rst of  several planned telegrams 
to the Tsar. He ordered Tschirschky to pressure the Austrians into off ering com-
pensation to Italy to ensure the latter took part on Germany’s side in the coming 
war. He again rejected a British proposal for an international peace conference. 
The upshot of  the Kaiser’s meetings with his advisers is recorded by Müller in the 
words: Germany would “keep quiet, letting Russia put herself  in the wrong, but 
then not shying away from war.”39 War Minister von Falkenhayn also heard that 
the decision had been taken to see the thing through, whatever the cost.40 

At this juncture, the Kaiser blithely assumed that Britain would stay out of  the 
confl ict so long as Russia could be made to appear the aggressor. To maintain this 
illusion, the Chancellor had doctored several of  Lichnowsky’s telegrams warning 
of  Sir Edward Grey’s growing concern.41 On 27 July, however, the ambassador sent 
news so alarming that Bethmann saw no way of  withholding the dispatch from the 
Kaiser: Grey, Lichnowsky reported, considered the Serbian reply so compliant that 
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Austria and Germany would forfeit Britain’s sympathy if  they failed to enter into 
negotiations.42 This telegram was passed on to the Kaiser in the early morning of  
28 July and prompted the fi rst wobble in his hard-line stance.43 

Given the extent of  Serbia’s compliance, Wilhelm now considered that there 
was no longer any need for Austria to go to war to achieve its aims. Instead, the 
nation should occupy Belgrade and the surrounding area as a Faustpfand (pledge) until 
all its demands had been met.44 The Kaiser had such confi dence that this proposal 
would resolve the crisis that, briefl y, he revived his plans for a holiday in Wilhelms-
höhe.45 He became confused when Vienna failed to react to his initiative, com-
plaining on 29 July that for the past four weeks the Austrians had kept him in the 
dark as to their intentions.46

With his nerves on edge, Wilhelm failed to see through the machinations of  
his own government. As is well known, Bethmann and Stumm passed on the mon-
arch’s proposal to Vienna in an almost unrecognizable form, and far too late for 
it to prevent the Austrian declaration of  war on Serbia. What is more, in their 
instructions to Tschirschky they made it clear that Germany had no wish to hold 
Austria back.47 And in any case, under pressure from his Generals, Wilhelm soon 
changed his mind once more. On the evening of  28 July, Falkenhayn found the 
Kaiser “confused” and talking as if  “now,” he no longer wanted war. “I make it 
clear to him,” the hawkish War Minister recorded, “that he no longer has the mat-
ter under his control.” On the following day, Falkenhayn noted: “H. M.’s mood 
has fl ipped again. He believes … that the ball which has begun to roll cannot now 
be stopped.”48

Why? What persuaded the Kaiser to throw the caution he had displayed on 
28 July to the winds and revert to his original hard line on 29 July? The explana-
tion is to be found in the letter he received that morning from his brother Prince 
Heinrich, who, in a mysterious mission which seems in retrospect like a dress 
rehearsal for Rudolf  Hess’s infamous fl ight to Scotland in 1941, had slipped over 
to London to speak to King George V.49 As with Hess, we do not know with any 
certainty who authorized Heinrich’s trip, but it is inconceivable that he should 
have undertaken the mission without his brother’s knowledge and blessing. After 
seeing the King at Buckingham Palace for a few minutes before church on Sunday 
morning, 26 July 1914, the Prince joined his two sisters Sophie of  Greece and 
Mar garethe of  Hesse at Maresfi eld in Sussex, and then returned quickly to Kiel. 
[see Illustration: Prince Heinrich in Sussex, 26 July 1914]. From there, Heinrich 
repeated in a letter to his brother the King’s assurance that “we shall try all we 
can to keep out of  this and shall remain neutral.”50 In a stroke, Wilhelm was able 
to ignore Lichnowsky’s dire warnings and believe once again that he could have war 
against Russia and France without fear of  British involvement. To a dubious Tir-
pitz he announced: “I have the word of  a King, that is enough for me.”51 In this ju-
bilant mood Wilhelm rejected Heinrich’s off er to visit the Tsar in St. Peters burg as 
“pointless,” but kept open the possibility of  his making another trip to Lon don.52 
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He approved the notorious and revealing off er the Chancellor made to the British 
ambassador that same evening to restore France’s territorial integrity in Europe after 
the war provided that Britain remained neutral.53 There was not the slightest willing-
ness, even now, though, to back down on the most contentious Anglo-German 
problem of  all. Bethmann’s plea that agreement should be sought over the battle-
ship program was roundly rejected by the Kaiser and all the Admirals, and the 
Chancellor left the meeting with a “very red face.”54

The celebrated exchange of  telegrams between Willy and Nicky—Tsar Nicho-
las II—in the fi nal days of  the July Crisis was a carefully choreographed maneuver 
designed to place the blame for war on Russia—“to increase Russia’s guilt and 
document it in the eyes of  the whole world,” as Bethmann reminded his sovereign.55 
The monarch’s personal contribution was confi ned to making stylistic amendments 
to the text presented to him by his offi  cials. By contrast, Wilhelm’s last-minute 
correspondence with cousin “Georgie” in London was much more direct. When 
Admirals Müller and Pohl arrived at the Neues Palais for their audience on the 
morning of  30 July, they were kept waiting because Wilhelm and Heinrich were 
busy concocting a telegram to the King. Ironically, Pohl had brought with him a 
telegram that had arrived in the night making clear Grey’s view that Britain would 
not be able to stand idly by in a war between Germany and France. Once again, the 
Kaiser was devastated, and once again, he fl ip fl opped. “That was the hardest blow 
of  all,” Müller recorded. “The Kaiser … was deeply confounded when he read it, 
but remained outwardly calm.” After the meeting Müller noted that “the Kaiser’s 
nerves were on the edge of  a breakdown.”56 Bewildered, Wilhelm wrote (in En-
glish) on an article in the Morning Post: “King George has communicated England’s 

Illustration 4.1: Prince Heinrich in Sussex, 26 July 1914
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intention to remain neutral to me by Prince Henry. … On the other hand, … 
Sir E. Grey in a private conversation with Prince Lichnowsky, declared, that if  
Germany made war on France, England would immediately attack Germany with 
its fl eet! Consequently Sir E. Grey says the direct contrary to what his Sovereign 
communicated to me through my brother and places his King in the position of  
a double tongued liar vis-à-vis to me.” Wilhelm now claimed to be the victim of  a 
dastardly plot by Britain, France, and Russia to destroy him and his country. “The 
whole war is plainly arranged between England, France and Russia for the annihi-
lation of  Germany … and the Austro-Servian strife is only an excuse to fall upon 
us! God help us in this fi ght for our existence, brought about by falseness, lies, and 
poisonous envy!”57 Numerous crazed and self-pitying diatribes of  this nature have 
survived from this phase of  the Crisis. They are not easy to interpret. Certainly 
they refl ect a growing sense of  panic at the enormity of  what was about to take 
place, mixed with fury at having so badly miscalculated the reaction of  the other 
Great Powers. But unmistakably these lachrymose expectorations also amounted 
to an eff ort on Wilhelm’s part to provide himself  with a moral alibi by attributing 
sinister designs to his neighbors in order to justify the attack he himself  was plan-
ning to launch on them. 

Nevertheless, Grey’s threat of  British intervention did prompt him to make one 
last attempt to stop the ball from rolling out of  control. Just before midnight on 
30 July 1914, a telegram arrived from King George to Prince Heinrich welcoming 
the Kaiser’s Halt-in-Belgrade initiative and assuring him of  his own determination 
to do all in his power to avert the catastrophe.58 Wilhelm immediately ordered his 
brother to drive to Berlin to inform the Chancellor of  the King’s telegram, which 
he said should be forwarded to Vienna. At the same time Bethmann was to inform 
London that Austria was now ready to forgo all territorial gains at Serbia’s expense. 
Heinrich delivered his message to Bethmann at 1:15 AM and was back at Potsdam 
at 2:20 in the morning.59 Four and a half  hours later, when the Kaiser awoke, he 
repeated his order to the Chancellor to present him with the draft of  an answer 
to the King of  England and the Tsar of  Russia “about the English and Viennese 
proposals, which are almost identical to mine.”60 Prince Heinrich’s midnight dash 
from Potsdam to the Wilhelmstrasse was the closest the Kaiser came to prevent-
ing the war. But Bethmann ignored his instructions. Neither the German nor the 
Austrian government was ever prepared to accept Kaiser Wilhelm’s initiative, but 
he was never told as much.

Phase Four

By this time, the dogs of  war were being unleashed, and the Kaiser was swept along 
by the force of  events. In this fourth and fi nal phase of  the Crisis, there was no 
further sign of  hesitation on his part. He still had to mediate between the diff er-
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ent factions in Berlin, but he did so in the conviction that victory over Russia and 
France, and therefore German domination over Europe, lay in his grasp. “The Kai-
ser is decidedly on the side of  Moltke and the War Minister,” the Bavarian General 
von Wenninger reported on 30 July.61 He was “determined to settle accounts with 
France” and to do so thoroughly, Wilhelm told the Austrian ambassador on 1 
August.62 To the end, his declared aim was to “liberate the Balkans from Russia for 
all time!”63 Upon the outbreak of  war against France and Russia, Wilhelm praised 
the “manly attitude taken by the Reich Chancellor and … his correct execution of  
his intentions.”64 The Kaiser was encouraged in this warlike mood by his brother 
and his six sons, who had gathered around him. “All of  them,” the Chief  of  the 
Civil Cabinet Rudolf  von Valentini noted on 30 July, were “terribly warlike.”65 
The Kaiserin, too, ensured that the monarch remained resolute. 

Moltke and Falkenhayn had been pressing for the declaration of  a “state of  
imminent danger of  war,” the prelude to mobilization, but Bethmann held back in 
the hope that Russia would put itself  in the wrong. On 30 July, they agreed to wait 
until noon on the following day, but then to take the irrevocable step to war. To 
everyone’s delight, news of  Russia’s general mobilization arrived at 11:40 AM on 
31 July with just twenty minutes to spare. “Everywhere beaming faces,” Wenninger 
recorded after visiting the War Ministry.66 Wilhelm gave his consent to the “im-
minent danger of  war” declaration by telephone and moved with his brother and 
sons from Potsdam to Berlin. That afternoon, at the Schloss, surrounded by his 
Generals, the Kaiser gave an exposé of  the situation which the fi ery War Minister 
described as “worthy of  a German Kaiser! Worthy of  a Prussian King.”67 He au-
thorized the Chancellor to issue an ultimatum to Russia and France. The speeches 
he and Bethmann made from the balcony had the desired eff ect. “The mood [is] 
brilliant,” Müller recorded in his diary. “The government has succeeded very well 
in making us appear as the attacked.”68 The Kaiser dispatched a telegram to the 
Emperor Franz Joseph demanding that Austria now ignore the war against Serbia 
as “completely irrelevant” and fi ght with its entire strength against Russia.69 He sent 
personal letters to the Kings of  Italy, Greece, and Romania and to the governments 
in Sofi a and Constantinople demanding that all join the great fi ght against the 
common enemy.70

Still hoping that the appearance of  Russian aggression would serve to keep 
Britain neutral, Bethmann resisted pressure from the Generals to declare mobiliza-
tion, but at 4:00 PM on 1 August, he gave way. He, Falkenhayn, Moltke, and Tir-
pitz were on the point of  leaving for the Schloss to persuade the Kaiser to sign the 
order when the telephone rang and Wilhelm himself  demanded that they bring 
him the mobilization order. An hour later, he signed the document on a table 
carved from the wood of  Nelson’s fl agship Victory. Both he and the War Minister 
had tears in their eyes, but they were tears of  triumph, not of  dismay or regret.71

The events that followed make up perhaps the most famous scene in the drama 
of  the July Crisis and are largely responsible for the widespread impression that 
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Kaiser Wilhelm was out of  touch with reality. After leaving the Schloss, Moltke 
and Falkenhayn were recalled to be told that a telegram had arrived from Lich-
nowsky in London holding out the promise that, if  Germany attacked Russia but 
not France, Britain would not only stay out of  the war but also guarantee France’s 
neutrality. To Moltke’s horror the Kaiser exclaimed: “So we simply deploy the 
whole army in the East!”72 The Chief  of  General Staff  pointed out that he only 
had one plan, to attack in the West, and that the Army could not simply be turned 
around to face the other way. Wilhelm responded by saying “your uncle would 
have given me a diff erent answer,” and commanded his Flügeladjutant to halt the 
invasion of  Luxembourg by telephone. Moltke, red and blue in the face, returned 
to his offi  ce in tears, saying, “I want to wage a war against the French and the Rus-
sians, but not against such a Kaiser.”73

However, this version of  events is based on Moltke’s own account. The many 
other witnesses to the drama make it clear that the Kaiser’s response to the (albeit 
bizarre) news from London was rational, measured, and “joyfully” shared by every-
one else present, from the Reich Chancellor to the War Minister. The Head of  the 
Military Cabinet expressed his delight at the prospect that Germany would have to 
fi ght only one enemy instead of  three.74 And when a second telegram arrived from 
Lichnowsky holding out the promise of  British neutrality even if  Germany did 
attack France, the jubilation knew no bounds, as the primary aim behind Berlin’s 
stratagem from the beginning—to unleash continental war without British inter-
vention—had seemingly been attained. “What a fabulous turn of  events,” wrote 
Admiral von Müller. “In the adjutants’ room we drank a glass of  champagne. The 
Kaiser was in a most jubilant mood.”75 

Later that night, a dispatch arrived from George V explaining that Lichnowsky’s 
telegrams must have been based on a misunderstanding. “Now there’s nothing for 
it but war and my husband and my six sons will be in the thick of  it,” declared the 
irate Kaiserin in front of  witnesses.76 Moltke was recalled to the Schloss, where he 
found the Kaiser “very agitated.” “Now do as you please; I don’t care either way,” 
the Supreme War Lord told him.77 And so the world was plunged into the cata-
clysm from which it has still not recovered.

There was one German leader who knew what was afoot and tried to avert the 
disaster, but it was not the Kaiser. Prince Lichnowsky, who had gone without sleep 
for several nights in his eff orts to fi nd a solution, was beside himself  with grief  at 
the outbreak of  war. Walter Page, the American ambassador in London, encoun-
tered him running about the German embassy in Carlton Terrace like a madman, 
dressed in his pyjamas in the middle of  the afternoon. Princess Lichnowsky, Page 
reported to President Wilson, had thrown the Kaiser’s portrait face down on her 
desk and shouted: “That is the swine that did this.”78 Harsh words spoken in 
anger, perhaps, but closer to refl ecting Wilhelm’s responsibility for the terrible ca-
lamity that now befell the world than the widely held view that he was an innocent 
monarch, unable to understand, let alone control, events.
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THE MILITARY SITUATION 
BEFORE 1914: 

EUROPE BETWEEN 
HOT AND COLD WAR

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Chapter 5

CHANCES AND LIMITS OF  ARMAMENT CONTROL 
1898–1914

Jost Dülff er

!

“To put an end to these incessant armaments and to seek the means of  warding 
off  the calamities which are threatening the whole world—such is the supreme 
duty which is today imposed on all states.”1 These were the objectives urged in a 
diplomatic note published by the Russian Foreign Minister, Count Muraviev, on 
12/24 August 18982:

 The intellectual and physical strength of  the nations, labor and capital, are for the 
major part diverted from their natural application, and unproductively consumed. 
Hundreds of  millions are devoted to acquiring terrible engines of  destruction, 
which, though today regarded as the last word of  science, are destined tomorrow to 
lose all value in consequence of  some fresh discovery in this fi eld. National culture, 
economic progress, and the production of  wealth are either paralyzed or checked 
in their development. Moreover, in proportion as the armaments of  each Power 
increase, so do they less and less fulfi ll the object which the Government has set 
before themselves.

Was there a chance to prevent World War I by armament control? And if  so, why 
was this chance not used successfully? This is the question I try to answer in this 
chapter.
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Before World War I, armaments did indeed play a great role in international 
politics. They directly threatened the world with confl ict and destruction, even if  the 
prime motive for the arms races of  the period was, as the Norwegian historian Rolf  
Hobson has argued, “a cold war strategy, or perhaps a revisionism short of  war.”3 
Moreover, armaments had a dual quality. As Janus-faced instruments, they had 
aggressive and defensive functions. It is in this context that we must place the debate 
about armaments in the period prior to 1914. The Russian note of  1898 did not 
only mention the diversion of  civil expenditure to military purposes and the poten-
tial impact on the economy and on social welfare. It also hinted at the ultimate dan-
ger, the risk of  real, shooting war (“cataclysm”). It is true that at the time, naval 
and land armaments were still only loosely interconnected, and that air warfare re-
mained at a nascent stage. Although the great powers basically accepted arma ments 
competition as a fact of  life, smaller states were involved in it only to a limited extent. 
And although alliances mattered, statesmen in general did not think of  coalitions 
as vehicles for common military preparation against an opposing coalition—at 
least before the turn of  the century. This changed, however, in the wake of  the fi rst 
Moroccan crisis of  1905-6, after which Anglo-French military staff  talks began 
and, somewhat later, an Anglo-French naval agreement was reached, while in the 
opposing bloc exchanges between the German and Austro-Hungarian general staff s 
were renewed. National armament eff orts and the emergence of a dangerous polariza-
tion between two coalitions were prime reasons for the outbreak of  war in 1914. 

Despite these factors, it is important to realize that these interconnections that 
are so clear in hindsight might well have been viewed diff erently in contemporary 
assessments. The competition between major powers over armaments can be seen 
as regional, national, or even multi-national races that served to reinforce the ratio-
nale for each involved party and to justify an increase in arms to keep up with one’s 
neighbor or neighbor’s ally. Controlling armaments and especially the enormous 
fi nancial burden of  armaments was therefore a dream of  many contemporaries. 
When the British delegate to the Second Hague Peace Conference introduced 
arms limitation proposals, he praised them in words from Virgil’s eclogue:

Now the last age of  the Cumaean prophecies begins
A great order of  the centuries is newly born
The virgin returns, and also Saturn’s reign.4

This implies that disarmament was regarded as a vision for a better world.5

I. The Hague Conference of  1899

Muraviev’s note caused considerable surprise among governments and societies in 
Europe. Similarly, pacifi sts were taken aback to see the “wrong” person saying the 
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Chances and Limits of Armament Control • 97

right thing. Nonetheless, following extended diplomatic exchanges, two conferenc-
es, both called “peace conferences,” were held at The Hague; the fi rst one in 1899, 
the second in 1907. A third one was scheduled for 1915–16, but for obvious 
reasons did not take place. Regarding armaments, the 1899 conference led only 

Illustration 5.1: Punch, 30 May 1896
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to a declaration of  intent or voeu (i.e. wish) “that the Governments, taking into 
consideration the proposals made at the Conference, may examine the possibility 
of  an agreement as to the limitation of  armed forces by land and sea, and of  war 
budgets.”6 The second conference ended with a resolution that the limitation of  
armaments would be “highly desirable.”7 Nothing of  real substance was achieved 
at either gathering. Particularly at the fi rst Hague conference, governments made 
considerable eff orts to evade arms control and disarmament issues. Even so, while 
armaments were not central to the conference debates, they formed an important 
part of  the agenda. 

The fundamental point was that early twentieth-century governments were 
simply not willing to discuss one of  the cornerstones of  their sovereignty. Free-
dom to determine the scale of  armaments was considered a self-evident attribute 
of  the nation state—at least for the great powers. The part played by the arma-
ments question in the international debate on peace may well be discussed in con-
nection with the Hague Conferences. Furthermore, the proposals made to limit 
armaments off er an excellent opportunity to study the general problems of  arms 
limitation in competitive international systems, which also manifested themselves 
after 1945.

Muraviev’s proposal for a conference did not lead immediately to concrete re-
sults. But international public debate helped or forced governments to formulate a 
conference proposal. The program that was eventually adopted centered on codi-
fying the international law of  land and sea warfare, and in this domain, the two 
Hague Conferences obtained their most lasting achievements. Nevertheless, the 
fi rst four points in a second circular letter sent out by Muraviev on 30 December 
1898 (11 January 1899), did address arms limitation. The fi rst point proposed 
“an understanding not to increase for a fi xed period the present eff ectives of  the 
military and naval forces and at the time not to increase the budgets hereto.” This 
implies that a reduction of  these fi gures might follow in the future. The second 
point dealt with fi rearms. The third referred to more powerful explosives, especially 
if  thrown from balloons, and the fourth wanted to forbid the use of  “submarine 
torpedo boats or plungers” and the future “construction of  vessels with rams.” 

On the one hand, these proposals contained some very far reaching and theo-
retically promising ideas. Yet on the other, they seem somewhat problematic in 
view of  the military situation at the dawn of  the twentieth century. In the ensuing 
debates, several approaches to the practicalities of  arms control and disarmament 
were developed. They can be summarized schematically as: budgetary ceilings, lim-
its on the numbers of  soldiers permitted in armies (either at “peacetime strength” 
or upon mobilization), and ceilings on numbers and sizes of  weapons. Possible 
candidates for restrictions for the third category included battleship size, overall 
tonnage of  battleships/navies, artillery pieces, rifl es, combinations of  land war-
fare weapons, and alternative land/naval forces (such as submarines in place of  
battleships). 
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At the time, the states involved in the discussions varied widely in their underly-
ing circumstances. The smaller states in western Europe were basically status quo 
oriented and therefore favored the lowest level of  armaments possible. In south-
eastern Europe, on the other hand, small (and sometimes only semi-sovereign) 
states such as Bulgaria had major ambitions for further territorial acquisitions, 
against their neighbors as well as the Ottoman Empire. In Austria-Hungary, the 
feeling prevailed that the Dual Monarchy lacked even the armaments needed for 
self-defense. The German Empire was just starting major naval rearmament, thus 
relatively neglecting the army, which had been the focus of  a massive build-up in 
the previous decade. Great Britain to some extent feared land-based arms limita-
tion, which might enable other states to transfer resources into naval expansion. 
The United States had just won a war against Spain and regarded its navy as inade-
quate. In Russia, the military leadership originally had seen some advantage in for-
bidding the expensive new quick-fi ring fi eld artillery, with which Austria-Hungary 
was in the process of  re-equipping its army. However, the impression prevails that 
even the Russian military delegates were unenthusiastic about developing specifi c 
plans that could form a real basis for an agreement on arms limitation.

It was only on 23 June 1899, more than a month after the conference, that a 
commission addressed the general aspects of  arms limitation. The Dutch General 
Den Beer Portuael proclaimed, “let us halt on the edge of  the abyss,” and spoke 
against an “increase in armies, fl eets, budgets, debts. … The unlucky gift of  a wicked 
fairy.”8 More important was a Russian proposal which had grown out of  earlier 
unoffi  cial debates, not for disarmament but for an end to the armaments race. 
Colonel Gilinsky’s military proposal centered on three points: a fi ve-year freeze 
on the numbers of  soldiers maintained by each country in the motherland (i.e. ex-
cluding the colonies) in time of  peace, a much more far reaching proposal to set a 
maximum peacetime strength, and the maintenance of  military budgets at present 
levels for the next fi ve years. What Gilinsky proposed for armies was adapted by 
his naval colleague Captain Scheine for the navies: holding naval budgets for three 
years at the same level, and publishing in the meantime the fi gures for the tonnages 
of  ships, the numbers of  offi  cers and men, and expenditure on coastal fortifi ca-
tions. The fi rst goal of  Scheine’s plan was to achieve transparency by publishing 
relevant statistics for existing military strength. This step would create a basis for
comparison. Second, the idea of a “holiday” (or a “freeze” as it would later be called) 
could end arms races in the weapons categories concerned. Baron de Staal, the 
Russian president of  conference, argued, “if  we are only able for some years to pro-
vide for a certain stability, everything points to the belief  that a tendency towards 
a diminution of  military burdens will be able to grow and to develop.”9

Colonel Groß von Schwarzhoff , the fi rst German military delegate, challenged 
these notions two days later. As far as is known, he spoke under general instruc-
tions from Berlin, but with freedom to determine his own tactics. In part, he 
opposed the Russian scheme on points of  substance. He argued that many other 
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types of  data were relevant to military strength, such as public instruction, dura-
tion of  army service, geographical factors, and elements of  infrastructure such 
as the railway system, fortifi cations, and other matters. He added that it was not 
possible, as the Russians proposed, to include troops stationed in the motherland 
but exclude colonial forces. The other delegates agreed with these arguments. But 
this meant that a more practical formula was now needed to defi ne peacetime 
strengths. Moreover, while Groß von Schwarzhoff  warned that the Russian pro-
posals would disturb the “European equilibrium,” the Russians had intended pre-
cisely to consolidate that equilibrium by maintaining the military—and thus to a 
certain extent also the political—power ratios between the European states. More 
fundamentally, however, Groß von Schwarzhoff  challenged on principle the basic 
assumption of  the Russian manifesto:

I do not believe that among my honored colleagues there is a single one ready to 
admit that his sovereign, his Government, is engaged in working for the inevitable 
ruin, the slow, but sure annihilation of  his country… . The German people are not 
crushed beneath the weight of  expenditures and taxes. They are not hanging at the 
edge of  the precipice… . Quite the contrary, public and private wealth is increasing, 
the general welfare, and standard of  life, are rising from year to year.10

Compulsory military service, according to Groß, was seen in his country not 
as a heavy burden but “as a sacred and patriotic duty” essential for the future. In 
his opinion German society was based on military service, which stabilized the 
existing order. Of  course his speech bore little relation to political realities in 
Berlin, where armaments debates were always tense struggles over scarce resources, 
especially as military expenditure accounted for some 60 to 80 percent of  the 
total Reich budget. But Groß was making a programmatic declaration that looked 
forward to a dynamic future of  German greatness and well being. His contribution 
was unique at The Hague in its off ensive and outspoken language, but many of  
his colleagues from other countries might well have agreed with its substance, and 
he relieved them of  the need to be so forthright themselves. In fact, opposition to 
the German viewpoint came mainly from representatives of  the smaller countries. 
For example, van Karnebeek of  the Netherlands urged that “enormous military 
expenditures which burden nations may turn into dangerous weapons against the 
established social order in the diff erent countries.” A solution to the armaments 
question would reduce the danger of  domestic political agitation at home. Bulgar-
ia’s fi rst delegate argued similarly and with tactical regard to the relative strength 
of  his country’s neighbors. In contrast, Léon Bourgeois, the fi rst French delegate, 
contended merely that the conference should “try to prove to public opinion that 
we have at least sincerely examined the problem placed before us.” Outside the 
confi dential discussions in the conference commissions, in other words, a new 
public opinion was becoming evident, in which pacifi sts and publicists played im-
portant roles.
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In the discussions at The Hague about naval armaments, the Russian proposals 
for budgetary limitations were countered by the German delegate, Admiral Siegel, 
with a surprising argument: the German government’s hands were tied because 
the Reichstag had just passed legislation that not only matched the proposals but 
even surpassed them. For the next few years the German navy’s building program 
(which also largely determined the budget) would be fi xed by law. In contrast, 
the Danish delegate, Bille, feared that nations might not limit their budgets but 
instead would increase them beyond reasonable measure. According to the Portu-
guese delegate, naval and colonial budgets were impossible to separate. For these 
reasons, the question was eventually deferred for further studies by the govern-
ments. Meanwhile Captain Alfred Mahan for the United States declared fl atly that 
while he did not want to give any opinion on the European side of  the problem, 
“[t]he military and naval armaments of  the United States are at present so small, 
relatively to the extent of  territory and to the number of  the population, as well 
as in comparison with those of  other nations, that their size can entail no addi-
tional burden of  expense upon the latter, nor can even form a subject for profi table 
mutual discussion.”11 Eventually, Auguste Beernaert, the Belgian president of  the 
armaments commission who offi  cially tried to support all proposals, cabled to his 
capital that indeed no one seriously wanted disarmament.12

These general debates about arms limitation were transcended by a more spe-
cialized discussion in the two sub-commissions for land and naval armaments. 
“Should we waive the right to use any new improvement in the art of  war and for bid 
the adoption in armies and navies of  any new fi rearms and new explosives as well 
as of  more powerful powders than those now adopted both for guns and cannon?” 
asked Beernaert as president at the beginning of  the debates.13 In particular, the 
Russian Colonel Gilinsky argued that rifl es in all armies had reached an equivalent 
quality and he suggested an agreement not to introduce machine guns, which would 
help to limit costs. The debate on this question had two main facets. One of  them 
concerned defi nitions of  technical progress. The Russian delegate proposed to use 
the weight of  the gun, the maximum caliber, the weight of  the bullets, the initial 
velocity, and the rapidity of  shots per minute. Implicitly all speakers were critical 
of  these proposals, and military offi  cers discussed in detail why such criteria could 
not work. All these factors were interdependent and a limitation in one category 
would provoke an increase in another one. New kinds of  explosives might not only 
be more eff ective, but also be cheaper, argued the US delegate. Another point was 
made that not all rifl es in present-day armies were in fact of  the same quality. In the 
naval sub-commission similar arguments were considered, especially concerning 
the relationship between artillery and plate armor. The second debate in the sub-
commissions was more abstract and addressed the possibility of  improving exist-
ing military devices while not introducing completely new ones. However, it might 
be cheaper to develop a new weapon than to improve old ones, ran one counter argu-
ment. The relative advantages of  incremental improvement versus more radical 
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innovation could not be defi ned. And fi nally, the question of  verifi cation was dis-
cussed: e.g. new rifl es might be collected in arsenals. The argument that mutual trust 
between the parties was essential failed to convince all sides; secrecy being one of  
the principal characteristics of  armaments developments during this period. The 
idea that public opinion could be a means of  verifi cation was unconvincing, espe-
cially when brought forward by the delegate of  autocratic Russia. That states’ sov-
ereignty could be limited in any way by something so elusive as public opinion 
seemed absurd at the time, and not only to military offi  cers.

It is unclear how the issue of  warships with rams came to appear on the Rus-
sian agenda. It was agreed that ships could have a stem to withstand a shock, and 
all existing armor should be maintained. Smaller states, it was argued, could nev-
ertheless defend their coasts with rams quite cheaply. Thus, the debate about this 
somewhat antiquated weapon was adjourned. But the conference discussed three 
other war instruments that might be important in the future. The fact that there 
should have been a debate about the future signifi cance of  electricity and chem-
istry in warfare was remarkable in itself, although this too was easily adjourned 
because the impact was not yet discernible. The opposite argument that precisely 
for this reason, a general military prohibition could have far reaching consequences 
for world developments, failed to come into consideration.

The Hague Conference of  1899 agreed on the following three points:

“Asphyxiating” gases were consistently viewed as a specialized form of  mu-
nitions. This point addressed one of  the most important means of  future 
warfare, especially in World War I. But here again, unforeseeable develop-
ments served to discredit the whole approach. While the problem was re-
solved at the conference by declaring that all ammunition on detonating 
produced some gas that might be noxious, the insertion of  the word “in-
tentionally” (as opposed to an incidental use), forced further discussion of  
the question. Alfred Mahan argued that using asphyxiating gas might not be 
more cruel than using torpedoes, which might throw “four or fi ve hundred 
men into the sea to be choked by water, with scarcely the remotest chance 
of  escape.”14 Others argued that land warfare was diff erent in this respect. 
Evidently, the potential use of  gas as an instrument for mass destruction was 
not yet considered at all, although there was a hint that gases might affl  ict 
civilians as well as military personnel. But the possibility that gas might not 
only disable but also kill opponents, gained some attention. Nevertheless, 
because the development of  such a gas in the next few years was unlikely, 
all the governments except that of  the United States agreed to a fi ve-year 
moratorium on such weapons. 

That Great Britain accepted this was partly because of  a related question: 
that of  “dum-dum” bullets. The (unratifi ed) St. Petersburg Convention on 

1.

2.
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land warfare signed in 1874 had concluded that the aim of  warfare was not 
primarily to kill soldiers, but to prevent them from fi ghting. This precedent 
set a standard for the Hague debates. Some offi  cers were vehemently criti-
cal of  all such limitations. Sir John Fisher’s dictum—“humanizing warfare? 
You could as well speak of  humanizing hell!”—was characteristic of  this at-
titude. Similar views were widely shared especially by the US offi  cers, while 
others did not need to be so outspoken. The British general Sir John Ardagh 
could speak about British experiences at the battle of  Omdurman only three 
years earlier. Flattened projectiles belonged to standard British equipment in 
colonial warfare. “In civilized war a soldier penetrated by a small projectile 
if  wounded, withdraws to the ambulance, and does not advance any further. 
It is very diff erent with a savage. Even though pierced two or three times, he 
does not cease to march forward, does not call upon the hospital attendants, 
but continues on, and before anyone has time to explain to him that he is 
fl agrantly violating the decisions of  the Hague Conference, he cuts off  your 
head.”15 This mixture of  racist arguments with invocation of  military neces-
sities should have proved the absurdity of  the whole debate, but in this case, 
the reliance upon the mood of public opinion off ered a convenient excuse for 
not reaching more precise agreements. This prevailed during the conference. 

A third question regarded throwing projectiles out of  balloons. As currently 
used, according to the American delegate Captain Crozier, balloons were 
neither eff ective nor humane as instruments of  warfare. But with future de-
velopments in technology they might become more easily navigable (dirigible 
balloons) and thus might increase the duration of  combat and consequently 
the evils and costs of  warfare. Thus, aerial warfare, one of  the most eff ective 
and menacing combat instruments of  the next several decades, was already 
being discussed, but—as it remained impractical for the time being—was 
not considered to be a real problem. 

As the outcome of  these proceedings three declarations on the non-use of  
certain categories of  weapon were indeed signed. (A declaration was situated at 
the lowest rank of  diplomatic instruments, carrying less authority than conven-
tions and resolutions.) By the fi rst declaration the signatories agreed “to forbid 
[for the next fi ve years] the discharge of  projectiles and explosives from balloons 
or by other new methods of  similar nature.” The second and third declarations 
were concluded with no time limit, although they could also be denounced. By 
their terms, the signatories were obliged “to abstain from the use of  projectiles the 
sole object of  which is the diff usion of  asphyxiating gases” and “to abstain from 
the use of  bullets which expand or fl atten easily in the human body, such as bul-
lets with a hard envelope which does not entirely cover the core or is pierced with 
incisions.”16 The British delegation fi led its vehement opposition to the dum-dum 

3.

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



104 • Jost Dülff er

declaration and thus was not bound by it, as was the case for all the other govern-
ments that did not sign.

The results of  the arms limitation and disarmament debates at the fi rst Hague 
Conference were to some extent predictable. Immediately after the conference, it 
was argued that there had been a “hopeless technical tangle and mathematical 
snarl.”17 This was true, but it was a symptom of  the implicit decision of  all the 
great powers, including Russia, not to embark on anything like real arms limita-
tion and not to restrict the sovereignty of  their states in a future war. The debates 
took place in an international environment in which great power confl ict seemed 
relatively remote, after the Franco-British crisis over the Sudan had been overcome 
in spring 1899 and before the Boer War had broken out. But some respect had 
been paid to the prestige of  the Russian Tsar and the role of  Russia as a great 
power on the one hand, and on the other to the expectations that had been created 
on the part of  public opinion in many states. Thus, at least a basic and theoretical 
discussion about the most fruitful means of  dealing with the costly problem of  
armaments had taken place, which also set standards for further debates up to the 
end of  the twentieth century.

II. Changes in the International System

During the fi ve or six years following the conclusion of  the fi rst Hague Peace Con-
 ference in July 1899, the international situation changed rapidly. Three new features 
stood out. First, international politics gradually took on the character of  a bipolar 
system. Of  course, the Dual and Triple Alliances had existed since 1879–82 and 
the Russo-French Alliance since 1891–94; but now the former Anglo-French an-
tagonism was muted by the public conclusion of  the “Entente Cordiale” in April 
1904. Together with the accompanying secret colonial agreements and the fi rst 
secret military staff  discussions of  1905–06, it demonstrated a willingness for 
closer cooperation in European aff airs. It was supplemented by an Anglo-Russian 
Entente in 1907, a mainly Asian arrangement that also entailed a tendency toward 
diplomatic cooperation in Europe. “Encirclement” became a contemporary assess-
ment on the German side.

The second new feature was that real wars took place, not only colonial confl icts 
such as Britain’s “Boer War” in South Africa or the German colonial campaigns in 
South-West Africa or East Africa, but a major war involving great powers, between 
Japan and Russia, which ended with some unexpected, and even sensational, re-
sults. The power with the numerically largest army on Earth not only lost its Asian 
and European fl eets, but also suff ered military defeat at the hands of  a smaller coun-
try. It was predictable that the Russian government would try to make up the ground 
lost due to the war and due to the 1905 revolution at home. A dynamic Russian re-
armament program, with all its international consequences, could now be expected.
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The third development was that a competition in armaments had also started 
at sea. Especially in Britain, the German naval challenge that followed the naval 
laws of  1898 and 1900 was accepted and countered by an acceleration of  battle-
ship building as well as by a qualitative leap through the introduction of  “Dread-
nought” capital ships, which in eff ect restarted the naval race from zero. Not only 
did armaments matter as a factor in international politics, but also the new big 
ships proved to be a good scale by which admirals and politicians could measure 
the powers’ naval strength.

III. Preparations for the Second Hague Conference

The increasing international polarization and new armaments initiatives by some 
powers demanded reactions by others. These reactions could be diplomatic (e.g. 
the ententes) and/or military. When US President Theodore Roosevelt called for 
a new worldwide peace congress in October 1904, such an appeal during wartime 
was easily stalled. A year later, however, the Russian Ambassador to Washington, 
with an almost impolite directness, again asserted Russia’s right to give birth to a 
new conference at The Hague. Neither these impulses for a new “peace confer-
ence” in principle had anything do with disarmament or arms control, but were 
aimed mainly at codifying the laws of  sea and land warfare as well as establishing 
rules for international arbitration. Nevertheless, armaments questions would again 
be placed on the agenda.

In Britain, after the resignation of  the Unionist Prime Minister, Arthur James 
Balfour, the Liberals won an impressive electoral victory in 1906. Alongside Lib-
eral Imperialists such as the new Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, the Chan-
cellor of  the Exchequer, Herbert Asquith, and the Secretary for War, Richard 
Burdon Haldane, the Liberal party contained important pacifi st-internationalist 
tendencies that called for reduced spending on armaments. The money should be 
redirected toward social reform measures such as old age pensions. Because of  the 
Anglo-German naval race, the First Sea Lord, Sir John Fisher, pleaded not only 
for a concentration on bigger ships—with the qualitative leap represented by HMS 
Dreadnought—but also, in the November 1905 Cawdor program, for a continu-
ous building rate of  four ships a year. “Our own ship-building programme now 
depends mainly upon Germany. We have no intention of  losing our naval posi-
tion, and if  no change takes place we shall, in a few years, be spending 10 million 
a year more on our Navy than we are at present. And so the competition between 
Germany and us will go on until one of  us is bankrupt. I do not think we shall 
break fi rst….”18 

Because of  this domestic competition for scarce fi nancial resources between 
armaments and social reform, the question of  arms limitation had to be consid-
ered seriously. By pursuing a disarmament initiative, the factional confl ict within 
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the British government could be externalized. Thus, Grey felt himself  to be under 
pressure, but he thought it an excellent idea to shift the onus of  responsibility to 
a future Hague conference. On 9 May 1906, the House of  Commons passed a 
resolution to bring the question of  armaments before the conference, followed two 
weeks later by the House of  Lords. A domestic compromise was reached to limit 
the long-term building rate to three capital ships a year, and possibly to build only 
two, depending on the results achieved at The Hague. The “two-power standard” 
of  superiority over the next two largest fl eets had become obsolete since the entente 
with France and the virtual annihilation of  the Russian navy. For these reasons, 
Grey offi  cially reserved the right to bring up the armaments question at the con-
ference, although it had not been included in the Russian agenda of  April 1906. 
Privately he argued: “Of course there can be no such thing as disarmament; what is 
wanted is to make clear that it is Germany and not us which [sets] the pace.”19

The German perception of  this British debate was very diff erent. For navy 
circles in Germany, the agitation for higher civilian expenditure showed that the 
Royal Navy could not build as much as it wanted as a result of  domestic pressure. 
In the Reichsmarineamt, offi  cers argued that Great Britain could not sustain the 
arms race; the German challenge had exposed British weakness and German ef-
forts should be accelerated. They did not refl ect on the opportunity to lessen the 
burden on both British and German taxpayers. All the same, there were real pos-
sibilities for a limitation of  armaments at this point. “They remained theoretical 
not because the British Foreign Offi  ce advanced them only half-heartedly, but also 
for the reason that they interpreted the motives of  German politics more clearly 
than did an important part of  British public opinion at that time, which aimed at 
a peaceful balance of  interests.” 20

Nevertheless, the German leaders after their diplomatic isolation at the 1906 
Algeciras conference refrained from openly rejecting the British initiative. Emperor 
Wilhelm II declared: “Therefore our old program from the last Hague conference 
must be upheld. Only if  ‘questions of  disarmament’ are completely excluded, shall 
I go to the conference, otherwise not.” Opposition to Wilhelm’s view came from 
Friedrich von Holstein, one of  the dominating infl uences on the formulation of  
German foreign policy over the previous two decades. He resigned over the issue 
of  his dissenting judgment on this question. For him, it was “ridiculous nonsense” 
to try to separate Great Britain and France by building a fl eet. The German navy, 
according to Holstein, was now strong enough. “Our fi nances are in a very unsat-
isfactory status and every expenditure on the fl eet would make them worse.” The 
navy was only a “children’s toy” for the Emperor.

The American leaders were also unhappy about developments in naval arma-
ments. The introduction of  the Dreadnought type battleship by the British navy 
could intensify the arms race in battleships. The extra costs were not welcome, 
in addition to the fact that the planned Central American canal at Panama might 
not be navigable for larger battleships. Hence whereas in 1899 the idea of  a limit 
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of  fi fteen thousand tons for capital ships had not found any resonance, when Al-
fred Mahan proposed it now, it convinced his President. Roosevelt was completely 
uninterested in (not to say adamantly opposed to) restrictions on the number of  
ships constructed and to disarmament, on the grounds that armaments were es-
sential to national sovereignty. But qualitative limits were a diff erent matter. Great 
Britain and the United States, which had avoided confrontation in the fi rst Ven-
ezuela crisis of  1895–97 and had cooperated in resolving the second Venezuela 
crisis in 1902–03, now tried to raise the armaments question in mutual solidar-
ity. Because there was no advantage in a direct diplomatic confrontation between 
Great Britain and Germany, Grey tried to pass the initiative to the US President 
who, likewise, wanted to place the armaments question on the agenda at the next 
Hague conference. The United States could act as a kind of  neutral in this case 
of  Anglo-German contention. In the meantime, Emperor Wilhelm tried to incite 
his British counterpart King Edward VII against any discussion of  armaments—
and indeed Edward is said to have spoken of  “humbug” in this regard—but Wil-
helm II insisted on maintaining absolute freedom to determine the number of  
ships built.

The idea of  naval armaments limitation was dropped for various reasons; one 
being that Roosevelt himself  became doubtful about the whole matter. In 1906, 
tensions between Japan and the United States increased and America now felt the ne-
cessity of  building larger ships for transoceanic warfare. In Britain, the idea gained 
predominance that economies could be made by concentrating on enhancing the 
quality of  battleships rather than competing purely quantitatively. Both quantita-
tive and qualitative arms limitations, as well as budgetary limitations were all now 
seriously discussed, but failed because all sides saw disadvantages in them.

France was also involved in the armaments question in 1906. The leaders in 
Paris, however, refrained from promoting the issue as Grey suggested they should. 
In December 1906, Foreign Minister Stephen Pichon fi nally refused to broach 
the armaments question formally, on the grounds that it was not included in the 
offi  cial Russian program of  April 1906. Respect for the Entente partner Great 
Britain played an important role in this course, but it was not the result of  French 
unwillingness to discuss arms limitation. On the contrary, an intense public de-
bate ranged Baron d’Estournelles de Constant and Léon Bourgeois—who again 
became the principal French delegates at the Second Hague Conference—against 
the Minister of  the Navy, Thomson. While the navy ministry vehemently pleaded 
against any limitations on armaments, the politicians argued publicly for an alter-
native navy based on submarines. This proposal revived notions associated with 
the “jeune école” of  French naval thinking two decades earlier, and was based on 
ideas about alternative forms of  naval warfare for a weaker power. However, such 
ideas were defeated in the public debate, as simultaneously were their counterparts 
in Germany, where like-minded naval offi  cers such as Karl Galster or Lothar Per-
sius were ostracized by the dominant Tirpitz faction. Another, even more interest-
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ing, French debate had purely internal dimensions. A military and a naval com-
mittee discussed the possibility of  arms limitation, regardless of  the political will 
to implement it. In a completely new assessment for the military elite of  a great 
power, following extensive debates, Admiral Arago and General Amourel endorsed 
limitation in principle. The French navy could contemplate a ceiling on the ton-
nage of  its larger ships (thus leaving open the questions of  number and size, qual-
ity vs. quantity), if  the army was ready to accept a fi xed peacetime strength. Fur-
thermore, Amourel judged it would be possible, beginning from 1907, to embark 
on a reduction by one twentieth in the number of  army personnel and to continue 
reductions on a fi ve-year cycle. A potential explanation for France’s receptivity to 
disarmament could be seen in the country’s slower economic expansion, which gen-
erated lesser revenue growth than in Germany. In any case, this pro-disarmament 
view of  the army and naval committees was disregarded in the offi  cial French po-
litical position adopted at The Hague.

The question of  arms limitation had failed in 1899 and was again being post-
poned for another conference, but it now won the attention of  a part of  public 
opinion. In the fi rst months of  1907, the British journalist William Stead tried to 
promote an international “peace crusade.” He worked in two ways. By traveling to 
all the major countries of  Europe and to the United States, he strove to mobilize 
the public. It was Grey who somewhat disingenuously encouraged Stead by saying 
that only the pressure of  organized public opinion could induce governments to 
discuss the armaments question at The Hague. Stead’s other tactic was to meet with 
monarchs, presidents, and foreign ministers, thus trying to recruit them for his 
cause of  arms limitation. In both respects he fi nally failed, but a new kind of  pub-
lic diplomacy formed a counterweight to offi  cial debates and constituted one of  
the fi rst examples of  a new style of  international diplomacy from below in a peace-
directed question.21

In the opening months of  1907, international relations were divided into two 
camps over the question of  arms control: states and diplomats on the one hand vs. 
public pressure and social movements on the other. The Austro-Hungarian, Rus-
sian, and German governments tried to induce the British government to abandon 
the question as well as the whole approach of  cultivating public opinion. It should 
be remembered that the arms question was not included in the Russian program 
for the peace conference—especially in the light of  Russia’s defeat in the Russo-
Japanese war. Foreign Minister Aleksandr Isvolski did not conceal his contempt 
for the idea. Hence, a complicated and exhausting diplomatic struggle took place. 
The three Eastern powers, with Germany at the forefront, categorically refused 
to discuss the armament question at all. In the increasingly polarized situation, 
neither Russia’s partner France nor Britain (with whom Russia was in the process 
of  negotiating an entente) had any incentive to antagonize St. Petersburg. A “fi rst-
class burial”—as the internal language of  the three conservative Imperial powers 
put it—of the arms limitation question was therefore the only possible outcome. 
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Grey once again tried to introduce other approaches to arms discussion that 
did not mention the word “disarmament.” The idea of  limiting armaments bud-
gets was one of  them, with far-reaching impacts on the future in the 1920s and 
1930s. Another was exchanging information about building programs, which even 
later, in the 1970s and 1980s, became a key component of  “confi dence building 
measures.” In 1907, both ideas remained stillborn. A burial of  the arms control 
question by referring it to a committee of  the great powers would at least have re-
stored the basic structure of  the contemporary international system in place of  the 
“ochlocracy of  the small states” at The Hague, which Germany had so despised 
in 1899. An ostentatious German refusal (by means of  a public declaration in the 
Reichstag on 30 April 1907) to take part in any form of  discussion in armaments 
cleared the scene and the responsibilities. Thus, only a voeu to study further the 
question, similar to that of  1899, could be renewed. The question of  what would 
happen if, in the fi nal offi  cial session of  the second Hague meeting, diplomats 
asked the fl oor to comment on or even discuss the whole question received ample 
consideration. Russian president Nelidow chaired the second Hague conference’s 
concluding session on 17 August 1907. The British fi rst delegate, Sir Edward 
Fry (a Quaker) introduced the arms limitation resolution with a metaphor-laden 
speech. Nelidov gave notice that the US, Spanish, Argentinian, and Chilean del-
egations had written letters indicating their support. Things could have ended 
there. It was the French fi rst delegate, Léon Bourgeois, who felt bound somewhat 
to depart from the pre-arranged proceedings by stressing that he had been the 
person who had already in 1899 found the formula for the voeu.

IV. The System of  Arms Races and 
the Failure of  a Third Meeting at The Hague

The arms race continued after 1907. The Anglo-German naval competition led to 
various bilateral negotiations, which centered on the ratio of  battleships between 
each side and on the exchange of  information. The military build-up continued 
after the return of  tension to the continent in the aftermath of  the First Moroc-
can Crisis, and reached its peak in the years after 1911. 

At The Hague, the Scottish-American businessman Andrew Carnegie paid for 
the building of  the Peace Palace, which from 1913 housed the Permanent Court 
of  Arbitration. Sir Edward Fry’s fi nal speech, in which he had quoted Virgil’s 
fourth eclogue about the coming golden age, found its material embodiment in 
four stained-glass windows that Great Britain had dedicated to the building.22

The second Hague conference had also concluded with the wish that there 
should be a third conference to reconsider the developments of  the previous years. 
Indeed many governments instituted preparatory commissions for a third confer-
ence scheduled for 1915 or 1916. Armaments were not prominent in the various 
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agendas. Instead, pacifi sts hoped to further a new general organization of  the in-
ternational system that was already underway. The German professor of  interna-
tional law, Walther Schücking, in this sense discerned a World Federation of  States 
as already existing in 1913. In his opinion, this development would probably lead 
to a permanent organization of  the Hague conferences as a kind of  world parlia-
ment. “The system of  people’s armies armed against each other will be changed 
to a system of  a common army of  the world federation of  states. This will ensure 
the maintenance of  a peace of  justice in the civilized world.”23 In a situation of  
in tensifying international tension, this idea could refer only to a utopia that could 
hardly have been less relevant to the course of  events after the Balkan wars.

It was only in the French scheme for a League of  Nations after 1918 that the 
new organization was to be provided with armed forces of  its own. Because the 
Anglo-American powers opposed such an idea, only a mutual pact of  assistance 
was concluded, which failed before ratifi cation. International peacekeeping forces 
had not been completely out of  consideration in the period before 1914. Com-
mon blockades and landings by peacekeeping detachments had taken place in the 
Cretan crisis of  1896–97. A common European army was deployed to China dur-
ing the so-called Boxer Rebellion in 1900. A local concert of  the European powers 
which successfully intervened under common military command was a general 
habit in many extra-European capitals from Constantinople to Beijing. Yet these 
factors had more to do with imperialistic power politics than with the maintenance 
of  peace. It would take another two generations before the United Nations created 
the institution of  common international troops with peacekeeping purposes. The 
limits and usefulness of  such operations may be debated even today.

V. Conclusion

There were three phases in multilateral debates about armaments control before 
1914. Around the turn of  the century, the relevant conceptual categories were 
developed and discussed for the fi rst time. In the great-power system, none of  
the constituent members of  international society had a concrete interest in this 
question. Of  course, armament costs were high and in theory could be diverted 
to other civilian purposes. But neither optimism about a developing new peaceful 
system nor pessimism about a dangerous road to the abyss led to institutionalizing 
devices against the arms race.

Five years later, real armaments races were under way, real wars had been fought, 
and the international system tended to increasing polarization. At this point—in 
1906–07—there were some real ideas for arms control. But they were not intro-
duced into international politics, as leaders worked precisely to avoid exacerbating 
the situation by posing such a divisive question. It seemed that Britain and the 
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United States confronted the Eastern Powers, led by the German empire, but the 
confrontation was more apparent than real.

In the third phase, armaments talks were bilateral and thus had a practical focus 
on naval armaments, particularly battleships. They remained a sideshow, alongside 
other peripheral questions, but encouraged a limited relaxation of  tensions.24 The 
preparations for a third Hague conference did little to end the armaments race. 
But the idea that in the future there might be genuine international armed forces 
was developed for the fi rst time in international politics. It took a world war to 
bring this notion to the attention of  the Paris Peace Conference in 1919—unfor-
tunately, under the developing League of  Nations system, without any practical 
results at the time.

Before 1914, although armaments were considered as a preparation for war, the 
idea prevailed that they might be only necessary and inevitable tools in interna-
tional power politics. None of  the major powers was interested in a limitation of  
its sovereignty. For that reason, the Hague conferences had, at least in this regard, 
no chance of  success. But they served as a catalyst and a forum for an international 
public opinion that grew stronger with the years and allowed hope for the future.
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Chapter 6

WAS A PEACEFUL OUTCOME THINKABLE?
The Naval Race before 1914

Michael Epkenhans

!

In his Memoirs, published at the same time in Germany and Britain in October 
1919, Grand Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, the so-called father of  the German 
battle fl eet, entitled the last paragraph of  his chapter dealing with Anglo-German 
relations before 1914 “Relief.” Thus he wanted to emphasize in this book, as well 
as in many publications to follow, that Germany’s naval build-up was not respon-
sible for the outbreak of  World War I in July 1914.1 In Tirpitz’s opinion, this 
change in Anglo-German relations was merely the corollary of  a new policy toward 
Great Britain, embodied by the new German ambassador to the Court of  St. James, 
Baron Marschall von Bieberstein: 

His appearance in London … put a stop for a time to the German method of  
kow-towing to the English and being impressed by their ways. Marschall knew that 
the Briton becomes more respectful, the more resolutely his competitor maintains 
his own standpoint. He declared that Germany could not carry out her economic 
policy without possessing a power at sea which could protect us against the neces-
sity of  yielding to England at every turn. 

Strangely enough, his main adversary on the opposite coast of  the North Sea, 
Winston S. Churchill, First Lord of  the Admiralty between 1911 and 1915, held 
similar views on this issue. In his book The World Crisis, fi rst published in 1923, he 
left no doubt that Anglo-German relations had seriously deteriorated due to Ger-
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many’s naval aspirations, but he also stressed that in 1914, “naval rivalry had at the 
moment ceased to be a cause of  friction.” He also explained why: “We were pro-
ceeding infl exibly for the third year in succession with our series of  programmes 
according to scale and declaration. Germany had made no further increases since 
the beginning of  1912. It was certain that we could not be overtaken as far as 
capital ships were concerned.”2 

These views diff er completely from the feeling of  many contemporaries before 
and after the war. They felt that the Anglo-German naval race would eventually 
lead to war. In 1909, for example, the German cartoon magazine “Der wahre 
Jakob” (“The Real McCoy”)—a Social Democratic magazine, of  course—pub-
lished a cartoon showing both the German Emperor and the English King in a 
race ending in hell.3 In the eyes of  contemporaries the outbreak of  war in 1914 
and the fact that Great Britain had joined France and Russia right at the beginning 
seemed to vindicate this Social Democratic cartoonist. So, who was right? The 
cartoonist, or Churchill and Tirpitz, who emphasized their mutual perseverance in 
naval matters, though for completely diff erent reasons? Whereas Germany wanted 
to challenge the world’s leading naval power, Great Britain wanted to defend its 
status against its rival. In order to answer this question, it seems necessary to dis-
cuss three interrelated issues.

Why did both countries have or want a powerful navy?

How did the naval race develop?

What steps were taken to stop this race and to alleviate political tensions?

This chapter will address these issues in this order, before returning to the prob-
lem of  whether the naval race made the outbreak of  war in 1914 more probable.

I. Why did both countries have or want a powerful navy?

Since the seventeenth-century, British politicians had been unanimous in their views 
on the importance of  sea power, which, according to Alfred Thayer Mahan, had 
laid the foundations for the British Empire. In 1901, to give only one example, 
before the naval race actually started, Lord Selborne, the First Lord of  the Ad-
miralty and a leading Unionist, argued, “our stakes are out of  all proportions to 
those of  any another Power. To us defeat in a maritime war would mean a disaster 
of  almost unparalleled magnitude in history. It might mean the destruction of  our 
mercantile marine, the stoppage of  our manufactures, scarcity of  food, invasion, 
disruption of  Empire. No other country runs the same risks in a war with us.”4

At the height of  Anglo-German tension in late 1911, one of  his successors, the 
newly appointed First Lord of  the Admiralty, Winston Spencer Churchill, a Liberal, 

1.

2.

3.
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again described both the ori gins and the importance of  Britain’s naval supremacy in 
his fi rst speech to the House of  Com mons: “The maintenance of  naval supremacy 
is our whole foundation. Upon it stands not the Empire only, not merely the com-
mercial property of  our people, not merely a fi ne place in the world’s aff  airs; upon 
our naval supremacy stands our lives and the freedom we have guarded for nearly a 
thousand years.”5 Accordingly, the British government expected the Royal Navy to 
perform three main tasks: fi rst, to dominate the narrow seas and approaches to the 
British Isles and so prevent invasion; second, to secure communications with the 
colonies; and third, to preserve the security of  the global trading system.6 

Illustration 6.1: Der Wahre Jakob, 22 June 1909
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In order to fulfi l these tasks, the Royal Navy had been maintained during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as the most powerful navy in the world in ev-
ery respect, and so it remained. As the Naval Defence Act of  1889 had stipulated, 
in 1900 it continued to be as strong as the combined navies of  the second- and 
third-largest sea powers.7 Moreover, the Royal Navy controlled what Sir John 
Fisher described as the fi ve keys to the world, namely Dover, Gibraltar, Singa-
pore, the Cape, and Alexandria.7 These and all other outposts of  the Empire were 
linked by modern cables enabling the Admiralty to respond immediately to im-
minent dangers arising anywhere in the world. Moreover, due to the devastating 
consequences of  the loss of  naval supremacy, the Admiralty had always carefully 
watched the development of  rivals. Last but not least, in order to defend its su-
premacy, the Royal Navy, which could rely on an effi  cient shipbuilding industry, 
had also always tried to put into service the best vessels available.

Whereas Britain was the world’s leading sea power in the nineteenth century, 
Germany had become the most powerful nation on the continent by defeating 
France in 1871. However, being aware of  the inherent dangers of  this position, 
Bismarck had steered a careful course between the European Great Powers, thus 
hoping to preserve peace, which he regarded as essential for the existence of  the 
German Empire.8

Bismarck’s successors, however, did not share his deep-rooted conviction that a 
moderate course in foreign aff airs was a prerequisite for the status of  the Empire 
among the European Powers. Rather, the early years of  Wilhelm II’s reign marked 
the end of  a long era of  land power thinking and relative decline in the navy. After 
many years of  heavy infi ghting within both the navy and the government, as well 
as between the government and the Reichstag, in 1897–98 Germany fi nally em-
barked on a completely new course. The Austrian ambassador in Berlin described 
this change in German foreign policy in a long memorandum to his political mas-
ters in Vienna:

The leading German statesmen, and above all Kaiser Wilhelm, have looked into the 
distant future and are striving to make Germany’s already swiftly growing position 
as a world power into a dominating one, reckoning hereby upon becoming the linear 
successor to England in this respect. People in Berlin are however well aware that 
Germany would not be in a position today or for a long time to assume this suc-
cession, and for this reason a speedy collapse of  English world power is not desired 
since it is fully recognised that Germany’s far-reaching plans are at present only 
castles in the air. Notwithstanding this, Germany is already preparing with speed 
and vigour for her self-appointed future mission. In this connection I may permit 
myself  to refer to the constant concern for the growth of  German naval forces. … 
England is now regarded as the most dangerous enemy which, at least as long as 
Germany is not suffi  ciently armed at sea, must be treated with consideration in all 
ways … but because of  the universally dominant Anglophobia, it is not easy [to 
convince public opinion of  this.].9
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On the whole, the Austrian ambassador was right, though one should not forget the 
impact of  the Boer War on public opinion in Germany.

What were the reasons for this change? First, the young Kaiser was a naval en-
thusiast, and he could hardly resist imitating the example of  his British relatives. 
Second, like their Kaiser, many contemporaries were proud of  their political, eco-
nomic, and military achievements since the unifi cation of  the German states in 
1871, and they felt that Imperial Germany was a vigorous young nation which had 
to embark on “world policy” and to secure a “place in the sun” in order to pre-
serve its achievements and, above all, its status in the Concert of  the Great Powers, 
by building a powerful navy. Third, sea power, or as Tirpitz more often put it, 
maritime presence (Seegeltung), was allegedly a prerequisite for the protection of  
the German colonies as well as of  economic wealth, industrial progress, and com-
merce. Without a strong navy, Tirpitz insisted (and many people believed him), 
Germany would be unable to preserve its steadily rising “sea interests” and, conse-
quently, would inevitably decline to the status of  a pre-industrial, “poor farming 
country.” 

Finally, sea power also had important domestic political implications. The gov-
ernment hoped that the acquisition of  sea power and the envisaged great success 
of  world policy through the plan, carefully designed by Tirpitz, would safeguard 
the overall expansion of  German industry, foreign trade, colonies, and the navy, 
and, most importantly, off er a permanent solution to the “social problem” which 
threatened the existing political and social order.

In order to achieve these ambitious aims, and to succeed Spain, Holland, and 
now Britain as the leading world and sea power, Germany began to build the High 
Seas Fleet in 1897–98. The main architect of  this fl eet was Admiral von Tirpitz, 
who was appointed Secretary of  the Navy in 1897. In many respects, the concept 
he developed in the mid 1890s was congruent with Mahan’s ideas, though because 
of  Tirpitz’s own experience in High Command, it is unlikely that he simply adopted 
Mahan’s thinking.10 Like Mahan, Tirpitz was convinced that only a battle fl eet 
could defeat the enemy’s fl eet, gain command of  the sea, and attain naval suprem-
acy.11 Accordingly, this fl eet was intended to comprise 41 battleships, 20 large 
cruisers, 40 small cruisers, 144 torpedo boats, and 72 submarines in twenty years’ 
time.12 

Of  course, this remarkable force would still be inferior to the Royal Navy, but 
Tirpitz was convinced that Britain could not outbuild Germany because of  fi nan-
cial restraints and a lack of  personnel, and that, therefore, the margin of  inferiority 
between the Imperial Navy and its future enemy would not exceed one-third. With 
a fl eet of  high quality ships unfolding “its greatest military potential between 
Hel goland and the Thames,” superior tactics, and better-trained crews, Tirpitz 
regarded victory over the Royal Navy as possible. This optimistic view, however, 
was based on two important assumptions. First, he assumed that the Royal Navy 
would only be able to bring roughly half  of  its strength into action, due to its 
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118 • Michael Epkenhans

overseas commitments.13 Second, in order to keep the costs of  his ambitious ship-
building program within certain limits, he hoped that the design of  capital ships 
would not change dramatically. Any change in either respect would have dramatic 
repercussions on this whole program. Strategically, the Royal Navy might thus 
undermine his chances of  successfully challenging Britain’s naval supremacy. Po-
litically, any cost increase would raise again the old question of  whether Germany 
did in fact need a fl eet and, moreover, might even disturb the fragile balance of  
domestic politics. At the turn of  the century, Tirpitz was, of  course, optimistic that 
he could avoid falling into any of  the traps that might lie in the path to his ulti-
mate aim. Step by step, building three capital ships every year, he skillfully began 
to realize his ambitions.

II: The Anglo-German Naval Race, 1908–1912

In 1898, Germany began to build up a powerful navy by passing the fi rst naval 
law.14 The second bill, amending this law by doubling the size of  the fl eet, fol-
lowed only two years later. According to this law, the fl eet was to consist of  fi fty-
two ships of  the line and armoured cruisers. Since many of  the vessels under com-
mission were more or less outdated, this was by no means an immediate menace to 
Britain’s naval supremacy. However, the building rate of  three ships a year ensured 
that the fl eet would very soon consist of  modern vessels. Moreover, by adding six 
armoured cruisers in 1906, accelerating the building tempo from three to four 
ships a year in 1908, and reducing the date of  automatic replacement from twenty-
fi ve to twenty years, Tirpitz further accelerated the build-up of  this formidable 
force. Most important of  all, however, was Tirpitz’s decision to follow Britain’s 
lead in constructing a completely new type of  battleship, the Dreadnought, launched 
at Portsmouth in 1906. This decision meant that Germany and Britain, unless 
the latter accelerated its building rate (which, as Tirpitz knew, the Liberal cabinet 
did not want for domestic reasons), would soon possess almost equal numbers of  
modern vessels. How would Britain react to this menace?

Much earlier than is often assumed both the public and, of  course, the naval 
authorities had closely watched the development of  the German Navy. As early as 
September 1901, the Director of  Naval Intelligence, Admiral Sir Reginald Cus-
tance, had argued with respect to the future strength of  the German Navy, “as the 
German Navy will be at that date a much greater danger to this country than the 
fl eet of  Russia,” it would be necessary “to maintain a force in the North Sea suf-
fi cient to mask the German Fleet.”15 For the time being, however, the Admiralty 
watched the build-up of  the German Fleet with relative calm, despite the rising 
Germanophobia amongst the public as well as among leading politicians. How-
ever, under the leadership of  a new First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir John Fisher, the 
Admiralty did begin to redistribute its fl eet and to rethink its construction policy. 
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According to Nicholas Lambert and Jon Sumida,16 in this process the German 
Fleet still played only a minor role.17 

The more Anglo-German relations deteriorated due to misunderstandings or 
direct clashes over diff ering interests in world aff airs, the more important the naval 
question became. Strangely enough, when Russian warships fi red at British trawlers 
(which they had mistaken for Japanese torpedo boats) on the Dogger Bank, a pub-
lic outcry against Germany soon followed. For the fi rst time, even leading politi-
cians such as the First Lord of  the Admiralty, Lee, openly warned of  a preemptive 
strike.18 This warning, in turn, caused Tirpitz and the German Admiralty staff  
to prepare for a naval war against Great Britain in the early months of  1905.19 
Though tensions soon abated, the naval question now loomed large in Anglo-
German relations. Wisely, Tirpitz, who since 1903 had played with the idea of  
adding two more double squadrons to the existing fl eet, restricted the 1906 Novelle 
(amending law) to a demand for six armoured cruisers for service on foreign sta-
tions, and, of  course, for the appropriation of  funds to launch new battleships of  
the Dreadnought type.

I**.The Naval Race—A “Vicious Circle”?
Anglo-German Negotiations, 1908–14

In midsummer 1908, after the passing of  another naval bill which had accelerated 
the building rate from three to four capital ships a year, thus quickly closing the 
margin in modern vessels of  the Dreadnought type, the situation seemed so tense 
that the chief  of  staff  of  the High Seas Fleet actually feared that the Kaiser’s vessels 
would be attacked by the Royal Navy when passing the Straits of  Dover during the 
fl eet’s annual summer cruise.20 Though these apprehensions were not shared by the 
majority of  the navy’s leadership, there could be no doubt that Anglo-German rela-
tions were now at a crossroads. Germany could either continue to challenge Britain 
with the High Seas Fleet, even if  this meant running deadly risks, or it could start 
to negotiate some kind of  agreement in order to improve Anglo-German relations 
in general. For the time being, the German government inclined toward the latter 
option. Nevertheless, in August, the Kaiser refused outright the discussion of  a 
naval agreement during the visit of  King Edward VII. As a result, Anglo-German 
relations quickly deteriorated. Hostile newspaper articles, as well as direct warnings 
from politicians and those in charge of  the navy in Britain, were a clear sign both 
of  Britain’s preparedness and its willingness to take up the gauntlet represented by 
Germany’s naval build-up. Against this background the Wahre Jakob published the 
aforementioned cartoon, hoping thus to warn against the risks statesmen and ad-
mirals were running by entering a race they could not ultimately control. 

It would be wrong, however, to assume that statesmen and admirals on both 
sides of  the North Sea failed to appreciate the risks that they were running.21 In 
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midsummer 1908, chancellor Bülow, one of  the leading architects of  German 
world policy, began to realize that Germany could not aff ord to maintain both the 
strongest army and the second strongest navy in Europe, and that a further rise 
in tension could prove detrimental to the nation’s freedom of  action in interna-
tional politics. In late 1908, Bülow therefore cautiously approached Tirpitz, then 
probably still the strongest personality within the German political and military 
hierarchy. The chancellor asked Tirpitz whether he could either clearly say that 
Germany was about to get through the so-called “danger zone,” which meant the 
space of  time during which Germany could only helplessly watch a preemptive 
strike by the Royal Navy—a “Copenhagen-ing” of  the fl eet as it was called in al-
lusion to Nelson’s attack on the Danish Fleet during the Napoleonic Wars—or 
whether Tirpitz was willing to consider some kind of  naval agreement in exchange 
for a political agreement in which Britain promised its neutrality in case of  a war 
on the continent.22 Moreover, in order to defuse the impending crisis, Bülow even 
suggested shifting the emphasis away from battleships and toward mines, subma-
rines, and coastal defences. Obviously briefed by the chief  of  the Admiralty staff , 
as Tirpitz later bitterly remarked, the chancellor thus tried to save money while 
also removing the main obstacle to better relations with Britain. Though Tirpitz, 
who in 1912 described Bülow’s behaviour as outright “desertion,”23 could not re-
ply affi  rmatively to the fi rst question, he refused to endorse Bülow’s idea of  a naval 
agreement. Nor did he accept Bülow’s assumption that the naval question, and 
not commercial rivalry (as Tirpitz had always maintained), lay at the root of  the 
confl ict. In contrast to Bülow, the secretary of  state of  the Imperial Navy Offi  ce 
argued that only constant pressure, exerted through a formidable force of  battle-
ships, could force Britain to make concessions to Germany. 

Bülow temporarily dropped the matter, but he returned to it shortly before his dis-
missal by the Kaiser in July 1909. “The only black cloud,” he argued during an inter-
departmental conference held on 3 June between high-ranking members of  the 
government and the military (among them the chief  of  the Great General Staff , 
General Moltke), “lies over the North Sea, but this one might cause a thunderstorm.”24

Tirpitz remained obdurate for the time being. He did, however, change his 
mind when he was approached by the new chancellor, Bethmann Hollweg, after 
Bülow’s dismissal. Bethmann Hollweg also regarded a détente as necessary and, 
with the Kaiser’s approval, eventually took up negotiations with the British ambas-
sador in Berlin, Sir Edward Goschen. Yet these negotiations dragged on for almost 
two years without any result. The positions of  the British cabinet and of  the Ger-
man government proved irreconcilable for a number of  reasons. While the British 
cabinet wanted to conclude a naval agreement before discussing political conces-
sions, the German government wanted to sign a far-reaching political agreement 
before entering into discussions about an agreement restricting its naval build-up.

Whereas the political leadership had eventually realized that Germany was iso-
lated on the continent and was taking incalculable risks both politically and fi nan-
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cially, as well as—at least for the time being—from a military point of  view, without 
even knowing whether Tirpitz’s concept would ever pay off , the secretary of state of  
the Imperial Navy Offi  ce had also begun to realize that he faced either disaster or 
triumph. In his opinion, which never wavered, he could only stay fi rm. Any agree-
ment, unless it contained really substantial British concessions—as he would soon 
call them—was likely to prove disadvantageous for the navy in one way or another.

First, the law, with its rigid stipulations about the size and the building rate of  
the navy’s vessels, was the foundation stone of  Tirpitz’s naval policy. In his opin-
ion, any change in the navy law would open the fl oodgates for the increasing num-
ber of  both politicians and high-ranking naval offi  cers who were critical of  the 
political, military, and strategic assumptions of  his building program and encour-
age them to enforce a turnabout in a policy that had obviously proved futile. Sec-
ond, against the background of  scarce fi nancial resources, as well as a deteriorating 
land military balance on the continent, there was a real danger that the navy might 
again lose its priority in defence spending to the army. Third, Tirpitz was afraid 
that by admitting that a smaller navy or a slower building rate would be suffi  cient 
to achieve its aims, the Imperial government would immediately face fi erce protests 
from both the left and the right, which might eventually prove disastrous. While the 
left would argue that huge sums had simply been wasted, the right would accuse 
the government of  giving up its aim of  acquiring colonies for Germany. Fourth, he 
was afraid that everything he had achieved in previous years would in fact be lost. 
“If  we ourselves undermine the navy law which is already in great danger due to 
the whole situation, we do not know where the journey is going to take us to,” he 
told one of  his close confi dants in September 1909.25 

Nevertheless, in summer 1909, he was willing to negotiate an agreement on 
one condition: Britain should declare that it would accept the limitation of  its own 
fl eet at a ratio of  three : four capital ships. How did this change come about? By 
spring 1909, Tirpitz had realized that Germany, as many observers had warned, 
could not keep up with Britain if  the latter decided to increase the tempo and out-
build Germany, as it had eventually done. In 1906–7 and in 1907–8 the Liberal 
cabinet had laid down three capital ships. In 1908–9, the number was reduced to 
only two, mostly for fi nancial reasons, but also in order to demonstrate that Brit-
ain was willing to slacken the impending naval race. When all such attempts to 
convince Germany of  the need to reduce naval expenditure had failed, and when, 
moreover, rumours reached the Admiralty that Germany might even accelerate its 
building rate by secretly collecting material for building warships and preparing 
to launch new ones prematurely, the cabinet after fi erce internal confl icts fi nally 
decided to lay down eight capital ships in 1909–10. Even if  one leaves aside the 
evidence that the Admiralty, in order to get its vessels, had calculated Germany’s 
building capacity very generously, and had thus misled both the public and Parlia-
ment, there was unanimous agreement in Britain that its naval supremacy had to be 
defended against Germany.
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For Tirpitz this unexpected great increase was, in fact, a severe blow. From 
a diff erent perspective, however, this blow provided an incentive to try to bind 
Britain by an agreement that would fi x the strengths of  the two fl eets at a ratio 
that favored Germany. The new chancellor, however, thwarted this attempt by let-
ting Tirpitz know that he expected proposals that would not impede negotiations 
before they had actually begun. Nevertheless, the prospects for these negotiations 
were bleak, for although Bethmann Hollweg had nothing substantial to off er to 
the British, he had much to demand from them in order to satisfy the domestic 
critics—“ultras” as he called them in a report to the Kaiser—of any agreement. It 
is hardly astonishing that these negotiations never made any progress. While the 
chancellor regarded a political agreement as a prerequisite for a naval agreement 
(which, under the given circumstances, meant only a slackening in the construction 
tempo, not a change in the naval law), the Liberal government wanted to conclude 
a naval agreement fi rst and give some vague political promises subsequently. Even 
though it was fi nally decided to negotiate on both the naval and the political agree-
ment simultaneously, these talks never achieved a breakthrough. 

From the German point of  view, a leading Berlin foreign ministry offi  cial was 
right when he summarized the dilemma that the politicians and Tirpitz alike faced 
at that time: “No one here likes to renounce all ideas of  great power.”26 In this re-
spect, Britain was in a much better position. As Charles Hardinge, undersecretary 
of  state in the foreign offi  ce, proudly commented on a report by Edward Goschen, 
Britain’s ambassador in Berlin, in November 1909: “The position of  Great Britain 
on the Continent is happily very diff erent to that of  Germany. At the present mo-
ment England’s only possible foe is Germany, while Germany might under certain 
circumstances have to reckon with England, France or Russia, or a combination 
of  two or more of  these Powers.”27 Compared to Britain’s isolation only a few 
years before, this was in fact both a strategic and a diplomatic advantage they were 
unwilling to risk. Moreover, Bethmann’s proposals were not very attractive either 
from a military or a fi nancial point of  view: 

We are therefore still face to face with a situation in 1918 when Germany will have 
38 Dreadnoughts and England will presumably have to have 60 capital ships, or 
approximately 50 more than we now have. This will entail further expenditure dur-
ing the next few years of  over 100 million sterling, or roughly speaking 10 millions 
per annum for the next ten years. With the best and most friendly intentions in the 
world, one may ask whether it is really worthwhile to talk of  a naval agreement, ex-
cept as an empty platitude, so long as it is regarded in Germany as an essential part 
of  German policy that there must be 38 Dreadnoughts by 1918.28 

Whereas negotiations on the “big issue” made no progress, those on a minor though 
by no means unimportant question, the exchange of  information about naval build-
ing, in fact did. The 1909 “navy scare” had highlighted the dangers of  rumors and 
false reports and their repercussions on both the public and decision makers. Though 
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these negotiations also dragged on, some kind of  understanding was eventually 
reached, even though, in the aftermath of  the debacle of  the Haldane mission (dis-
cussed below), no agreement was signed.29 

In spite of  these meagre results and the naval race, Anglo-German relations 
slowly seemed to improve in 1910–11. Both sides had shown their willingness to 
move from confrontation to negotiation, thus paving the way to political stabiliza-
tion. In absolute terms, the more vessels Tirpitz launched and commissioned, the 
less was the danger of  a British preemptive strike, and yet relatively the greater the 
British advantage in modern capital vessels, the more the Royal Navy’ s superiority 
was assured. However, generally speaking, the lessening in tension was due to the 
fact that Tirpitz had proved vulnerable both to the constant pressure from the new 
chancellor (who was deeply convinced of  the need to improve Germany’s situation 
in international politics), and, more importantly, to the fi nancial strain caused by 
the qualitative leap into Dreadnought construction.

This Anglo-German détente—as one might call it—rested on two assump-
tions: fi rst, that Tirpitz would not introduce another Novelle to enlarge the navy 
when the tempo fell from four to two vessels a year in 1912, and second, that 
Germany would not “cause mischief ” again—as Grey once put it—by embarking 
on a more off ensive policy. Both assumptions soon proved wrong.

It was precisely the lack of  success in foreign aff airs that prompted Bethmann 
Hollweg in midsummer 1911 to exploit French diffi  culties in Morocco to bolster 
the prestige of  the Imperial government, as well as to demonstrate that Germany 
was a world power whose interests must not be neglected by its rivals.30 The im-
pact of  the crisis caused by the so-called “Panther leap” at Agadir in July was, of  
course, disastrous. Chancellor of  the Exchequer David Lloyd George’s Mansion 
House speech was a clear warning of  Britain’s attitude in the event of  a German 
attack on France. Whatever aims Bethmann Hollweg may have hoped to achieve, 
they now proved castles in the air. Moreover, the whole aff air backfi red upon the 
Imperial government, for Britain’s reaction and the lack of  visible gains unleashed 
a wave of  unprecedented nationalism on the part of  the German public. These 
circumstances in turn fi nally proved an almost golden opportunity for Tirpitz to 
introduce another Novelle.31 Hesitant at fi rst, he eventually seized the opportunity 
and demanded three additional battleships and the replacement of  three armoured 
cruisers by modern battle cruisers. Moreover, he intended to increase the number 
of  active battle squadrons from two to three.

Since Bethmann Hollweg was convinced that these demands would have a di-
sastrous impact upon Anglo-German relations, he tried to prevent the introduc-
tion of  the Novelle as best he could. What followed was an inter-departmental 
struggle that dragged on until April 1912. The result was a compromise: Tirpitz 
dropped his demand for the early replacement of  the battle cruisers, but he could 
add three new battleships to the fl eet and, most important from his point of  view, 
he was able to increase the latter’s battle readiness.
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Why did the chancellor have to give in, and what did this new Novelle mean for 
Anglo-German relations? The underlying problem was very similar to the pattern 
set in previous years. Though the chancellor could, with at least partial success, 
invoke the fi nancial strain that would be caused by a new big Novelle, and more-
over could convince the Kaiser that, due to the deteriorating situation on land, 
more money should be allotted to the army than to the navy in the future, he, 
once again, could off er no substantial gains if  the Novelle was dropped completely. 
Though the secret visit to Berlin by Britain’s secretary of  state for war, Richard 
Burdon Haldane, in early 1912 was in many ways a remarkable success, it did not 
further an understanding on the two great interrelated questions: a naval agree-
ment and in exchange for it a far-reaching political agreement.32

It is true that for a few days after the Haldane mission even Tirpitz wavered, for 
even his closest confi dants advised him to drop the Novelle if  Britain delivered what 
Haldane seemed to have promised in the political sphere, namely more places in 
the sun such as the islands of  Zanzibar, Timor, and several others. Then, Admiral 
Capelle argued, the Novelle would be completely “illogical. … Then we will hitch up 
3 horses at the front of  the carriage and 4 at the back, and then the carriage will 
stop and eventually move backwards.”33 However, not only did Tirpitz eventually 
refuse to drop the Novelle, but also the negotiations between the chancellor and the 
London government made no headway. Germany’s and Britain’s naval and political 
demands proved as incompatible as in the years before. Against the background of  
anti-English feeling in Germany, the chancellor simply had no choice but to ask for 
an agreement that would guarantee Britain’s neutrality in a war between Germany 
and France. This position was unacceptable to the Liberal government, however, 
and diffi  cult for it even to understand. “What we off er them is quite suffi  cient to 
show friendliness and that should be quite enough for them if  they have no designs 
upon other people,” Goschen wrote to the permanent undersecretary of  state in 
the Foreign Offi  ce, Arthur Nicolson, in late March 1912.34 In theory, the British 
ambassador was right. In practice, however, he completely misjudged the domestic 
aspects of  Bethmann’s foreign policy, not to speak of  the latter’s diffi  cult position 
within the “polycratic chaos,” as Haldane had described the structure of  the Ger-
man political system after his return. Eventually both sides dropped the matter. 

The doves in Germany, it seems, had again lost to the hawks. Subsequently the 
Royal Navy once again increased its building rate in 1912, in spite of  the fi nancial 
strain this entailed, and withdrew its modern vessels from the Mediterranean in 
order to strengthen its position in the North Sea theatre, thereby making Britain 
more dependent on naval cooperation with France and impeding the country’s 
freedom of  action in the event of  a continental war. Nevertheless, the two years 
following the Haldane mission were in fact a period of  a kind of  détente. Part of  
the reason, paradoxically, was that neither Grey nor Bethmann Hollweg thought 
it wise to touch on the naval question again. Both of  them were convinced that 
negotiations would do more harm than good. Moreover, they had realized that a 
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higher level of  mutual confi dence was necessary to deal with such diffi  cult matters 
as the reduction of  naval expenditure or even a far-reaching political agreement. 
This understanding, however, rested on a number of  unspoken assumptions. 

First, Germany was expected to introduce no new Novelle and to instigate no 
public agitation for another increase of  the navy, which was likely to touch on a 
sore point. Second, the governments on the opposing shores of  the North Sea 
concentrated on successful negotiations over less contentious questions such as 
the Baghdad Railway and the Portuguese colonies as a test for better relations in 
general. Third, both governments agreed to collaborate in minor, and perhaps 
even major, diplomatic crises instead of  seeking open confrontation. Bethmann 
Hollweg and Grey more or less agreed upon these points. Both of  them especially 
tried not to put the naval question on the agenda again. Consequently in late 
1912, when Tirpitz once again wanted to introduce a new Novelle (this time fol-
lowing an order from the Kaiser), Bethmann Hollweg thwarted him by referring 
to the greater needs of  the army. Ironically, though on the one hand he thereby 
helped avoid a new naval race, on the other he helped to accelerate the arms race 
on land. Moreover, neither Grey nor the chancellor took up Churchill’s repeated 
proposals for a “naval holiday” in 1913–14, in spite of  Tirpitz’s public acceptance 
of  this idea, though on the basis of  a ratio of  “5:8 squadrons.”35 This response to 
Churchill already indicated that negotiations would prove diffi  cult and were likely 
to cause resentment instead of  inspiring mutual confi dence. To avoid any kind of  
misunderstanding, Grey also objected to Churchill’s idea of  going to Germany 
himself  in June 1914 in order to take up negotiations with Tirpitz directly. The 
chancellor, in turn, almost instantly intervened whenever there were any further 
rumours about a new Novelle.36 Apart from the fact that negotiations about minor 
issues as well as collaboration during international confl icts—such as the Balkan 
Wars—proved successful, the smooth working of  Anglo-German relations in this 
period was mainly due to two developments. 

For the time being the Royal Navy had preserved its supremacy—on the basis 
of  a new ratio, “+ 60 percent”—by taking a number of  important measures: lay-
ing down powerful new battleships; redistributing its ships; adopting a complete 
change in operational planning which, in turn, would keep the High Seas Fleet 
ineff ectively bottled in the North Sea.

Tirpitz in turn was on the defensive in every respect, und thus indirectly and 
against his own intentions supporting the chancellor’s policy towards Great Brit-
ain. Most important of  all, he had lost the confi dence of  the Kaiser, as he bitterly 
remarked after his annual report (Immediatvortrag) in 1913.37 Equally important, in 
1914, he realized that he was running out of  money. “The situation is collapsing 
over the navy,”38 he wrote in a memorandum in May. A little later he complained 
that, “We cannot build the vessels any more that we have planned.”39 The costs of  
new battleships—hulls and machinery alone—had risen from 30 to 32.7 million 
marks, those of  battle cruisers from 29 to almost 35 million marks, and there was 
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no end in sight. Subsequently, Tirpitz could hardly disguise his envy of  Churchill 
in 1914. While the First Lord of  the Admiralty, though with great diffi  culties, 
again had pushed through the House of  Commons his naval estimates, which now 
amounted to roughly 1 billion marks, Tirpitz’s budget was cracking at the seams. 
According to his own estimates, at least 150 to 200 million marks were neces-
sary within the next six to eight years in order to build the vessels planned under 
the existing naval law. Finally, he had begun to realize that his strategic concept, 
developed in the 1890s in completely diff erent circumstances, would probably 
prove futile. Obviously, the Royal Navy would not off er battle in the “wet triangle” 
of  sea between the German and Danish coasts and Helgoland, but it could be 
expected to establish a distant blockade, which the High Seas Fleet would be un-
able to break. Its commanders openly admitted this fact without perceiving any 
alternative. Tirpitz proved that he completely misjudged the situation when he 
nevertheless still argued that “only permanent strength can help us. We must let 
them come and not look for them. I am sure, they will come.”40

Germany and Britain had now reached some kind of modus vivendi, which resem-
bled a tacit agreement about each other’s respective naval strengths. Yet against the 
background of the fi erce confl ict that seemed imminent only a few years before, this 
might seem to present a good prospect for the future of  Anglo-German relations.

IV. Did the Naval Race make War Inevitable?

There can be no doubt that the naval race was not responsible for the outbreak of  
war in 1914. Britain had successfully defended its naval supremacy against Germany. 
Whether Tirpitz would have renewed the uphill struggle—and there are some indi-
cations that he was at least playing with this idea—and whether he would again 
have been successful are matters for speculation. From the admiral’s point of  view, 
Beth mann Hollweg’s policy was wrong. In a secret speech, Tirpitz told his offi  cers in 
October 1913 that the policy of  the chancellor would reduce Germany to a second-
rate power depending upon Britain’s goodwill. Instead, he preferred to fi ght for a “su-
preme aim and perish honourably instead of  renouncing the future ingloriously.”41

There is, however, no doubt that the naval question decisively helped to frame 
the grouping of  the powers before 1914. Though former Chancellor Bülow was 
deeply convinced that his successor had completely mishandled the situation in 
July 1914, he did, at least, privately point out to Tirpitz in 1924 that “there is the 
question whether France and particularly Russia would have let it come to war had 
public opinion in England not been so greatly enraged precisely at the construc-
tion of  our great ships.”42

Bülow’s judgement was right, for, as Paul Kennedy has correctly observed, the 
real reason why the Tories and Liberal-Imperialists advocated a continental commit-
ment was naval. In 1911, Grey explained to the representatives of  the Dominions:
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If  a European confl ict, not of  our own making, arose, in which it was quite clear 
that the struggle was one for supremacy in Europe, in fact, that you got back to a 
situation something like that in the old Napoleonic days, then … our concern in 
seeing that there did not arise a supremacy in Europe which entailed a combination 
that would deprive us of  the command of  the sea would be such that we might 
have to take part in that European war. That is why the naval position underlies our 
European policy.43 

Table 6.1 Naval Expenditure of  the European Powers, 1900–13 (£ million, current prices)

 Britain France Russia Austria-Hungary Germanv Italy

1900 29.5 14.9  9.4 1.9 — —
1901 31.0 13.7  9.8 1.9 10.2  5.0
1902 31.2 11.9 10.6 2.1 10.6  4.9
1903 35.5 12.1 12.1 2.1 11.0  4.7
1904 36.8 11.7 11.9 2.3 10.7  4.7
1905 33.3 12.6 12.3 2.7 12.0  4.9
1906 31.4 12.2 12.3 2.9 12.7  4.8
1907 31.1 12.6  9.3 2.6 14.9  5.8
1908 32.2 13.2  9.9 3.1 17.0  5.9
1909 35.8 13.9  9.8 4.2 20.6  6.6
1910 40.4 14.5 11.9 4.2 21.3  6.3
1911 42.9 20.7 12.8 5.0 22.1  8.2
1912 44.4 17.1 18.6 7.1 22.7 11.2
1913 48.8 — 25.9 8.7 23.5 14.4

Source: David Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War, Europe 1904–1914 (Oxford 2000) p. 7.

Table 6.2  Cumulative Dreadnought Battleship and Battle Cruiser Starts: Britain, Germany, and 
the United States, 1905–14

      Germany
Fiscal year    Germany * USA Germany
(April–March) Britain Germany USA * USA * 10* + 60 percent

1905–06  3  [15]  0  0  0  0.0.0  0.0.0
1906–07  8 [101]  0  2  2  2.2 0
1907–08  9  [11]  5  4  9  9.9  8.0
1908–09 12  [14] 10  6 16 17.2 16.0
1909–10 15  [17] 12  8 20 20.2 19.2
1910–11 25  [27] 17  8 25 27.5 27.2
1911–12 27  [29] 21 10 31 34.1 33.6
1912–13 34  [36l 23 12 35 38.5 36.8
1913–14 40  [42] 26 14 40 44.0 41.6

Source: Jon T. Sumida: In Defence of Naval Supremacy: Finance, Technology, and British Naval Policty 1889–1914 
(London, 1989).
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Table 6.3  Cumulative Dreadnought Battleship and Battle Cruiser Starts: Britain, Germany, and 
the United States, 1905–14

      Germany 
     Germany + USA Germany 
Calendar year Britain Germany USA + USA t 10« + 60 percent

 1905  1  [3]  0  0  0  0.0  0.0
 1906  5  [7]  0  2  2  2.2  0.0
 1907  9 [11]  4  4  8  8.8  6.4
 1908 10 [12]  9  4 13 14.3 14.4
 1909 16 [18] 1 1  6 17 18.7 17.6
 1910 22 [24] 16  8 24 26.4 25.6
 1911 27 [29] 20 10 30 33.0 32.0
 1912 34 [36] 23 12 35 38.5 36.8
 1913 40 [42] 26 13 39 42.9 41.6

*Bracketed fi gures include the 2 semi-Dreadnoughts of  the Lord Nelson class.

Source: Jon T. Sumida, In Defence of Naval Supremacy: Finance, Technology, and British Naval Policy 1889–1914 
(London, 1989).
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Chapter 7

WAS A PEACEFUL OUTCOME THINKABLE?
The European Land Armaments Race before 1914

David Stevenson

!

The previous chapter focused on naval rivalry; here the spotlight turns to com-
petition between armies. This chapter will consider not the more conventional 
question of  whether the arms races caused the war that broke out in 1914, but 
rather the more speculative and counterfactual problem of  whether the land arms 
race made such a war inevitable. By so framing the issue, it addresses the general 
hypothesis considered in this volume that World War I was “improbable,” and the 
possibility that its outbreak was not a direct and logical consequence of  mounting 
international tension.1 The ominous military trends in pre-1914 Europe repre-
sent a major diffi  culty for such a thesis, and in recent years have been the most 
intensively researched aspect of  the period.2 In summary it will be argued here that 
by 1914 European land armaments competition had indeed created a dangerous 
situation, in which another diplomatic crisis—if  it occurred—was likely to trigger 
armed confl ict. Such a crisis was not a certainty, however, and although the play of  
counterfactuals is fi nely balanced, it is plausible to envisage an alternative scenario 
in which the arms race did not culminate in hostilities. This approach goes some 
way toward meeting the improbability thesis, although with reservations. What 
follows will examine the reasons for believing that a war was likely as well as those 
for maintaining that it was not inevitable and that the question remains open: but 
it will commence with an analysis of  the arms race itself.
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I. The Arms Race in Overview 

We begin with the statistical data: 

Table 7.1  Real Defence Burden (Defence Expenditure/Net National Product), 1900–13 
(percent)

 Britain France Russia Austria Germany Italy

1900 6.9 4.4  4.0 2.7 — 3.1
1901 7.1 4.6  3.9 2.7 4.1 3.2
1902 5.8 4.5  3.7 2.7 3.9 3.3
1903 4.2 4.1  4.1 2.8 3.6 2.9
1904 3.9 4.0  9.2 2.8 3.6 3.0
1905 3.5 3.9 13.8 2.5 3.6 2.9
1906 3.1 3.9  8.7 2.3 3.8 2.7
1907 2.9 4.2  5.4 2.2 4.2 2.7
1908 3.1 4.1  4.7 2.4 3.8 2.8
1909 3.3 3.8  4.3 3.0 4.0 2.9
1910 3.4 4.1  4.0 2.6 4.2 3.0
1911 3.4 4.1  4.3 2.4 3.9 3.3
1912 3.3 4.0  4.5 2.6 3.8 4.0
1913 3.4 4.3  5.1 3.5 4.9 5.1

Source: D. Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War: Europe, 1904–1914 (Oxford, 1996), 7. The 
“Austrian” series is for the Austrian half  of  the Habsburg Monarchy, as Net National Product 
fi gures are not available for the Hungarian half.

Table 7.2 Naval Expenditure of  the European Powers, 1900–13 (£ million, current prices)

 Britain France Russia Austria-Hungary Germany Italy

1900 29.5 14.9  9.4 1.9 — —
1901 31.0 13.7  9.8 1.9 10.2  5.0
1902 31.2 11.9 10.6 2.1 10.6  4.9
1903 35.5 12.1 12.1 2.1 11.0  4.7
1904 36.8 11.7 11.7 2.3 10.7  4.7
1905 33.3 12.6 12.3 2.7 12.0  4.9
1906 31.4 12.2 12.3 2.9 12.7  4.8
1907 31.1 12.6  9.3 2.6 14.9  5.8
1908 32.2 13.2  9.9 3.1 17.0  5.9
1909 35.8 13.9  9.8 4.2 20.6  6.6
1910 40.4 14.5 11.9 4.2 21.3  6.3
1911 42.9 20.7 12.8 5.0 22.1  8.2
1912 44.4 17.1 18.6 7.1 22.7 11.2
1913 48.8 — 25.9 8.7 23.5 14.4

Source: Stevenson, Armaments, 7. The fi gures include the cost to Britain of  the South African War 
and to Italy of  the Libyan War, but not those to Russia of  the war with Japan.
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Table 7.3 Army Expenditure of  the European Powers, 1900–1913 (£ million, current prices)

 Britain France Russia Austria-Hungary Germany Italy

1900 91.5 26.8 35.1 15.2 — —
1901 92.3 29.0 35.4 16.4 33.2  9.8
1902 69.4 29.2 36.3 16.9 38.0 10.8 
1903 36.7 28.1 37.1 17.2 37.6 11.3 
1904 29.2 28.0 39.4 17.6 36.6  9.7
1905 28.9 28.5 40.0 17.4 39.7 10.1
1906 27.8 34.2 41.5 17.4 41.5 10.1
1907 27.1 32.7 42.9 18.5 46.0 10.3
1908 26.8 33.3 54.4 21.1 47.0 10.9
1909 27.2 34.7 57.0 27.4 49.0 12.0 
1910 27.4 36.4 56.6 24.2 47.3 13.5
1911 27.6 40.5 58.1 22.4 46.9 14.7 
1912 28.1 43.4 67.6 25.4 52.1 18.7
1913 28.3 — 75.8 34.4 78.3 25.3

Source: ibid, 8.

Table 7.4  Peacetime Eff ectives of  the European Powers, 1904–13 (Offi  cers and Enlisted Men—
Thousands)

 Britain France Russia Austria-Hungary Germany Italy

1904 209 575 1,900 362 607 221
1905 214 595 1,900 362 610 221
1906 197 590 1,000 362 614 250
1907 179 602 1,000 367 617 250
1908 183 611 1,000 366 619 c.247 
1909 182 567 1,209 369 610 c.247
1910 182 574 1,303 371 610 239
1911 183 594 1,345 353 613 254
1912 193 611 1,332 391 646 256
1913 192 c .700 1,300 — 782 256

Source: D. G. Herrmann, The Arming of Europe and the Making of the First World War (Princeton, 1996), 234.

The fi gures confi rm that something signifi cant was happening. In constant 
prices, total defence spending by the six European powers rose by 6.4 percent in 
the fi ve years from 1903 to 1908 but by 39.4 percent between 1908 and 1913, 
by far the fastest rate since 1870.3 Army expenditure preponderated in the defence 
budgets of  all fi ve Continental powers, and accounted for the major part of  those 
budgets’ pre-war increases (except in Russia, where the army and navy contrib-
uted about equally to the expansion). Most of  the upsurge in army spending was 
concentrated in the fi nal pre-war years and it contrasted with relative stagnation 
during the fi rst decade of  the twentieth century, leaving aside the cost of  the 
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South African and the Russo-Japanese Wars. It is therefore unsurprising to see 
the main increase in army peacetime strengths (at least in France, Germany, and 
Austria-Hungary) also coming in the later part of  the period. The suddenness, ac-
celerating pace, and simultaneity that characterized the growth of  the Continental 
armies strongly suggest a competitive process, driven by a deteriorating external 
environment that every country viewed as menacing. In short, there was an arms 
race. A qualitative comparative analysis of  European defence policies confi rms this 
impression. Three sub-periods in their evolution may be distinguished: c. 1904–
08, 1908–12, and 1912–14. 

The fi rst period was one of  unstable equilibrium in land armaments. It wit-
nessed little underlying growth in Continental army budgets despite one major 
technological change: the reequipping of  the fi eld artillery with quick-fi ring guns 
modelled on the revolutionary French 75mm cannon. Characteristic of  this period 
was the strength of  the domestic forces inhibiting army expansion. In Russia eco-
nomic depression and revolutionary unrest delayed reequipment after the defeat by 
Japan, and forced the military to concentrate on internal repression. In France a 
post-Dreyfus Aff air reaction was still in train against the offi  cer corps, one mani-
festation being a law of  1905 that reduced the active military service term from 
three years to two. In the Habsburg Monarchy the central authorities in Vienna 
clashed with the Hungarian government in Budapest, which resisted a new army 
bill unless accompanied by concessions over the use of  Magyar as the language of  
command. Finally, in Germany the war ministry acquiesced in the navy’s increasing 
share of  the defence budget, in part because it feared that expansion would oblige 
the army to absorb more working-class (rather than rural) conscripts and more 
middle-class (rather than aristocratic) offi  cers, thus reducing its dependability as a 
bulwark of  authority at home. Yet this apparent overall equilibrium rested in part 
on the abnormal circumstances created by Russia’s discomfi ture, which made it 
easier for Germany and Austria-Hungary to cap their total defence spending and 
to focus respectively on arms races against Britain and Italy, the fi rst of  which was 
wholly naval and the second substantially so. It is true that after the First Moroc-
can Crisis of  1905–06, France and Germany accelerated reequipping against each 
other, but in both countries this upturn proved to be a temporary blip.

The second period, between 1908 and 1912, was one of  transition. During 
these years, in both Eastern and in Western Europe, equilibrium broke down and 
armaments policies were reorientated. In the east the fi rst shock to the system 
was the Bosnian Crisis of  1908–09. Following their humiliation in the crisis, 
Serbia and Montenegro intensifi ed their military preparations with the assistance 
of  French loans and weapons deliveries, whereas the leaders of  Austria-Hungary 
agreed on a new expenditure program in the “Schönaich Pact” of  1911, the basis 
of  the army law (Wehrgesetz) of  1912.4 That law was not passed, however, until the 
rising tension that preceded the First Balkan War, by which time Italy was bogged 
down in conquering Libya and therefore obliged to curtail its military programmes 
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and to mend its fences with Vienna. Meanwhile a second shock was administered 
to the Eastern European balance by Russia’s economic and political recovery, and 
especially by its major military reorganization of  1910, which among other things 
signifi cantly enhanced Russian preparedness through the adoption of  a territorial 
mobilization system. Germany and Austria-Hungary quickly revised upward their 
assessments of  the tsarist strategic threat, and arguably the 1910 reorganization 
was the most signifi cant single turning point in the origins of  the land arms race. 
As for Western Europe, this sub-period saw the climax of  the Anglo-German 
naval rivalry, Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz’s decision to follow Britain’s lead in con-
structing Dreadnought-style capital ships soon prompting a panic fear in Whitehall 
that Germany was secretly accelerating its building program. By retaliating with a 
decision to lay down eight new dreadnoughts in 1909–10 the British gained a lead 
that Germany could not match, and against this backdrop the Second Moroccan 
(or Agadir) Crisis of  1911 prompted the Rüstungswende or “armaments turning 
point”: a crucial reappraisal in Berlin in the winter of  1911–12. Its outcome was 
a decision to scale down construction starts from four to two new capital ships a 
year and to switch priorities to land armaments with Germany’s 1912 army law, 
which stepped up reequipping and expansion from the very cautious pace set in 
the army’s fi ve-year program (Quinquennat) that had been adopted only one year 
before. 

In the third phase, between 1912 and 1914, the land arms race was at its height. 
The stage had now been set for a major round of  competition between the two 
great Continental military blocs: the Austro-German and the Franco-Russian al-
liances. It may therefore be characterized as a “central” arms race, in contrast to 
the “peripheral” Anglo-German and Austro-Italian ones that had previously been 
the most dynamic features of  the European scene. Britain and Germany slowed 
their naval construction tempos and attempted a political détente: the Rome-
Vienna rivalry similarly lost impetus. Conversely, not only were Austria-Hungary 
and Germany increasingly alarmed about Russia, but also in both France and Ger-
many the Agadir Crisis had touched off  agitation for greater military preparedness. 
The event that brought these trends together and linked developments in Eastern 
and Western Europe was the First Balkan War, which together with its aftershocks 
caused a year of  diplomatic confrontation from autumn 1912 to autumn 1913. 
The war precipitated Germany’s decision to pass yet another army law in 1913 
(the largest in the Reich’s peacetime history), which in turn precipitated France’s 
1913 law restoring a three-year term of  military service (the Loi des trois ans), as well 
as hardening Belgium’s resolve to implement a major new measure (the Loi sur la 
milice). The Balkan upheaval also prompted another Austro-Hungarian army law, 
passed in March 1914. Finally, it led to further expansion in Russia, which re acted 
to the 1913 German law and to the Liman von Sanders crisis over the Turkish 
Straits in the winter of  1913–14 by adopting two measures. The fi rst was a Franco-
Russian strategic railway construction agreement concluded in January 1914, and 
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the second was Russia’s “Great Program” (bol’shaya programma) of  army enlargement, 
approved by the Duma in July. In short, the years from 1912 to 1914 off er an 
exceptionally clear example of  what the theoretical literature on arms races refers 
to as the “action-reaction model”: German initiatives encouraging French, Belgian, 
and Russian responses. Yet the next step in the escalation process was not a further 
round of  German armaments expansion but war. We now need to scrutinize more 
closely the connections between the land arms race and the onset of  hostilities. 

II. The Arms Race Made War Probable 

This connection can be analyzed under two headings. The fi rst is the general con-
tribution of the land arms race to international insecurity. The second is its more spe-
cifi c impact on decision makers’ perceptions of  the military balance in July 1914. 

The land arms race was an integral and essential component of  a broader com-
plex of  developments that ratcheted up European tension in the decade before the 
war. In the celebrated (but contestable) judgement of  the British Foreign Secretary 
Sir Edward Grey, “The enormous growth of  armaments in Europe, the sense of  
insecurity and fear caused by them—it was these that made war inevitable. This, 
it seems to me, is the truest reading of  history, and the lesson that the present 
should be learning from the past in the interests of  future peace, the warning to be 
handed on to those who come after us.”5 Actually it is diffi  cult to separate arma -
ments from the other factors, which included the growth of  a militarist and extreme 
nationalist mood on the right wing of  public opinion (voiced through pressure 
groups, political parties, and the press); the intensifying diplomatic isolation and 
“encirclement” of  Austria-Hungary in the Balkans and of  Germany in Europe as 
a whole; a succession of  crises and local confl icts in the Balkans and the Mediter-
ranean; and the adoption by the military in France, Germany, and Russia of  more 
off ensive war plans. Army laws required more money and manpower than did 
naval increases and therefore needed selling to legislatures that had previously re-
sisted them, the associated publicity serving to strengthen public perceptions of  a 
heightened risk of  confl ict. This was not simply a top-down process. The German 
Army League (Deutscher Wehrverein), founded after the Agadir Crisis, contended that 
the navy had failed as a power-political instrument to support Germany’s diplo-
matic demands and that the army should be expanded instead: the League was 
never under offi  cial control and its campaigning skills were formidable. Similarly, 
a disquieting development in spring 1914 was the “press war” between leading 
German, Russian, and Austro-Hungarian newspapers, which began with a warn-
ing in the Kölnische Zeitung that Russia might start a war when it had completed its 
arms increases. Although the German government did not initiate this article, it 
let the controversy run until the St. Petersburg foreign ministry placed a retaliatory 
commentary in the Birshevaia Viedomosti that infuriated Wilhelm II by insisting that 
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Russia would not be intimidated. A further common feature of  the army bills was 
their value for crisis management. They aimed to make armies more crisis-ready by 
bringing them up to higher levels of  peacetime strength and facilitating rapid mo-
bilization, thus reducing the danger from a surprise attack but also enabling im-
mediate action if  tension exploded into hostilities. (A similar development could 
be seen at sea with the German 1912 amending naval law or Novelle, which raised 
the fully-manned and active battle fl eet from two to three squadrons, to which the 
First Lord of  the Admiralty Winston Churchill replied by redeploying British war-
ships from the Mediterranean to home waters. Both steps were prompted by the 
naval alert that took place during the Agadir episode.)6 But as military readiness 
grew, governments supposed that they were better positioned for brinkmanship. 
Moreover, army increases were intended not merely to protect the home territory, 
but also to accompany more aggressive war plans. The connection was perhaps most 
obvious in France, between the Three-Year Law and the General Staff ’s new Plan 
XVII, but Russia likewise adopted the more off ensive Plan 19 altered in 1912, 
and in 1913 Germany suspended work on the more cautious eastern alternative to 
its ambitious Schlieff en-Moltke plan for striking out to the west.7 

This interplay between crisis management, public opinion, and strategic de-
velopments was exemplifi ed in the origins of  the 1913 German and French army 
laws. In the fi rst instance, Germany’s measure was prompted by the winter emer-
gency caused by the First Balkan War, during which Russia partially mobilized in 
Poland and unexpectedly kept under arms its senior conscript cohort, exposing 
the Prussian eastern provinces to invasion. The German army therefore needed 
reinforcement to ensure the integrity of  the national territory at times of  tension 
(and Austria-Hungary’s 1914 law had similar motives). Yet more fundamentally, 
the law responded to the power shift caused by the Balkan states’ defeat of  Turkey, 
which meant that in a general war Austria-Hungary would now be heavily commit-
ted on its south-eastern border, obliging Germany to take on France and Russia 
virtually single handed. To win the Reichstag over, the government briefed the 
deputies in secret sessions and exaggerated the country’s danger, thereby fanning 
the fl ames of  hysteria. But meanwhile the news of  the German bill enabled the 
French government to introduce its three-year military service law and to undercut 
opposition to the longer conscription term, which it portrayed to the National 
Assembly as essential to protect the borders by strengthening the couverture (cover-
ing force) and deterring a surprise attack, but whose underlying purpose was to 
move the army to a higher state of  readiness and to give it the extra trained men 
needed to implement Plan XVII’s aspiration to invade Germany at once if  war 
began. In addition the Three-Year Law demonstrated the role of  alliance poli-
tics, as President Raymond Poincaré viewed it as an earnest to the Russians of  
France’s commitment to them, and the latter treated it in the same way. Later the 
French treated the 1914 strategic railway agreement as a similar touchstone of  
commitment on the Russian side. In many ways, therefore, “armaments fever” (as 
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statesmen referred to it at the time)8 contributed to the psychological preparation 
of  both the public and their leaders for hostilities. It also encouraged a percep-
tion that military preparation was becoming an intolerable burden, and that war 
might actually be more cost eff ective. Most war ministries had estimated the cost 
of  the fi rst three months of  operations, and for the Austrian leaders by 1913, for 
example, the likely expense of  a Balkan war seemed scarcely higher than that of  
endless precautionary alerts.9 The French minister in Munich reported that the 
capital levy used to fi nance Germany’s 1913 law had caused great pessimism, and 
cited the Bavarian press: “Where we are going the Gods alone know. It is really 
astonishing that more and more people do not prefer a resolution at the price of  
catastrophe to a catastrophe without resolution, to which the people are continu-
ally exposed.”10 

The second point is that in addition to these more general considerations the 
development of  the arms race appeared to create for Germany a “window of  op-
portunity”—a transient strategic advantage—in 1914. The basic reason was that 
Germany’s 1913 law was a front-end loaded measure that, in addition to accelerat-
ing the implementation of  the 1911 and 1912 laws, introduced new provisions, 
many scheduled to be carried out in the fi rst year, and which by 1914 were pro-
gressing well toward completion.11 Austria-Hungary was less favorably placed, as 
its 1912 law was being implemented more gradually and its 1914 law had only 
just reached the statute book; but Austria-Hungary also mattered less, as it would 
not have risked military action unless assured of  German backing. Hence Berlin’s 
perception of  the military balance was crucial, and the Prussian Great General 
Staff  (Grosser Generalstab—GGS) was very well informed about the country’s poten-
tial enemies. As of  summer 1914 the Loi sur la milice had made little diff erence to 
Belgian capabilities; the strategic railway agreement would improve Russian trans-
port capacity in at earliest three to four years; and the Great Program was still in 
gestation.12 The Three-Year Law was being put into eff ect, but in the short term 
it disrupted and weakened the French army. To head off  unrest among the serving 
conscripts the French government had accepted the “Escudier amendment,” which 
meant that the standing army would be enlarged not by retaining the existing men 
for an extra year but instead by calling up two new cohorts of  raw young recruits in 
autumn 1913, with the result that the proportion of  experienced and fully trained 
soldiers was temporarily diminished.13 Moreover, whereas the German 1913 law 
approved expenditure on both manpower and weaponry, the French dealt with 
manpower fi rst and passed a large equipment credit only on 15 July 1914. Indeed 
on 13 and 14 July respectively, a speech by the French Senator Charles Humbert 
and a remarkably unguarded statement by the head of  French military intelligence 
to the German attaché in Paris both testifi ed to their army’s severe under-equipment 
in several respects.14 Among these the GGS Chief  Helmuth von Moltke the Younger 
singled out the shortcomings of  the Lebel rifl e and the French army’s lack of  
modern heavy artillery, whereas the Germans possessed heavy fi eld weapons and 
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were taking delivery of  Krupp 42cm and Skoda 30.5cm fortress-smashing mor-
tars.15 The longer-term benefi ts for the French of  a larger standing army that com-
bined two trained-age cohorts with one newly-enlisted would be felt only from 
1915–16; those for the Russians of  the railway agreement and the bol’shaya program-
ma would not be felt until 1917–18 even if  they kept to their ambitious schedule, 
which was unlikely. 

If  the Germans let slip the opportunity and waited, however, their prospects 
were bleak. Within another three or four years it would be questionable whether 
their plan to send most of  the army westward and leave only a defensive screen for 
Berlin in the east could any longer be safely implemented. Moltke was well aware 
of  this danger, and ensured that Wilhelm II and civilians such as Chancellor Theo-
bald von Bethmann Hollweg and Foreign Minister Gottlieb von Jagow were like-
wise alerted. Certainly, the Berlin leaders in early 1914 agreed that France and 
Russia did not want war now and there was no immediate threat to the Reich’s security, 
Moltke’s deputy Alfred von Waldersee concluding that the current military posi-
tion was favorable.16 But their fear was for the medium term. During the July Crisis 
itself, in a private letter to the ambassador in London, Prince Karl Max Lichnow-
sky, Jagow referred to the military balance as justifi cation for backing Austria-Hungary, 
as in retrospect did Bethmann.17 In short, the European blocs were approaching a 
point of  “power transition”: a shift in the balance of  advantage from the Austro-
German to the Franco-Russian group.18

This analysis can be reinforced by Niall Ferguson’s infl uential thesis that “the 
decisive factor in 1914 which pushed the German Reich over the brink into war 
was the conviction of  both military and civilian leaders that Germany could not 
win the arms race against its continental neighbours. … This conviction was justi-
fi ed in terms not only of  the size and capability of  Germany’s military forces, but 
more particularly in terms of  the fi nancial eff ort Germany was making toward 
its own defence.”19 According to Ferguson it would have been technically feasible 
for Germany to fi nance a continuing arms race, but it had reached the limits of  
the politically possible with the 1913 army law and the accompanying capital levy 
(Wehrbeitrag), the latter passing the Reichstag only with support from the Social 
Democrats whereas the Catholic Centre Party abstained and the Conservatives 
voted against it. In December 1913 the Bavarian prime minister called publicly 
on fi nancial grounds for a moratorium on further armaments increases. In the 
German federal system the Reich authorities faced resistance from the Conserva-
tives to higher direct taxes and from the Social Democrats (after 1912, the largest 
Reichstag party) to higher indirect ones: many revenue sources were reserved to the 
state governments, to whom the centre had to turn for supplementary contribu-
tions. The Empire’s short-term indebtedness was increasing and its credit wor-
thiness, as evidenced in the international market for its paper, was deteriorating. 
Conversely, the unitary French, Russian, and British states faced fewer obstacles in 
generating support for tax increases, whereas the cumbersome Austro-Hungarian 
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Dual Monarchy was in an even worse fi nancial predicament than its ally. If  to such 
internal politico-fi nancial constraints was added the external evidence that France 
and Russia would gain strategic superiority by 1917–18, the arguments for fi ght-
ing now might indeed have seemed overwhelming.

The stress here must be on the central powers, as it was they who took the lead in 
escalating the July 1914 crisis.20 None the less, it took two sides to make a war and it 
may seem puzzling that the French and Russians rose to the challenge, even though 
for them 1914 was far from an optimum moment. During the Liman von Sanders 
aff air the Russian General Staff  still felt unready to fi ght, and it wanted another at 
least two to three years to implement existing and projected military reforms.21 What 
mattered more, however, was that the situation was no longer as in 1909, when at 
the climax of  the Bosnian Crisis the Russian military had urged upon their govern-
ment that a European war must be avoided at almost any cost, and had admitted 
as much to the Austrian and German representatives in St. Petersburg.22 In the July 
Crisis, although the war and navy ministers (Vladimir Sukhom linov and I. K. Grigo-
rovich) were unenthusiastic about hostilities, they joined with the consensus in the 
Russian Council of  Ministers that it was better to take a stand than let Austria-
Hungary overrun Serbia.23 Probably one reason for their acquiescence was that the 
French General Staff  (Etat-major de l’armée—EMA) had become more confi dent since 
1911 that the scales were tipping in favor of  France and Russia and that they could 
now contemplate fi ghting and winning. The French government, including the piv-
otal fi gure of  Poincaré, had been made aware of  this appreciation, and it seems 
likely that it was forwarded to the Russians, whom the French met for annual staff  
talks and regularly communicated with via the attaché system.24 On the other hand, 
the May–June 1914 French parliamentary elections had produced a swing to the 
left in the Chamber of  Deputies and the formation of  a new government headed 
by René Viviani, who agreed provisionally to maintain the Three-Year Law, but had 
voted against it. Hence a showdown may have been impending between Poincaré 
and the new premier in the autumn, when the law (which arguably had provided 
more manpower than the army needed) stood to be amended.25 However, the main 
development to underline on the Franco-Russian side is less the burst of  new mea-
sures in 1913–14 (the Three-Year Law, the railway agreement, and the Great Pro-
gramme) than the progress already made in strengthening the armed forces, which 
meant that by 1914 war if  not optimal was at least conceivable and might be pref-
erable to backing down. On both sides in the July Crisis, only by taking account of  
armaments developments is it possible to appreciate the underlying forces for war. 

III. The Arms Race did not make War Inevitable 

The land arms race played an essential role in determining the timing and the cir-
cumstances of  the confl ict’s outbreak. Yet this does not mean that it made hostilities 
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inevitable, either in 1914 or later. Certainly, once the Sarajevo outrage had been 
perpetrated, and especially once Germany had given its “blank cheque” on 5 to 
6 July assuring military support to Austria-Hungary, the chances for a peaceful 
resolution were slim: the Austrians were scarcely likely now to draw back from 
invading Serbia, and Russia was equally unlikely to stand by while they carried 
the operation through. The best prospect for diplomacy lay in a fi rm warning 
from London, but new evidence confi rms that Germany at fi rst supposed it could 
avoid British intervention and Sir Edward Grey’s cautious response to the crisis 
encouraged that illusion,26 while the Germans encouraged him in that caution by 
deliberately deceiving him.27 Hence Grey’s admonition to Berlin on 29 July came 
too late, for by this time Russia’s pre-mobilization military measures were well un-
der way and to all intents and purposes European peace was dead, Bethmann’s and 
Wilhelm’s last-minute jitters being of  little signifi cance. Sarajevo was not, however, 
simply a “streetcar” in the sense applied by President Lyndon Johnson’s National 
Security Adviser, McGeorge Bundy, to the Pleiku incident (the Viet Cong rocket 
attack that precipitated the American ground-troop commitment in Vietnam): i.e. 
if  this one had not been the precipitant, sooner or later another would have come 
along.28 On the contrary, Wilhelm II accepted that a suitable rallying cry—such 
as Russian aggression—was crucial for his people to support mobilization,29 and 
Moltke agreed that a war must start in circumstances that made it seem defensive 
and with Austria-Hungary standing at Germany’s side. Skillful stage management 
might help create such circumstances—and to an extent in 1914 it did—but they 
could not be manufactured from nothing and without Gavrilo Princip’s bullets 
there can be no certainty that war would have broken out that summer. On the 
eve of  the July Crisis the diplomatic options still remained open, as until then no 
power had decided to launch hostilities.

This conclusion is supported by what we know about the motives for the arms 
build-up. Among those motives were deterrence, securing the borders, managing 
crises, and enabling more off ensive strategies; but none of  them (not even the 
last) necessarily entailed a political commitment to initiate a confl ict. Thus the 
Russians appear to have carried out their 1910 reorganization without foresee-
ing how it would galvanize their potential enemies. War Minister Vladimir Suk-
homlinov, the reform’s key architect, wanted better to prepare the army for use in 
Asia, as much as in Europe, by speeding its mobilization but also by withdrawing 
its strategic concentration line to a zone lying much further behind the western 
border. Initially the reorganization went together with a defensive operational war 
plan.30 Even after 1912, when the Russians adopted a much bolder scheme to 
invade East Prussia and Austrian Galicia at the outset of  hostilities, this new de-
sign was still a contingency plan, off ering no more evidence than France’s Plan 
XVII of  an intention to launch aggression.31 On the Central Powers’ side the posi-
tion is admittedly more ambiguous. It indeed seems that by autumn 1913 most 
of  Austria-Hungary’s leaders (except for the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and the 
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Hungarian premier, István Tisza) had concluded that only war remained as a solu-
tion to the Serbian problem, and that Germany’s leaders feared that unless they 
stood by Vienna in the next Balkan crisis they might lose it as an ally.32 On the 
Dual Monarchy’s south-eastern frontier another “window of  opportunity” had 
opened, in that the Balkan Wars had almost doubled Serbia’s and Montenegro’s 
surface area but much of  the new territory was ethnically Albanian or Bulgarian 
and therefore tied down occupation forces without providing new conscripts to 
compensate; moreover, both the South Slav countries needed to reequip but they 
lacked the requisite fi nance.33 For a larger war against Russia, on the other hand, 
Austria-Hungary’s circumstances were much less favorable than a few years earlier, 
and even the Vienna hawks hesitated to start a Balkan blitzkrieg unless assured of  
German backing. Franz Conrad von Hötzendorff , the Chief  of  the General Staff , 
appreciated his army’s weaknesses and that it was lagging behind in the arms race: 
although still willing to advocate war in 1914, he regarded it as a “break-the-bank 
game” (Vabanquespiel), far riskier than in 1912 or 1909.34 

Hence Germany, once again, was crucial; and it has been argued that both the 
1912 and 1913 German laws were introduced with the acceptance and even in the 
expectation that they might lead to a general war.35 This is the nub of  the issue and 
remains the subject of  debate.36 This author’s view is that although from 1912 the 
German military and civilian leaders increasingly contemplated a preventive strike 
against France and Russia as a possible option, they were not committed to it at 
any time before the Sarajevo assassinations. Even the “blank check” represented a 
decision to provoke a localized Balkan war but only to accept the risk of  a general 
European confl ict rather than actively to provoke one as the preferred outcome to 
the crisis, and the German decision to ignite a Continental confl agration did not 
come until 31 July 1914. 

Recent research has exposed two problems with the argument that the military 
balance and domestic fi scal considerations were impelling Germany into a preven-
tive war. First, although Jack Snyder pointed out two decades ago the paradox that 
the military establishments of  the period favored off ensive strategies when the 
technology of  the period advantaged the defensive, it now seems that European 
General Staff s were far less optimistic than once was thought.37 The evidence sug-
gests that Moltke and the GGS lacked confi dence in their ability even to defeat 
France swiftly, let alone to triumph against the entire Triple Entente.38 In itself  
this is not conclusive, as they appear neither to have communicated these misgiv-
ings to their political chiefs nor to have been inhibited by them from urging a pre-
ventive strike, although possibly only to maximize Germany’s initial advantage in 
a life-and-death struggle that they believed was coming anyway. But second—and 
possibly allied to this point—despite Berlin’s fi nancial constraints, the GGS in 
spring and summer 1914 was still considering with great seriousness the possibil-
ity of  further rounds of  armaments competition, and two projects in particular. 
The fi rst was for yet another manpower law to call up and train the approximately 
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forty thousand fi t young men in each annual age cohort who still escaped military 
service, thus enlarging both the army’s peacetime and mobilized strength. Walder-
see demanded such a step (if  possible from the coming October) in a forceful 
memorandum on 18 May, and Moltke pressed the case on Wilhelm and Beth-
mann.39 The Emperor was sympathetic and supported raising taxes to pay for 
it, and the Deutscher Wehrverein lobbied for an increase. The chief  resistance came 
from War Minister Erich von Falkenhayn, who informed Moltke on 8 July that he 
agreed with the principle of  training all able-bodied men but that in order to avoid 
diluting the army’s quality the increase should be phased in after October 1916 
and spread over ten years.40 However, the military authorities were united over the 
second project, which was a massive program of  strategic railway building to be 
completed in stages down to 1917–20. Moltke presented it as the corollary of  the 
1913 law and as a riposte to the Franco-Russian railway agreement. It would entail 
three new Rhine bridges, eight more double-tracked lines to the western concen-
tration zone and one more to East Prussia, and the widening of  bottlenecks in 
the interior, thus hastening both the initial strategic concentration against France 
and the subsequent eastward redeployment. The investment needed was estimated 
at 500 million marks, whereas the one-off  costs of  the 1913 law had been 895 
million and its additional recurrent costs 184 million.41 Although Moltke and 
Falkenhayn both recommended this proposal, the fi nance ministry pleaded that it 
could spare nothing until 1916, obliging Bethmann to resort to top-secret discus-
sions with the state governments. Prussia said it could bear some of  the cost, but 
Bavaria jibbed at contributing anything signifi cant. On 16 June the GGS decided 
to send out envoys to brief  the state war ministers orally, in order to avoid writ-
ten communication.42 In fact the evidence is nicely ambiguous, suggesting that the 
German military continued to pursue long-term rearmament schemes regardless 
of  the diffi  culties, but also that the latter were formidable. Given that the obstacles 
were primarily political rather than that Germany had genuinely reached the limits 
to its fi nancial capacity, however, the outcome of  a hypothetical debate over the 
railway plan in winter 1914–15 remains open.43 The key point is that alternatives 
to preventive war stayed on the table. 

This inference assists us in constructing a counterfactual scenario, and at this 
point it is valuable to consider analogies with other arms races. The pre-1914 land 
race was one of  the most dramatic examples of  such a competition in modern 
history, and ranks among the best cases available for testing the links between 
armaments rivalry and the outbreak of  major wars. The Soviet-American Cold 
War race included several similar periods of  recurrent diplomatic confrontation, 
heightened popular anxiety, intensifi ed weapons deployment, and reorientation of  
strategic planning (notably in the years c. 1947–53, 1957–62, and 1979–83). 
Yet especially by its later stages all concerned could see that going to war must be 
a suicidal enterprise, whose destructiveness would be wholly disproportionate to 
any conceivable gains. On the other hand, the European arms race of  c. 1936–39 
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diff ered fundamentally from that of  1912–14 in that the Nazi German leadership 
was committed to a major war from the beginning, albeit against the Soviet Union 
rather than the West. Even an analysis confi ned to pre-1914 cases, however, brings 
out the perhaps elementary point that arms races do not invariably end in wars. On 
the contrary, they may terminate when one competitor is crippled by insolvency 
or revolution, or turns to face a more pressing threat elsewhere.44 Britain’s late 
nineteenth-century naval race against France and Russia was ended by entente with 
France and by defeat and revolution in Russia in 1904–5; the Austro-Italian race 
was suspended after Italy invaded Libya and Austria-Hungary again faced danger 
from Russia and Serbia; and the Anglo-German naval race lost much of  its impe-
tus after 1912 when Germany ran into budgetary crisis and felt more threatened 
on land. It may be objected that naval contests were inherently safer aff airs, being 
conducted over more peripheral confl icts of  interest between antagonists who were 
separated by water, and proceeding at a slower tempo because of  the lengthy lead 
times before spending decisions were translated into capital ships. If  we seek a 
fi rmer basis for generalization by restricting ourselves to land races, perhaps the 
closest comparators with 1912–14 are the Franco-Prussian race in the 1860s and 
especially the German-Austro-Franco-Russian competition in the 1880s. Analysis 
of  the three cases is suggestive. One of  the most disturbing features of  the pre-
1914 land arms race was its speed. Within a few years the relative stability of  the 
early twentieth century collapsed, and an intense competition superseded it.45 The 
arms race of  the 1860s was similarly dramatic and arguably culminated in a poten-
tial “power transition” comparable to that of  1912–14, as the Prussian advantage 
created by Albrecht von Roon’s 1864 reform was threatened when the French Sec-
ond Empire at last began to organize its superior resources.46 Still more intriguing 
is the comparison with the 1880s, a period also characterized by interlocking 
diplomatic crises in Eastern and Western Europe and by a succession of  army 
bills, albeit entailing much smaller increases in spending and in recruitment.47 Yet 
that rivalry appears to have stabilized in the 1890s with all the combatants at 
a higher level of  preparedness but polarized in approximate parity between the 
Austro-German alliance and a newly forged Franco-Russian bloc. This historical 
excursion not only illuminates the most dangerous characteristics of  the pre-1914 
land race but also underlines that arms race can have many outcomes. 

What were the prospects for the pre-1914 land race ending peacefully? There 
was some evidence in early 1914 that the two “peripheral” races were regaining 
momentum: Britain approved monies for four new capital ships while Italy was re-
covering from its Libyan imbroglio and its army received a new equipment credit. 
But neither the Germans nor the Austrians responded by diverting resources from 
the central competition against Russia and France. If  Europe had remained peace-
ful until the autumn, France might have revised the Three-Year Law, though it 
is unlikely that the change would have been great. Russia faced an internal strike 
wave, but the authorities were containing it. Austria-Hungary’s nationalist discon-
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tents still had little impact on its defence policy. There was scant evidence that any 
participant in the land arms race was about to drop out. Although expenditure lev-
els were high by previous peacetime standards, as percentages of  national income 
they were lower than in the later 1930s or during much of  the Cold War. Nor does 
a new “diplomatic revolution” severing Britain from Russia (although speculated 
about at the time) seem to have been likely in the next few years. Hence the most 
pertinent question is whether the arms race might have settled down without a po-
litical upheaval, as did that of  the 1880s. Multilateral diplomacy would have been 
unlikely to have a role: the proposals at the 1899 and 1907 Hague Peace Confer-
ences (discussed in Jost Dülff er’s chapter in this volume) for agreed limitations 
on military budgets and on weapons innovation had achieved next to nothing, in 
part because all the powers objected on principle to such initiatives as intrusions 
on their sovereignty. Bilateral diplomacy had likewise failed between Britain and 
Germany, even though a two-power naval rivalry in which capital ships provided 
an easily detectable and measurable unit of  strength was much more susceptible to 
negotiation than was an inter-bloc contest on land. Yet in fact after 1912 Britain 
and Germany were approaching an eight to fi ve ratio in capital ships that was ac-
ceptable to both sides; if  one way of  interpreting wars is as tests of  disputed power 
relationships between states, the naval race had fulfi lled such a function without 
resort to bloodshed.48 On land, however, no such stabilization around a mutually 
acceptable numerical ratio was in prospect. On the contrary, Germany acted as it 
did in the July Crisis precisely because it foresaw otherwise an impending shift 
to its irrevocable disadvantage. The French and Russians had almost immediately 
trumped its 1913 law, and if  it did nothing its remaining margin of  military su-
periority would dissipate. German anxiety would have remained acute even if  there 
had been no Balkan crisis or European war in summer 1914, and that anxiety 
would have made containing any future crisis extremely diffi  cult. Yet because the 
Germans would have hesitated to precipitate hostilities without a pretext adequate 
to carry the Austrians and their own public opinion with them, if  the Balkans had 
remained quiet it remains conceivable that the arms race might have continued 
without a war. In such a scenario it seems implausible, however, that the Germans 
would have placidly resigned themselves to strategic inferiority and to forfeiting 
their great-power status. The most likely outcome would probably have been a 
further “armaments turning point” in Berlin like that of  1911–12, further down-
grading the navy and releasing the relatively aff ordable sums needed for Moltke’s 
railway program and another recruitment expansion. New political coalitions had 
formed to counter an external threat before, and they might have done so again. 
And that outcome, if  France and Russia had acquiesced in it (and refrained from 
preventive war themselves), might have restored equilibrium by the end of  the 
decade, as both sides secured their borders with much stronger garrisons and both 
endowed their armies with modernized artillery and transport and built fortifi ca-
tion infrastructures that could support both attacking and defensive operations. In 
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other words, stable mutual deterrence, as appears to have been established between 
the European powers in the 1890s and would be so again between Moscow and 
Washington in the 1960s, was a possible alternative world.

Holger Affl  erbach has rightly emphasized the will for peace among the Eu-
ropean governments, which showed itself  in their determination to subordinate 
military sabre rattling to diplomatic exigencies through the run of  crises that pre-
ceded 1914. None of  these crises was beyond the control of  the governments of  
the day; and of  those governments it was arguably the German one that controlled 
its military most tightly and perceived most clearly the danger that such crises 
might run away from statesmen and propel them inadvertently into hostilities.49 
Yet the Germans’ earlier caution makes the risks they ran in 1914 appear all the 
more striking, and underlines how fundamentally the land arms race had altered 
international politics. Ironically—and tragically—there was no need for Germany 
to respond as drastically as it did to security dilemmas that were less acute than it 
feared and were in substantial measure of  its own making. That a peaceful alterna-
tive scenario is plausible strengthens the contention that the arms race need not 
have culminated in bloodshed. But this conclusion leads us back to the question of  
the quality and integrity of  leadership, and to the ruinously irresponsible gamble 
for which the German authorities opted. And it was precisely with this question 
that the debate over war origins began.
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Chapter 8

THE GERMAN AND AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN 
GENERAL STAFFS AND THEIR REFLECTIONS 

ON AN “IMPOSSIBLE” WAR

Günther Kronenbitter

!

In May 1914, Helmuth von Moltke, the chief  of  the German General Staff , was 
enjoying the waters at the Bohemian spa of  Karlsbad. Since 1905, when he had 
taken over from Alfred von Schlieff en, the political and strategic situation of  Ger-
many had been changed for the worse. As a result of  the Russo-Japanese War 
and the 1905–6 Russian Revolution the leverage of  military superiority on the 
European continent had made it possible for the German General Staff  to present 
war as an eff ective political tool to the civilian leadership. Without the imminent 
threat of  a two-front war against France and Russia, Moltke had been able to base 
Germany’s deployment plans on the concepts of  his predecessor and rely on a 
“France-fi rst” strategy. By 1914, the formation of  the Triple Entente, the Rus-
sian rearmament program, diplomatic setbacks, the growing isolation of  Germany, 
and worries about the internal stability and deteriorating international situation 
of  Austria-Hungary, its closest ally, had weakened the German Reich politically 
and militarily. Not prone to unsound outbursts of  optimism at the best of  times, 
in 1914 Moltke feared the worst was yet to come. Before leaving for Bohemia, he 
had asked for the introduction of  actual universal conscription as the only way to 
counter the military build-up of  the Entente in general and Russia in particular. 
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Otherwise, in a few years Germany would have to bow to the overwhelming supe-
riority of  its foes in any international crisis to come.1

Moltke did not expect the outbreak of  a general war in Europe in the short run. 
But he was deeply convinced that sooner or later the Entente powers would be well 
prepared for a war. As a military leader, he could not think of  a situation in which 
an alliance strong enough to win a war would not choose to use its military power 
to subjugate or to destroy its foes. As soon as it seemed possible to win a Euro-
pean war, the stronger alliance would be likely to wage it or at least threaten to 
wage it. The General Staff ’s dire warnings concerning Russia’s armament program 
and its consequences were based on the assumption that international politics 
were shaped by power blocs struggling for mastery.2 In 1914, the Entente powers’ 
military build-up was still incomplete; an off ensive war against Germany was im-
probable. A memorandum written in May 1914 by Georg Graf  von Waldersee, 
Moltke’s Generalquartiermeister I and his right hand man in political matters, fol-
lowed this line of  thought. Waldersee wanted to make the case for a renewed eff ort 
to increase the fi ghting power of  the German army, and therefore he gave a rather 
pessimistic picture of  Germany’s relative decline in the near future. His prognosis, 
that the Entente would be ready for war against Germany and its allies in a few 
years, came with a more favorable view of  the situation in 1914 attached to it. 
This opened what political scientists used to call a window of  opportunity: “From 
these considerations it can be deduced that Germany will not have to endure an 
attack in the immediate future in the normal course of  events; on the other hand, 
she not only has no reason to avoid a confl ict whatever the situation, rather, the 
prospects for coming out of  a great European war quickly and victoriously are 
today still very favourable for Germany and also for the Triple Alliance. Soon this 
will no longer be the case.”3

This analysis was shared by Alberto Pollio, Moltke’s opposite number in Italy, 
who compared the situation of  Germany and its allies in 1914 to Prussia’s en-
circlement on the eve of  the Seven Years War, suggesting a preemptive strike as 
the best way to deal with the strategic threat.4 Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, 
the chief  of  the Austro-Hungarian General Staff  since 1906, did not have to be 
converted to this assessment. Relentlessly, Conrad had been advocating preemp-
tive wars as the only viable solution to Austria-Hungary’s security dilemma, to the 
point of  provoking his dismissal in 1911.5 The Balkan War of  1912 and the in-
ternational crisis triggered by Austria-Hungary’s response to Serbian expansionism 
had brought Conrad back to offi  ce. To his great disappointment, Austria-Hungary’s 
“militant diplomacy” (as Sam Williamson has described it) in 1912–13 had not 
provoked a war against Serbia or Montenegro.6 According to Conrad, this was 
partly due to the lack of  resolve within the political elite in general and in the for-
eign offi  ce in particular. But he also had to blame the heir apparent to the throne, 
Archduke Francis Ferdinand, and Germany’s rather lukewarm support. This expe-
rience shaped his expectations when he paid a visit to Moltke on 12 May. Conrad 
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and Moltke knew each other quite well, having cooperated closely since 1908–09. 
At their meeting in Karlsbad, they came to the conclusion that there was still a 
window of  opportunity open to the Triple Alliance but that the strategic position 
would deteriorate rapidly. Unfortunately, the political leaders in Berlin, Vienna, 
and Budapest would not muster the resolve to provoke a war in time.7

In the July crisis, monarchs and politicians in Germany and Austria-Hungary 
proved Conrad and Moltke wrong. The military did not need to prod civilian 
decision makers to provoke a “Third Balkan War” and to risk a Great European 
War in the July Crisis. Rulers and statesman, diplomats and opinion leaders were 
already accustomed to defi ning security almost exclusively in terms of  military 
power. Only at the very end of  July did Moltke play an important role in the esca-
lation of  the crisis. To be sure, Moltke had tried hard to make the political leaders 
in Berlin aware of  the advantages of  preventive war. As Annika Mombauer argues 
convincingly, he was not just a reluctant military leader, shying away from politics, 
and no one ever doubted that Conrad did his very best to propagate his credo of  
preventive war.8 But for years, Conrad—and to a lesser degree Moltke—had tried 
to infl uence foreign policy without tangible results. The July Crisis and the deci-
sion to go to war seemed to them somewhat belated—it would have been much 
more timely some years earlier. A close look at Moltke’s memorandum written on 
28 July, reveals his ambiguous feelings when he contemplated the dangerous road 
ahead of  him, leading on from the coup de main against Liège to the devastating ef-
fects of  modern warfare on human civilization.9 And even Conrad, distracted by a 
love aff air, seemed muted in the July Crisis, at least by comparison with his usual 
warmongering in the years before. The Great War was a hazardous gamble, Con-
rad conceded.10 It could destroy the social and political order of  Europe or even 
human civilization. But neither Conrad nor Moltke wanted to lose their credibility 
by opposing the decision to go to war.

Why were the chiefs of  the General Staff s in Berlin and Vienna willing to risk 
such a war? The most popular explanatory tool for historians dealing with this 
question used to be the “short war illusion.”11 According to Lancelot Farrar and 
those who followed his line of  interpretation, war—even a great power war—seemed 
to be a viable option because up to 1914, military experts were still expecting the 
next war to be short. Off ensive war plans should pave the way for swift, decisive 
campaigns. The German war plan looks like the epitome of  such an approach. 
With hindsight, it is obvious that general staff s in Europe had failed to learn the 
lessons of  the American Civil War, the second part of  the French-German War, 
the Boer War, and the Russo-Japanese War. Industrialized warfare, people’s war, 
the eff ect of  modern infantry fi re, machine guns, and quick-fi ring artillery were not 
taken into account by military planners as thoroughly as they should have been. 
Future war, the argument goes, was still expected to be based on the model of  the 
Wars of  German Unifi cation. The “ideology of  the off ensive” provided the mili-
tary elite in Europe with a coherent thought pattern.12 It could be applied to tacti-
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cal, operational, strategic, and political aspects of  warfare and war planning. The 
German General Staff , which had to live up to its reputation and fi nd a way to 
deal with a two-front war, opted for an off ensive operation against France along 
the lines of  Schlieff en’s plan of  1905. Based on rigid timetables and implemented 
without the number of  troops envisaged by Schlieff en, this plan proved to be 
a recipe for disaster in 1914. Gerhard Ritter’s harsh criticism of  Schlieff en and 
his disciples, who had accused Moltke of  tinkering with Schlieff en’s infallible 
plan, became received wisdom in the 1960s and 70s.13 That the German General 
Staff  honestly believed in a quick, decisive strike against the French army and the 
subsequent redeployment of  troops to the Eastern Front, was part of  the gener-
ally accepted historical account. If  Europe’s general staff s had confi dence in their 
plans—or in those of  their allies—it was not diffi  cult to see why they were hoping 
for victory.

In recent years, several aspects of  this traditional view have been subjected to 
criticism. Terence Zuber’s thesis on the Schlieff en Plan—or to put it more pre-
cisely: on its non-existence—provoked a debate which need not be dealt with here. 
Zuber’s wide-ranging conclusions concerning the allegedly defensive posture of  
Germany in 1914 have drawn a lot of  fi re. Aside from those rather far-fetched as-
sertions, Zuber pointed out that there was more fl exibility in Germany’s war prep-
arations than many historians used to imagine.14 The changes made in Germany’s 
war plans between 1905 and 1914 were to a high degree reactions to political and 
strategic considerations. Annika Mombauer is certainly right to propose the term 
“Moltke Plan” or “Moltke-Schlieff en Plan” as more appropriate for the war plans 
of  1914.15 Both modifi cations of  the traditional account of  German war planning 
should make historians aware of  the fact that we still do not know enough about 
the way the General Staff  worked and how decisions on war preparations were 
actually made. Informal hierarchies and networks should be subjected to closer 
scrutiny. Stig Förster has recently pointed out that the German General Staff  was 
characterized by diff erent approaches to warfare and war planning, one in the tra-
dition of  the Elder Moltke and rather sceptical about operational recipes for all-
out victory, the other embodied by Schlieff en. The complex interaction between 
diff erent cliques and diff erent concepts of  war in the time of  the Younger Moltke 
calls for a detailed analysis. According to Förster there is evidence for Moltke be-
ing closer to his uncle’s school of  thought.16

This would fi t in with another aspect of  Förster’s revisionist interpretation: the 
chief  of  the German General Staff  did not really share the “short war illusion.” 
The Elder Moltke doubted that there was a viable military solution to Germany’s 
strategic problems in case of  a two-front war. Preventive war against France or Rus-
 sia at a favorable situation seemed to be an option to Moltke and his deputy and
successor, Waldersee the Elder. Nevertheless, Moltke came to acknowledge the con-
sequences of  modern warfare in the age of  mass armies and improved fi repower: 
France was able to emulate Germany’s military innovations and a rapid annihila-

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The German and Austro-Hungarian General Staff s • 153

tion of  the French army could become almost impossible to achieve. The General 
Staff  had to face a diffi  cult task. As Major General Friedrich Köpke put it in 1895, 
“We cannot expect rapid and decisive victories. Army and nation will have to get 
used to that thought early on in order to avoid alarming pessimism right at the 
beginning of  the war that could become a great danger for the outcome. Positional 
warfare in general, the struggle surrounding long fronts of  fi eld fortifi cations, the 
siege of  large fortresses, must be carried out victoriously.”17

Schlieff en, desperate to avoid a war of  attrition, worked on an operational so-
lution to the strategic dilemma. When he fi nally devised his plan of  a campaign 
against France in the Große Denkschrift, Russia could be neglected—but only for a 
short time. In the longer run, it became clear to Moltke the Younger that Schlief-
fen had failed to square the circle. This called for an adjustment of  German war 
plans. The off ensive against France might fail to bring about the annihilation of  
the French army as quickly as scheduled by the General Staff , and it would be wise 
to prepare for a war that would take longer. Moltke’s decision to respect Dutch 
neutrality in order to keep open a “windpipe” for German overseas trade—as well 
as plans to store huge amounts of  grain—indicate a growing expectation of  a 
prolonged confl ict. Yet although Moltke was unsure that Germany would be able 
to wage a victorious and short war, he did not fi ght desperately for the human and 
fi nancial resources needed in a long one.18 And whatever was on Moltke’s mind in 
the last days of  July 1914, as soon as the outbreak of  war became an irreversible 
fact, the mood in the General Staff  was cheerful.19 

In the Austro-Hungarian General Staff , too, a high degree of  optimism was in 
the air at the end of  July, but feelings were somewhat less euphoric.20 Given the 
Habsburg Monarchy’s military record in the nineteenth century, Russia’s military 
potential, and the belated decision to redeploy the 2nd Army from the Balkan 
theater of  war to the northeast, it is no surprise to fi nd some offi  cers having sec-
ond thoughts. Ever since the 1870s, planning for war case “R,” war against Russia, 
had been the Austro-Hungarian General Staff ’s most diffi  cult task. Only with the 
promise of  German assistance and a moderate expansion of  the railway system in 
Galicia, could the General Staff  hope to defeat the Russians in the early stages of  
the war. Other war scenarios caused little concern—a victory against the Italians 
or the Serbs was considered to be a foregone conclusion. Under the leadership of  
Conrad, the General Staff  started to produce new war plans for a broad range of  
possible cases. As long as Russia did not get involved, any war could be won by the 
k.u.k. (Imperial and Royal) Army. Moreover, the agreement between Conrad and 
Moltke in 1909 on coalition warfare in the east provided the Austro-Hungarian 
General Staff  with a solid basis for planning a war against the Tsar’s army. Now, 
even a two-front war against Russia and Italy or Serbia seemed to be manageable, 
and the question as to how to switch deployment plans during mobilization caused 
the biggest headache for Conrad and his offi  cers. In such an eventuality, close co-
operation between the foreign offi  ce and the general staff  would be crucial to the 
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deployment. It would be diffi  cult to get the timing right but this did not appear to 
be an unsolvable problem.21

When Conrad took over from Beck in 1906, he aimed at a root-and-branch 
reform of  the army. His achievements were quite impressive, and he earned the 
respect of  many offi  cers. The usual infi ghting between diff erent cliques within the 
general staff  did not stop in 1906, but younger offi  cers in particular admired Con-
rad’s courage and energy. He became a role model and instilled self-confi dence in 
the offi  cer corps. In many ways, the German-Prussian system of  war preparations 
set a benchmark for the k.u.k. Army. In comparison with its mighty ally, Austria-
Hungary was still lagging behind in 1914, but there were remarkable improve-
ments in most fi elds of  war preparations, ranging from new armament programs 
and a higher number of  recruits to more “realistic” training for troops and more 
rigorous standards for the selection of  senior offi  cers. Whereas the cohesion of  the 
multiethnic army seemed to be endangered by modern nationalism in the longer 
run, the Habsburg Empire’s ground forces were in much better shape in 1914 than 
in 1906. Conrad was an ardent believer in the “ideology of  the off ensive,” promot-
ing preventive war, off ensive operations, and the superiority of  the off ensive on the 
battlefi eld. The lessons of  the Napoleonic Wars and the wars of  1859, 1866, and 
1870–71 were still considered to provide young offi  cers with valuable operational 
and tactical principles. There was an abundance of  evidence to the contrary from 
the Boer War and the Russo-Japanese War, but the general staff  in Vienna refused 
to learn the lesson about the eff ects of  modern weaponry on warfare. What Con-
rad and his staff  did not try to contemplate were the repercussions of  tactical 
innovations for operational and strategic war preparations. Manchuria confi rmed 
them—just as their colleagues in France and Germany—in their preferences. To 
them, the Japanese victories bore witness to the superiority of  the off ensive and to 
the overwhelming importance of  morale. It was possible to win a war.22

But how long would it take to force the enemy to surrender? This was not 
discussed explicitly, but the most basic strategic model—fi ghting a two-front war 
as a sequence of  two one-front wars—was based on the expectation that some kind 
of  a decisive victory could be achieved in a couple of  weeks. “Decisive” is a ubiqui-
tous term in documents related to war planning but the precise meaning of the term 
is somewhat hard to defi ne. Obviously, it implied the severe disruption of  the 
enemy’s military forces. However, even a war on one front, not to mention a two-
front war, could not simply be decided by successful campaigns. As long as the enemy 
refused to give up, the war could not be ended. The second part of  the Franco-
Prussian War was a case in point, and military planners in Berlin and Vienna were 
aware of  the problem. And in contrast to France in 1871, Germany’s and Austria-
Hungary’s enemies in a future war could rely on allies to come to their support. 
Military innovations and alliances would make it even harder to predict the dura-
tion of  a war.23
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Otto Berndt, a k. u. k. general staff  offi  cer who published a textbook on military 
statistics in 1897, expected any future war to last for several months but probably 
not for more than a year.24 We do not know whether Conrad would have agreed 
with this rough estimate. As in Germany, business people, politicians, and the mil-
itary in Austria-Hungary started to prepare for the economic and administrative 
eff ects of  war. Looking at these plans and regulations discussed in the last three 
years of  peace, it is quite clear that they were not prepared to deal with the conse-
quences of  a protracted war.25 This comes as no surprise because a long war was 
perceived to be a disaster for the economically vulnerable and politically unstable 
Dual Monarchy, something that Austria-Hungary could not survive. But neither 
would Russia, the Habsburg Monarchy’s most dangerous potential foe. Like the 
German military leadership, the General Staff  in Vienna came to hope that the 
turmoil of  war would ignite a revolution in Russia. Only extreme reactionaries like 
Francis Ferdinand, who wanted to preserve the remnants of  Europe’s traditional 
political order, came to the conclusion that a war against Russia had to be avoided 
at all costs. Most general staff  offi  cers could console themselves with the thought 
that the Tsar’s regime was at least as fragile as the Habsburg Monarchy. A long war 
might seal Russia’s fate well before the collapse of  Austria-Hungary.26

The mobilization and deployment plans of  the general staff s in Berlin and 
Vienna were based on the assumption that it was possible to prepare for victorious 
opening rounds in a fi ght for existence. Some high-ranking offi  cers were just eager 
to fi ght and prove that they could live up to the principles of  Europe’s martial 
traditions. Those military leaders with a higher degree of  sensitivity felt a shiver 
when they were writing and talking about the calamity that an all-out war would 
bring about. Moltke the Younger and Blasius Schemua, who replaced Conrad as 
Chief  of  the General Staff  in 1911–12, are perfect examples. They were both in 
touch with esoteric and anthroposophist circles, which were as fashionable around 
the turn of  the century as they now seem obscure to us. We should resist the 
temptation to make too much of  this specifi c background when we are looking for 
the ideological sources of  belligerence in the military elite. Moltke and Schemua 
were a little bit more prone to gloomy predictions but when it came to drawing a 
conclusion and giving advice, they off ered exactly the same solution to the political 
and strategic problems as their less high-minded colleagues: unless you are willing 
to surrender, sooner or later you will have to fi ght for the survival of  the traditional 
political order in Europe; given the deteriorating strategic situation, it would be 
better to fi ght. In their refl ections on future war, Conrad, Schemua, Moltke, and 
many other high-ranking offi  cers argued for war along the lines of  Social Darwin-
ism. War was inherent in man’s nature and all the destructive energies mobilized in 
fi ghting were nature’s tool to foster progress.27

It might seem strange to fi nd Austro-Hungarian offi  cers waxing lyrical about 
“the survival of  the fi ttest,” but there was hope that the new “sick man of  Europe” 
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would be able to muster up the courage to counter the forces of  destruction. After 
the assassination of  Francis Ferdinand, Austria-Hungary’s military attaché in Greece, 
Gabriel Tánczos, cast in the same Social Darwinist mould as Conrad or Schemua, 
called for war as the only way to defend Austria-Hungary’s very existence. Accord-
ing to him, the fi ght against Serbia might be the beginning of  a longer period of  
war in Europe, but Austria-Hungary had to accept this risk. Fighting for survival 
might even rejuvenate the Habsburg Monarchy. Then he explained why he did not 
even bother to refl ect on a possible failure: he believed in success, Tánczos wrote, 
and even a partial failure would be less harmful than inaction. To be sure, in a war 
against Russia, Austria-Hungary might face destruction and not only a partial 
failure. But even at the end of  the July Crisis, when the plans for case “R” had to 
be implemented, the same kind of  logic prevailed: doing nothing would make it 
impossible to save the Habsburg Monarchy from destruction; war was a high-risk 
gamble but at least it off ered a chance to win.28

Some military experts and publicists, who were cast in the same Social Darwinist 
and belligerent mould, called for a massive build-up of  the armed forces and a 
more thorough militarization of  society in order to make Germany—and to a 
lesser extent Austria-Hungary—ready for modern warfare.29 The chiefs of  the gen-
eral staff s in Berlin and Vienna pressed their armament programs on the ministries 
of  war and on civilian decision makers up to the end of  July 1914. The dire warn -
ings in their memoranda on the balance of  power in Europe were a classical dual-
purpose argument and justifi ed calls for preventive war and for a systematic military 
build-up. There is no need to discard one of the alternatives presented to the civil ian 
leaders as a tool of  deception. From Conrad’s and Moltke’s point of  view, both 
options, to wage war or to invest in the military forces on a massive scale, would 
have improved Germany’s and Austria-Hungary’s strategic situation. It was hard 
to calculate the consequences of  a military build-up for the balance of  power, not 
just because of  the not so distant possibility that the Entente might out-spend 
Germany and the Habsburg Monarchy. Much closer to Conrad’s and Moltke’s 
mind was the fact that shifts in the pattern of  alliances might undo the eff ects of  
a spending spree overnight.

Fearful of  losing important alliance partners, Moltke and Conrad entered on a 
new wave of  negotiations with their opposite numbers in Rome and Bucharest—in 
vain, as we now know. The governments of  Rumania or Italy did not let their deci-
sions be swayed by this kind of  military diplomacy. Staff  conversations were no 
substitute for a reliable political commitment. Nevertheless, by 1914 both Conrad 
and Moltke had grown accustomed to thinking of  future war in terms of  alliances 
and the repercussions of  Balkan politics. At their meeting in Karlsbad, they dis-
cussed the changing international situation and concluded unanimously that war 
was inevitable in the long run, but its outbreak improbable for the next couple of  
months, and that it would be possible to win a war if  it were started immediately. 
Neither Moltke nor Conrad questioned the feasibility of  their ally’s war plans. 
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When Conrad wanted to learn from Moltke how long it would take to defeat the 
French fi eld army and to start the redeployment of  German troops, Moltke’s reply 
was evasive to say the least. This is less astounding than the fact that Conrad did 
not even try to obtain a more precise answer. Moltke, on his part, never dared to 
doubt that the k.u.k. Army would be capable of  fi ghting the Russians successfully. 
Politics had become more important than purely military considerations—as the 
politicians went to war because they followed a restricted, militarized concept of  
security, the general staff s in Berlin and Vienna had become too politicized to as-
sess the military situation properly. War had to be possible.
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Part III
!

HOPES AND FEARS OF  WAR AND PEACE
SUBJECTIVE EXPECTATIONS AND 

UNSPOKEN ASSUMPTIONS IN 
EUROPEAN SOCIETIES BEFORE 1914
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Chapter 9

THE TOPOS OF  IMPROBABLE WAR 
IN EUROPE BEFORE 1914

Holger Affl  erbach

!

I. The Golden Age of  Security

“I will never forget 1 August 1914. The memory of  this day will always recall a 
profound feeling of  quietness, of  lost tension, of  ‘all is well.’” Surprisingly, this 
was how Sebastian Haff ner described the day World War I broke out in his book, 
Memories of a German. His family spent their holidays in the countryside of  Pomera-
nia, well removed from world aff airs. In fact, newspapers did not arrive there until 
the next day. And so, on this August evening, there was a feeling of  safety in com-
parison to the preceding days. Haff ner wrote:

I will not forget the quiet and confi dent sound of  their voices, the clear voice of  
my father and the sonorous bass of  the landowner, and how reassuring the aromatic 
smoke of  their slowly consumed cigars was as it rose in small columns into the air. 
And the more they talked, the clearer, the better and more consoling things became. 
Yes, in the end it had become obviously clear that war was impossible. And for that 
reason, we would not be afraid, but would remain here until the end of  our holidays, 
as always.1

At the moment Haff ner’s father and his host were drawing to these conclusions, 
the German government was issuing ultimata to France and Russia, and the out-
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break of  war was only hours away. But the deceptive feeling of  security, the idea 
that war could not come, that it was highly improbable, most likely impossible, 
was widespread in Europe that summer. Stefan Zweig, on a beach holiday in July, 
wrote in his Memoirs of a European,

If  I try to fi nd a handy formula for the times before 1914, in which I was raised 
up, I hope to be most precise if  I say, ‘it was the golden age of  security. … Nobody 
believed in wars, in revolutions, or overthrows. Everything radical, everything violent 
seemed already impossible in an age of  reason.2

Zweig described a Europe that held a somnambulistic belief  in progress: “Nobody 
believed in barbarous atavisms like wars between the peoples of  Europe, as nobody 
believed in witches or ghosts; our fathers were very deeply infl uenced by faith in 
the unfailing strength of  tolerance and conciliation.”3

It might be questioned whether either impression was typical of  1914 Europe. 
Both writers were of  very liberal political inclinations and wrote down their mem-
ories in the 1930’s, many years after the events and in the shadow of  new and dan-
gerous political developments. It is therefore reasonable to debate the reliability of  
these sources. But in their tenor they agree with numerous other documented rec-
ollections of  that period. Europe was on holiday in summer 1914, and the diaries 
and sources of  high-ranking politicians, diplomats, and military offi  cials did not 
express undue concern before the Austrian government delivered the ultimatum to 
Serbia. The Bavarian general Wenninger was on holiday in Bornholm and wrote in 
his diary that he saw no reason to be worried about international politics.4 Fritz 
Endres, a historian who was “fanatically interested in politics,” wrote several post-
cards on 30 July 1914 from his holiday residence in Oberammergau. He men-
tioned the “usual holiday business,” made scholarly remarks and harmless requests 
for books, and showed no sign of  being worried about war.5 Dominik Richert 
was stationed in the summer of  1914 as a German soldier in an army barracks in 
Württemberg. He had no premonition about the coming confl ict, and neither did 
his comrades. They were woken by their master sergeant on the night of  30 July, 
at 10:00 PM, greatly surprised to hear about an imminent war: “War? Where? 
Against whom? Naturally, we soon came to an understanding that we would prob-
ably have to fi ght the French again.”6 The French President and Prime Minister 
were, in the meantime, on their way back from a state visit to Russia. The junior 
minister Abel Ferry wrote on 29 July 1914: “When they landed at Dunkirk, nei-
ther Viviani, nor Poincaré wanted to believe in war” and they thought he had over-
reacted in calling army units from Morocco back to France.7 The French socialist 
leader Jean Jaurès—who was assassinated soon afterwards—was also optimistic on 
30 July 1914: “It will be like Agadir. There will be ups and downs, but things will 
rearrange themselves.”8 Very well-informed German contemporaries also thought 
a war was improbable. When Arthur Zimmermann, Undersecretary of  State in 
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the German Foreign Offi  ce, heard for the fi rst time from Hoyos about Vienna’s 
plans, he said that any Austrian action against Serbia would lead to escalation and 
European war.9 But the feeling of  security soon got the upper hand: he repeatedly 
said in these July weeks that the situation was “still quite earnest,” but he did not 
believe “in great European confl icts” or the “great continental war.” He thought 
Austria Hungary would “slap the Serbs on the fi ngers” and in that way become a 
strong member of  the Triple Alliance again.10

The German military leadership was on holiday as well. Chief  of  Staff  Hel-
muth von Moltke, the German government’s leading advocate of  a preventive war, 
was in Carlsbad for health treatments. An interruption of  his stay was considered 
to be unnecessary.11 His colleague, Erich von Falkenhayn, Prussian minister of  
war, was on the island of  Juist with his family. He did not expect war either. He 
was busy with peacetime army plans for 1916, and so was his ministry.12 General 
von Lyncker, chief  of  the Imperial military cabinet, had travelled with Wilhelm II 
to Norway. On 21 July 1914, shortly before the Austrians handed over the ulti-
matum to Serbia, he believed that the voyage would continue as in the years before, 
and that a premature return was possible, but not probable.13 

Some historians speculate that these were merely tactics of  deception by the 
German government and argue that Berlin wished to allay any international suspi-
cion of  war plans by sending the Kaiser and the military chiefs on holiday.14 But 
just as high-ranking German military offi  cers did not expect war at the beginning 
of  July 1914, nearly no one abroad believed the Sarajevo aff air would escalate into 
a continental war. The British Prime Minister, Herbert Henry Asquith, spent the 
month working on the Ulster question, examining religious statistics of  the bor-
der counties in Ireland in order to draw a line acceptable to both parties. “A war 
seemed unthinkable to me in that moment.”15 When the Italian senator Alberto 
Pansa, former Italian ambassador in Berlin, was informed of  the Austrian ultima-
tum, he still refused to believe in the possibility of  war, calling it in his diary “una 
tale follia” (such a crazy thing).16 

That nobody seemed to believe in the possibility of  a great war between the 
great powers was claimed by David Lloyd George in his memoirs.17 Ernst von Salo-
mon, in his autobiography The Questionnaire, later mocked those in 1914 who had 
believed “it was impossible that a war could break out in the twentieth century.”18 
This, for example, had been the conviction of  Joyce Cary, the novelist, who, just 
down from Trinity College, Oxford in October 1912, had taken part in the First 
Balkan War: “I wanted the experience of  war. I thought there would be no more 
wars.”19 It would be possible to add here hundreds of  similar quotations to prove 
that this common belief, this “topos” of  the improbability of  war, was as fi rmly 
held as the belief  of  the Titanic’s passengers in the infallibility of  modern technol-
ogy. Both beliefs proved to be ill founded. In reality, there was much in Europe 
that pointed to war: the relentless armaments race, imperialist designs to dominate 
other countries, colonial rivalries, exacerbated nationalism, and intensifying diplo-
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matic crises.20 Does it not seem much more probable that contemporaries would 
have talked of  the inevitability of  a coming Great War; and that people would 
think its outbreak was only a question of  time, a natural and inevitable outcome 
of  the era of  European imperialism? Such opinions were indeed expressed in 1913 
and 1914 by Albert Ballin and Colonel House, who said that the European army 
and naval arms race must lead “to confl ict.”21 Marxists were warning of  an inevita-
ble confl agration as well, as, for other reasons, were military leaders.22 

Such opinions turned out to be more accurate predictions of  the future, but 
this chapter will explore how far they were representative or genuine. One thing 
is certain: they have strongly infl uenced the historiography and the interpretation 
of  World War I as an inevitable outcome of  the pre-1914 domestic and interna-
tional order. Nobody made this case better than did James Joll, Eric Hobsbawm 
and especially Wolfgang J. Mommsen, in whose essay “The “Topos of  Inevitable 
War,” 23 we can read:

“But above all, the view gained ground that the inevitable imperialist expansion of  
the major states into the still undeveloped areas of  the globe, regarded as indispens-
able for the survival of  the homeland in future eras, could not be carried out without 
severe warlike encounters between the rival major powers. Under the infl uence of  
these developments a tendency emerged, fostered by imperialist enthusiasm, towards 
the use of  violence and war. Violence was increasingly regarded as an essential ele-
ment in international relations and indeed positively welcomed. On the other hand, 
as a sort of  refl ex of  these ideas, a basically fatalistic attitude developed which began 
to see a world war as sooner or later inevitable. … This weakened, from a formal 
point of  view, resistance to aggressive tendencies. The widespread assumption that 
war must come sooner or later, whatever particular policies might be pursued, had, 
in the fi nal analysis, the eff ect of  a ‘self-fulfi lling prophecy.’”24 

Especially after the Agadir crisis of  1911 there was, according to Mommsen, a 
very real “cult of  inevitability.”25 The symptomatic German title of  the book in 
which his essay appeared, was, “Ready for War.”26

But how do we reconcile this “cult of  inevitability,” which made war possible by 
creating a fatalistic atmosphere, with the somnambulant belief  in the stability of  
European civilization, in the improbability of  a great war? In recent years, histori-
cal research has raised doubts about the thesis of  a “topos of  inevitable war” and a 
general war mood in Europe before 1914, and has suggested the need for revision, 
giving more attention to factors of  political détente.27

It is absolutely necessary to recognize that leaders then, as they do now, con-
sidered scale when contemplating confl icts. Distinctions were made between the 
“small” wars of  the period and a hypothetical “Great War,” a generalized confl ict 
between the European great powers. Here we will concentrate just on the latter, 
the coming Great War. There is unanimous consensus that nearly everyone at the 
time expected that such a Great War, should it occur, would be a catastrophe, an 
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“Armageddon.”28 Not only convinced pacifi sts, but also the bellicose high-ranking 
military leaders expected that a great continental confl ict would devastate Europe 
for decades. 

Yet this chapter will try to demonstrate that such a great war was considered to 
be highly improbable at the time—precisely because of  the devastating eff ects that 
it would wreak on the whole of  European civilization. It will examine a variety of  
perspectives on the prospect of  a future Great War: those of  the foreign minis-
tries, of  the military leaders, and of  the press and elements of  public opinion. It 
will also consider some reasons for enthusiasm for war in the summer of  1914, 
after which it will draw some conclusions.

II. The European Cabinets and the “Improbable War”

An eff ective way to study whether or not European cabinets were expecting the 
Great War is to analyze their alliances—which have frequently been considered 
to be one of  the leading causes of  the catastrophe of  1914—and especially to 
examine their contingency plans for a possible war. For example, let us look at 
the Triple Alliance, one of  the two main diplomatic blocs in Europe, whose last 
renewal had been in December 1912. The renewal negotiations took place after 
the Agadir crisis and the Libyan war and during the First Balkan war—a time at 
which the pre-1914 international tension undoubtedly reached a peak. In prepara-
tion for the negotiations between the Triple Alliance partners, top secret analyses 
of  the alliance were made, for internal use only, in Berlin, Rome, and Vienna; and 
each touched on the possibility of  a Great War.

In Italy, the renewal of  the treaty was strongly advocated by all involved. King 
Vittorio Emanuele III, Prime Minister Giovanni Giolitti, Foreign Minister An-
tonino di San Giuliano, and the ambassadors to Germany and Austria Hungary 
agreed for a number of  reasons to continue the alliance. All the protagonists were 
concerned only with the fi elds of  internal, foreign, and colonial policy, and their 
focus can be described as a “policy of  stability.” It is striking that in the whole de-
bate, the casus foederis (i.e. a European War) was not discussed in detail, as it was 
considered to be highly unlikely. The ambassador in Berlin, Alberto Pansa, con-
cluded in a secret dossier that the casus foederis was “most improbable in the fore-
seeable future.” The recent Moroccan crisis had shown “how much the common 
aversion to European War had progressed.”29 According to the celebrated Italian 
historian of  this period, Luigi Albertini, Giolitti, like Pansa, could absolutely not 
believe in a danger to the European peace at the end of  1912.30 

Italy’s antagonistic Triple Alliance partner, Austria-Hungary, viewed many po-
litical problems very diff erently, but not the question of  the likelihood of  a Great 
War. European peace was not seen as being in danger. An offi  cial from the Vienna 
Foreign Ministry, Julius Szilassy von Szilas, prepared a memorandum in which he 
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wrote that the only goal of  the Triple Alliance was the “conservation of  world 
peace.” From a historical point of  view, this comment could be seen as the greatest 
possible compliment for the Triple Alliance. But Szilassy meant it negatively as a 
sign of  the fruitlessness of  an alliance limited to a “negative goal,” the preservation 
of  a peace that was not endangered. Szilassy wrote: “Today the [Habsburg] mon-
archy is bound to Italy only by its interest in keeping world peace and the peace 
between themselves!” He held this peacekeeping function of  the Triple Alliance 
in low esteem because he did not consider the peace to be in danger, and there-
fore saw the alliance as somewhat superfl uous. Furthermore, if  Italy were to drop 
out of  the Triple Alliance and join the French-Russian-English group, the conse-
quences would be tolerable as no tendencies of  the time pointed in the direction 
of  a Great War. Szilassy wrote: “Today neither France nor Russia want war, the 
former because it has become pacifi stic; the latter because it has other problems.”31 
His judgment that a Great War was improbable was widely shared among the Aus-
tro-Hungarian diplomatic corps.32

The Austrian and Italian judgments agreed on the decisive points. Both consid-
ered the alliance an ineff ective tool to further either partner’s individual goals. But 
the ability of  the Triple Alliance to preserve the European equilibrium and peace 
was estimated to be high. That the alliance was very useful as an instrument of  
European peace keeping was a belief  held not only in Vienna and Rome, but also 
in Berlin. Alfred von Kiderlen-Wächter, Secretary of  State in the German Foreign 
Offi  ce and leading the renewal negotiations for Germany, also considered a Euro-
pean war to be improbable given the actual situation.33 These observations off er a 
signifi cant challenge to the notion that the “Topos of  inevitability of  war” accu-
rately characterizes the mood of  Europe between the Agadir crisis and Sarajevo.34

In order to show how improbable German government and diplomatic circles 
considered a war to be, we can look to two books from the period in which these 
thoughts are refl ected. German World Policy and No War (Deutsche Weltpolitik und kein 
Krieg), was the title of  a booklet published under a pseudonym in 1913 by the 
German diplomat Richard von Kühlmann,35 in which he denied any national ne-
cessity for war. We can look particularly to the famous little book by Kurt Riezler, 
the secretary of  Bethmann Hollweg, entitled Basic Characteristics of World Politics in our 
Times (Grundzüge der Weltpolitik in der Gegenwart).36 This book, written in the autumn 
of  1913, dealt with the competition between nations, nationalistic fervor, and 
the necessity for a world policy, as well as with the inevitability of  colonial rival-
ries, the European arms race, and the lack of  eff ective supranational tendencies 
that might have balanced out these other factors. Nevertheless, Riezler repeatedly 
drew the conclusion that a great war between the European alliance systems was 
surely improbable, and that the fear of  devastating consequences made it practi-
cally impossible.37 The existing system of  alliances, he believed, made hostilities 
between any two nations impossible without leading to a broad escalation, and for 
this reason alone eff ectively conserved the peace. All the necessary and desirable 
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changes in power politics, he felt, were possible and realizable by slow, tenacious 
pressure. Riezler wrote: “Wars between great powers will no longer be started in 
order to gain advantages, but only in the case of  emergency. There is only a small 
possibility that such an emergency will befall a great power, because no enemy will 
be interested in provoking this case of  emergency. It is typical, in modern confl icts 
between great powers, that neither side has an interest in a solution that involves 
the prospect of  war.”38 This opinion appears to have been, as Mommsen claims, 
“naïve”39 and indeed was proven false by the outbreak of  World War I only a few 
months after the book was published. But it is a very good example of  both the 
topos of  improbable war in Europe before 1914 and the dangerous implications 
of  this topos, namely, that powers might attempt to obtain their political goals by 
threatening—as a bluff —the war that everybody feared.40

At this point, let us leave this overview of  the political leadership of  these three 
powers. It would be possible, as can be shown by existing research, to demonstrate 
that the policies of  the Great Powers were dominated by the belief  that a Great 
War was improbable despite the armaments race and political tension. This was 
recently shown to be true in the case of  France by Klaus Wilsberg.41 The political 
expectations of  the nation as a whole were summed up in a French school book 
dating from 1912: “War is not probable, but possible. For that reason France is 
armed and always ready to defend itself.”42

All this illustrates that even at a moment of  extreme polarization in European 
diplomacy after the second Moroccan crisis, after the Libyan War, and during the 
Balkan War, the leading foreign offi  ce politicians considered a Great War to be 
improbable, and did not anticipate the confl ict to come. 

III. The Militaries and their Fear of  an Enduring Peace

We have discussed the perspectives of  diplomats and foreign politicians, but what 
about those of the military leaders? Did not Moltke, the German Chief of Staff , and 
his Austro-Hungarian counterpart Conrad von Hötzendorff  plan for, if  not dream 
of  war before 1914? Did not their Italian counterpart Alberto Pollio support a 
preventive war, citing the example of  Frederick the Great and the Seven Years War? 
And did not some Russian and French generals have very similar designs?43

Here we turn to a diff erent method of  exposition. So far, the civilians we have 
cited, such as Stefan Zweig, and the diplomats and politicians, such as Giolitti, 
Szi lassy, or Kiderlen-Wächter, were men whose interests—and even offi  cial obliga-
tions—were to preserve the peace. However, the military offi  cers that we will now 
deal with, particularly the high-ranking German offi  cers, actually desired war. Of  
this there can be no doubt. They despaired at the thought of  missing the chance to 
demonstrate their abilities, and feared that as a result, the social reputation of  the 
military would fade in a protracted period of  peace.
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Such concerns were related, in Imperial Germany, to the phenomenon of  Epi-
gonentum, or an “epigone complex,” a confl ict of  generations analyzed by Thomas 
Rohkrämer in his study of  the German veterans’ associations. The “Wilhelmine 
Germans,” born between 1859 and 1866,44 were too young to have participated 
in the wars of  unifi cation and wished to escape the long shadow of  the founding 
generation by performing heroic deeds of  their own.45

Many Wilhelmine military offi  cers desired war because of  their high self-esteem 
and confi dence in their chances for a victory. It is easy to show that all German 
Chiefs of  Staff , from Waldersee, and Schlieff en, to Moltke the Younger, claimed 
that war was “inevitable” and frequently insisted that the sooner the war came, the 
better it would be for Germany.46 Many military leaders were enthusiastic when 
war broke out. Many predicted a quick victory and others morbidly believed that 
“Even if  we perish, it will have been wonderful.”47 But we are not questioning 
whether the military community desired war, but whether they believed that it was 
likely. And again we are referring not to the possibility of  small colonial confl icts, 
perhaps in Africa, but to a great war in Europe. 

In fact, in 1914 many soldiers indeed felt that the tide of  time was working 
steadily against the outbreak of  war. Yet in books and articles, they tried to con-
vince themselves and others that war, a Great War, despite all the signs that it was 
improbable, would serve to maintain the military culture’s importance to society. 
The most famous example is probably Friedrich von Bernhardi’s Germany and the 
Next War (Deutschland und der nächste Krieg),48 which attempted to construct a phil-
osophical argument, using Social Darwinism, that war was necessary, elemental, 
and desirable. This book was considered by contemporaries, and is referred to by 
historians, as a sign of  the readiness for war in Germany. This is understandable, 
but the book can also be interpreted in another way: high-ranking offi  cers, afraid 
that no major wars might occur in the future, chose, not to lose hope, but to try 
to spread more widely their desire for armed confl ict. What everyone else would 
consider a catastrophe, they argued was philosophically and politically necessary 
and for that reason it was to be hoped that it was more probable than anyone 
thought it to be.

Naturally, it is diffi  cult to measure soldiers’ love of  war for war’s sake, and to 
prove that the military was therefore desperate precisely because of  the enduring 
peace. In writings after 1918, many of  these explosive opinions were omitted, 
when refl ected upon, or were replaced in retrospect by more legitimate refl ections. 
However, we can get an idea of  the views of  a political die hard by examining a 
letter by the later Prussian War Minister and Chief  of  Staff  Erich von Falkenhayn. 
It was written in March 1912, after the second Moroccan crisis and during the 
Libyan War. Falkenhayn, who passionately wanted war, wrote on March 22:

I do not share the opinion of  the inevitability of  war any longer. His Majesty is 
fi rmly decided to maintain peace under any circumstances, and there is no one in his 
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entourage who can change this dangerous decision. England is… absorbed by inter-
nal problems, so that it cannot hope to measure up with us in the foreseeable future. 
The crazy mood in Paris is the only hope that it can start. And perhaps the French 
are correct in their desire to take advantage of  their partially illusory, partially very 
real superiority, gained from their advances in aviation. But if  they are really so con-
vinced of  their success, that they will start without England is doubtful. Lastly, they 
have absolutely no cause. The emperor pleases them wherever and as much he can, 
because he instinctively feels that they are the chief  threat to his humanitarian ideal. 
Our passive policy will give them no opportunity either. So, according to logic, war 
is unthinkable. But often it comes diff erently, as Berlin people say, diff erently than 
you think. Hopefully, this will be the case. I say, hopefully, because I think that we 
will win in the long run.49

Falkenhayn believed that “according to human calculation … war was unthink-
able.” Again we observe here, and from a totally diff erent perspective, the topos of  
improbable war. This Great War was even more improbable, because, as Falken-
hayn wrote in another letter dated 30 September 1912, all the European powers 
would only suff er whereas “the USA and Japan would easily gain the upper hand 
in the event of  a great European war.” His only hope was that the desired war 
would break out, against all logic. And he concluded: “For me it will be all right. 
I am most tired and extremely bored by this lazy peacetime life.”50 Also Captain 
Albert Hopman, a close collaborator of  Admiral von Tirpitz, did not believe in 
war either, and wrote on 9 December 1912: “I do not believe in the inevitability 
of  war; I believe that it will not happen. … The City (of  London) does everything 
to avoid war, in which it would only suff er for years to come. And so do the bank-
ers of  all the other countries.”51

Another example will also show how deeply rooted was the common belief  
in the improbability of  a Great War in the minds of  the German military lead-
ers. On 1 August 1914, the German leadership received news from London that 
Great Britain wanted to remain neutral should the Germans abstain from military 
actions to the west.52 Naturally, all the members of  the hastily-gathered German 
leadership wanted to take advantage of  this off er, which meant war against Russia 
alone, and with Austro-Hungarian help, and this seemed to guarantee a victory. 
Only Moltke opposed accepting the off er because, on the one hand, he feared 
it would complicate his existing war and mobilization plans, and on the other, 
he was afraid war might be averted altogether at the very last moment: “I always 
feared this; we would have won the two-front war….The only thing lacking now 
is that Russia slips away, too.”53 This illustrates perfectly how, at this critical mo-
ment, Moltke still believed that the war, which he personally expected to devastate 
European cultural life for decades, might after all be avoided. Here, a bizarre paral-
lel can be drawn with Sebastian Haff ner’s father, who at the same moment, sitting 
in Pomerania, came to the conclusion that war was improbable, not to say impos-
sible, and would therefore not take place.54
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IV. The Improbable War in Newspapers, Political Parties, 
and Public Opinion

It would be interesting to analyze a broad spectrum of  opinion from societies 
across Europe. However, the representativeness of  such a survey is bound to be 
questionable. The problem is that historians can show the opinions of  single per-
sons if  they are lucky enough to have good sources, but must limit themselves if  
they deal with whole societies to incomplete and impressionistic overviews. Wolf-
gang J. Mommsen draws on some comments by James Joll,55 to demonstrate the 
limits of  an analysis of  public opinion: “It is, of  course, extraordinarily diffi  cult 
to fi lter out as independent elements from the multiplicity of  historical factors 
enthusiasm for war on the one hand and fatalistic expectation of  war on the other. 
This is precisely because they extend into the realm of  the ‘unspoken assumptions,’ 
but more particularly because models of  argument of  this sort have usually been 
refl exes of  the most diverse political and social interests.”56 Similarly, the common 
belief  in the improbability of  war was tightly interconnected with and depen-
dent on the ever-changing political events of  the time, which caused nearly daily 
changes in opinions, analyses, and expectations for the future.

Nevertheless, the question is important, because, as James Joll concluded: “To 
understand the people of  1914, we must understand the values of  1914: and by 
these values their deeds must be judged.”57 This chapter will now try to demon-
strate, mainly with arguments of  plausibility, that the European population as a 
whole also shared a common belief  in the improbability of  a Great War. Recent 
regional studies claim that the local populations feared war.58 But the question of  
exactly what people anticipated from a prospective Great War cannot be answered 
simply: the education, interests, and expectations of  the population were too di-
verse. People in the countryside saw things diff erently from the educated urban 
population; women diff erently from men; married people diff erently from single 
ones; and young people diff erently from the elderly. Military specialists were also 
sharply divided in their expectations of  the duration and the outcome of  a Great 
War.59 Nevertheless, in spite of  all these diff erences, historians agree that the Eu-
ropean populations feared the prospect of  a great war,60 and that the advocates of  
such a war were a minority.61 In addition, all historians who address the “topos of  
inevitable war” speak of  war fatalism, not of  war enthusiasm, which was cultivated 
only by eccentrics such as Italian futurists, German military diehards, and politi-
cal extremists.62 Admittedly we should keep in mind that radical pacifi sts, such as 
Bertha von Suttner, were also a small minority.63 The majority of  educated people 
saw the current political circumstances as imperfect but acceptable and improving, 
and thought in terms of  national sovereignty, of  a political and military “balance 
of  power” (or “equilibrium”)64 and also of  military deterrence. 

But as always, we are concerned not with the question of  whether Europeans 
desired or wanted to avoid the Great War, but whether they considered it to be 
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possible. Josef  Redlich, an Austrian hardliner, provided us with an answer on 17 
October 1912, when, with some regret, he wrote in his diary that, “The general 
public does not believe in the possibility of  war between the great powers.”65

To further address this question, it is useful to examine the analysis of  Bernhard 
Rosenberger, who tried to provide in his book Zeitungen als Kriegstreiber an example 
of  how German newspapers helped to spread the “topos of  inevitable war.”66 He 
analyzed fi ve publications that were representative of  the various German socio-
cultural milieus.67 He tried to prove that these newspapers, particularly when they 
warned about the prospect of  a Great War (as did the Social Democratic paper 
Vorwärts), increased the possibility of  war by fostering fatalistic expectations. But 
in reality, his own material proves the contrary, and supports the topos of  the im-
probability of  a Great War. We can see this when he tells us that in the newspapers 
he analyzed while studying the second Moroccan crisis, there were only nineteen 
mentions of  the possibility of  war. Moreover, of  these nineteen mentions only 
two referred to war as probable, eleven considered the situation as uncertain, and 
six considered war improbable.68

The same picture is seen during the July crisis. In agreement with all other 
scholarly works about the European press at that time,69 Rosenberger also says in 
the initial period after Sarajevo, the newspapers he analyzed did not deal intensively 
with the prospects of  a world war. Only after the Austrian ultimatum and the 
Serbian rejection of  it did the tenor of  the newspapers change. Rosenberger writes, 
“We can conclude that the press was reluctant to provide a direct or indirect prog-
nosis of  whether a war was imminent or not until the last week of  July. In fact, two 
thirds (65 percent) of  all quotations about the probability of  war during the July 
Crisis of  1914 are from the period between 26 July and 2 August.”70 And his own 
evidence shows that when newspapers spoke in July 1914 about war, they were fre-
quently anticipating a limited Austro-Serbian confl ict and not a great war.71 Jean-
Jacques Becker conducted a similar analysis of  French newspapers, and his results 
were also similar.72 Here we can put the thesis of  the topos of  inevitable war to the 
test. If  a great war was widely considered to be inevitable, after Sarajevo everyone, 
or at least a vast majority of  Europeans, would have expected an outbreak of  war 
to come soon. But despite this, they still went on holiday; the news about Sara-
jevo disappeared from the headlines, and was replaced in German, Austrian, and 
Italian newspapers by discussion of  Albanian aff airs. In France, public opinion as 
a whole was almost exclusively consumed with the Caillaux trial,73 and in Great 
Britain, the Ulster question dominated the headlines. These indisputable facts do 
not suggest (as Mommsen, Hobsbawm, and others have claimed) an atmosphere 
of  fatalism about a coming war, or that a Great War was seen as inevitable, or that 
the political elites were condemned to impotence in the face of  the boiling over 
of  nationalism, making alternatives impossible. On the contrary, it is obvious that 
in the fi rst half  of  July 1914 no one expected that this crisis would escalate into a 
Great War. Contemporaries did, of  course, consider an Austrian-Serbian confl ict 
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to be possible, which is important for understanding German and Austrian policy. 
In fact it was precisely because they believed in the improbability of  a Great War 
that all parties involved assumed that it would be avoided; they could risk a local 
war against Serbia to stabilize both Austria-Hungary and, as a result, their own 
Triple Alliance system. 

 Signs of  enthusiasm for war in the summer of  1914 also fi t into this interpre-
tation.74 The extent of  such enthusiasm has been questioned by recent research, 
but it cannot be denied entirely;75 it certainly existed among at least parts of  the 
bourgeois, urban population.76 But it was not the end result of  an enthusiasm for 
war that had accumulated over the years, fed by nationalist fervor or a fatalistic ac-
ceptance of  an inevitable Great War. On the contrary, the Great War was consid-
ered to be improbable and for that reason also unnecessary. The greatest crime was 
seen to be the waging of  such a war. It seemed natural that the other side should 
be blamed for doing so, and there was a strong desire to punish any enemy that 
could cause such a catastrophe, once the war had broken out. Theodor Heuss de-
scribed the general mood as “willing earnestness” rather than “enthusiasm.”77 And 
the German historian Karl Alexander von Müller wrote, “I remember that I myself  
was a testimony to the feelings of  the whole German population at the outbreak 
of  this World War, which was deeply and honestly dominated by the necessity to 
fi ght, against their will, a defensive war, a forced war against enormously superior 
enemies.”78 In Great Britain, “even the Labour members, despite their sworn devo-
tion to neutrality, were unfavorably impressed by this sample of  German methods. 
[i.e. by the German aggression against neutral Belgium.] A Scotch Radical mem-
ber, who hates war, said ‘Germany leaves us no alternative but to fi ght. We are 
standing for public law; she is trampling upon it.’”79 

As may be seen, it can be demonstrated that some contemporaries had the 
im pression that Europe was sliding, against its will, into war. First made public 
by David Lloyd George on 20 December 1920,80 this impression has not been 
confi rmed as accurate by modern historians, who consider it to be overly gener-
ous, and are less inclined to show lenience to the statesmen in charge at the time, 
especially on the German and Austrian side. It should also be considered that it 
simply recalls the familiar Fischer controversy.81 Today, however, the question of  
where the guilt lies should play a smaller role in historiography, as the debate over 
who was responsible has become a much less explosive controversy.82 But another 
issue, because it deals with the broad evaluation of  European cultural development 
and civilization over the last two hundred years, is still relevant; and that is whether 
the individual failures by particular politicians, diplomats, and military offi  cers can 
be related to the European cultures that they represented. Were these cultures so 
infected by a desire for war and by fatalism about it that individual responsibil-
ity can be seen as less important than the overwhelming tide of  time? Or was the 
catastrophe the result of  very grave professional mistakes, which in turn created 
an uncontrollable dynamic? And were these professional mistakes provoked by 
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optimism, an unjustifi ed optimism, a common belief  shared in both Berlin and 
Vienna, that a Great War was “impossible”? 

V. The Socialists, their Warnings of  an “Inevitable War,” 
and their Surprise in 1914

The only factions in pre-1914 Europe that did not seem to share this common 
belief  in the improbability of  a Great War, and who constantly warned of  a com-
ing confl ict, were the socialists and Marxists. Friedrich Engels apparently foresaw 
World War I when he wrote: 

Eight to ten million soldiers will fi ght each other and will ravage Europe like no 
swarm of  locusts we have ever seen. The devastations of  the Thirty Years War will 
be compressed into three or four years and cover the continent; hunger, disease, and 
the common de-civilization of  armies and people, will be brought about by acute 
misery. The hopeless breakdown of  our artifi cial machinery of  trade, industry, and 
credit will end in bankruptcy and the overthrowing of  old states and their tradi-
tional state’s wisdom, so that crowns will roll by the dozens into the streets, and 
there will be no one to pick them up. It is an absolute impossibility to predict where 
it will end and who will be the victor in this fi ght. Only one result is guaranteed: 
general exhaustion and the creation of  the conditions necessary for the fi nal victory 
of  the working class.83 

Very similar words were spoken by August Bebel, who, though mocked by conser-
vatives, said in November 1911 to the German parliament:

So there will be armament and re-armament on all sides until one day, one side or 
the other will say, ‘Rather an end in terror than terror without end’.… They might 
also say, ‘Listen, if  we wait any longer, we’ll be the weaker side instead of  the stron-
ger.’ Then the catastrophe will come. Then the great general march will be embarked 
upon in Europe, in which 16–18 million men, the blossoming male youth of  the 
diff erent nations, equipped with the best murder weapons, will turn against one 
another as enemies in the fi eld. … The twilight of  the gods of  the bourgeois world 
is within sight.84

As mentioned above, similar warnings could be found continuously in the main 
Social Democratic newspaper, Vorwärts.

But here the question is whether the Social Democrats really thought that a 
Great War was inevitable, or whether their warnings were just a very eff ective and 
striking argument against the costly arms race, deployed in the political struggle 
against the government and the bourgeois majority in the Reichstag whom they 
held responsible; a tool used against the commanding power of  the Kaiser and 
the class privileges of  the army, the nobility and the Imperial guard.85 The Social 

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



174 • Holger Affl  erbach

Democrats certainly considered the army to be an excellent target for their politi-
cal propaganda because they believed “that most workers, due to the harsh military 
service, will automatically become Social Democrats.”86 And James Joll correctly 
pointed out that the Social Democrats could never convincingly solve their di-
lemma of  whether they should “welcome war, as the catalyst for revolution, or try 
to avoid it.”87 Georges Haupt showed that Lenin wavered similarly concerning war 
and revolution.88 As did the Marxists, for in the summer of  1914, socialists in all 
countries were as greatly surprised by the war as everyone else. “At the end of  July, 
after Austria had already declared war on Serbia, the leaders of  international social-
ism met, deeply troubled but still convinced that a general war was impossible, that 
a peaceful solution to the crisis would be found. ‘I personally do not believe that 
there will be a general war,’ said Victor Adler, who was the chief  of  Habsburg So-
cial Democracy, on 29 July.”89 This evidence does not speak very well for the view 
that the socialists had believed war was “inevitable.” The French historians Jules 
Isaac and (later) Jean-Jacques Becker asked of  French socialists of  the time: “How 
do you explain, if  the war was expected, predicted since 1905, that when it came 
in the summer of  1914, it surprised the world like an avalanche?”90

VI. Expectations of  Improbable and Inevitable War in July 1914—
an Impossible Interaction?

Finally, we raise a question that may seem to be, on fi rst inspection, slightly para-
doxical. Is it possible that both common beliefs, the “topos of  improbable war” and 
that of  “inevitable war,” existed side by side? Logically, this seems to be diffi  cult. 
Nevertheless, it could be true. The same individuals could have had sharply con-
trasting, perhaps even contradictory, expectations of  the future depending on their 
mood and the current political circumstances at any one time. And it is unlikely 
that everyone always had, at every moment, only one set of  opinions and expec-
tations. Maybe, for a better understanding of  the events, we need a model that 
can incorporate these constantly oscillating, ambiguous expectations; a model that 
shows how the belief  in a probable war alternated with the belief  that a war was 
improbable, depending on the situation.91 Robert Wohl wrote: “Among Europe-
ans … optimism about the future could be ‘allied insanely’ with the expectation 
of  Armageddon.”92 As I have tried to demonstrate, the “horizon of  expectation,” 
to use an expression by Reinhard Koselleck, in 1914 was, by far, dominated by the 
common belief  in an improbable Great War. However, this belief  in the endurance 
of  European peace did not dominate in a static, rigid, monolithic way over other 
expectations, but rather in a dynamic and mobile way.

Perhaps we can present an example of  how these two expectations could coexist 
by examining the July crisis of  1914. The mistake that was made by German and 
Austrian leaders—by Berchtold, Bethmann Hollweg, and their subordinates—was 
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based on their assumptions both of  how widespread the fear of  a Great War in 
Europe was, and how improbable it seemed. They thought, as a result, that they 
could carry out the maneuver against Serbia without further consequences. The 
July crisis was a huge bluff  on the part of  the Central Powers—a bluff  that ended 
in catastrophe, of  course—which would allow them to realize a local war that they 
considered necessary for the political stabilization of  the Habsburg monarchy. But 
there was an afterthought: if, against all expectations, the other powers could not 
be intimidated, and would break the European consensus that a Great War must 
be avoided, it would simply prove that they had evil designs for the future anyway, 
and thus a Great War was imminent and it was better to fi ght now rather than 
later. It should be noted that this outcome was not seriously considered and was 
thought to be unlikely precisely because decision makers believed, as can be seen in 
the atmosphere at the beginning of  the July crisis, in the topos of  an improbable 
Great War. However, if  a Great War did result, it would be perfect proof  that it 
had, indeed, been inevitable. An example of  this relationship between the ideas of  
improbable and inevitable war can be seen in a 29 July 1914 report by the Aus-
trian ambassador to Rome, Kajetan von Mérey. He wrote: “I will consider it very 
lucky if  it comes to war against Serbia. If  the result is a European confl agration, 
this will be proof  for me that it was in the air, that it would have come sooner or 
later on some pretext or other, and there is no doubt that for the Triple Alliance 
today is a better moment than later.”93 It should be noted that Mérey did not be-
lieve that the Great War was probable; but that should it come, he would consider 
it to have been inevitable. He experienced a complete nervous breakdown at the 
outbreak of  the “improbable” Great War and had to be relieved of  his offi  ce.94 It 
is legitimate to speculate whether this personal crisis was the direct result of  the 
event he did not expect to occur.95

VII. Conclusion

In analyzing European politics before 1914, we must consider both views: the topos 
of  inevitable and of  improbable war. Which assumption was more dangerous? On 
the one hand, the illusory belief  in security, the topos of  an improbable Great 
War, the optimistic faith in progress, rationality, humanity, and reason; or on the 
other hand, the fatalistic belief  in an inevitable Great War, which seduced politi-
cians into taking great risks? This is diffi  cult to determine. In order to adequately 
explain the catastrophe, one must carefully utilize both ideas, much as a gymnast 
needs not just one, but both sides of  his parallel bars to perform his routine. It 
was this very combination of  expectations that provided the volatile mixture that led 
to world war.

As a last consideration, if  one ultimately prefers the topos of  an improbable Great 
War, one must be skeptical about one of  Mommsen’s central conclusions: his basic 
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belief  that nationalist public opinion, especially in Germany and Austria-Hungary, 
forced their weak and feeble governments toward war, and that this war mood was 
widespread in pre-war societies.96 The decisions for war were made by the govern-
ments, not by the people.

The “seminal catastrophe” of  the twentieth century changed everything in Eu-
ropean politics. The people of  Europe saw that their political system was un-
able to protect them from a cataclysm they had considered to be improbable; and 
therefore, it was natural to see that system as bankrupt. Disillusioned, and despair-
ing at the failure of  reason, too many Europeans were ready to open their minds 
to deeply irrational ideas. Their “fatal, calamitous reaction against the rationalistic 
humanism of  the nineteenth century”97 made possible the even greater catastro-
phes that followed.
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Most English readers might be less familiar with the term “topos.” I use it here in the sense of  a 
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Mommsen’s most infl uential essays: “The Topos of  Inevitable War in Germany before 1914” (note 
27 see below). Mommsen had agreed to participate in this conference and subsequent volume, but 
was unable to do so because of  his sudden death in August 2004. I use his term “topos” here to make 
it clear to whom I refer, and also out of  respect for and as a dedication to my long time teacher.
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Chapter 10

UNFOUGHT WARS
The Eff ect of  Détente before World War I

Friedrich Kießling

!

Victor Klemperer, the German scholar of  Romance studies, is famous mostly due 
to his diaries from the Third Reich. But Klemperer, born in 1881, kept a diary 
even before 1933. On 30 July 1914, two days before Germany declared war on 
Russia, thus launching World War I, the 32-year-old wrote: “I still believe that 
fi nally peace will be kept in what is real Europe. Everyone will mobilize and then 
stop, and after that they will get on with each other, though growling.”1 Even in 
his memoirs, which were written some decades later, Klemperer reports that his 
“convictions of  the impossibility of  a European war” had “not been seriously 
shaken for several days” even after Austria had declared war on Serbia on 28 July.2 
German novelist Thomas Mann wrote in a famous letter to his brother Heinrich 
in the fi rst week of  the war, “Still I feel as if  I am dreaming—but now it seems as 
if  one has to feel ashamed for not having thought that it might happen and for not 
having seen that the disaster was to come.”3 Moreover, we also know the surprise 
of  the European peace movement—the minor German movement included—at 
the outbreak of  war in 1914.

It would be easy to cite more examples—and certainly not only in the German 
case. There is a mass of  evidence that many contemporaries all across Europe were 
surprised by the outbreak of  war in August 1914. Yet, most historians have found 
this reaction diffi  cult to understand. In retrospect, developments in the years before 
1914 seemed only too obviously to have been leading to war. One international 
crisis followed another, as the European powers built up armaments on land and 
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sea as fast as their fi nances permitted. Militarism, nationalism, and a growing “war 
mentality” set the tone for public opinion. There seemed no cause for contempo-
raries to have been taken unawares. 

Nevertheless, in many cases, this apparent insouciance was not at all due to naiveté, 
ignorance of  the real situation, or the general holiday atmosphere of  July 1914. 
Quite the opposite, many people were absolutely aware of  how dangerous the inter-
national situation had become. The fact that they still did not believe war would 
come makes the matter even more perplexing. Such sentiments should keep us from 
regarding astonishment at the events of  1914 as being merely a historical curiosity. 

Several reasons for this optimism (which seems so strange in retrospect) may 
be stated. Among them were the expectations of  the likely dimensions of  a general 
war. Today we know that the horrors of  modern warfare between the European 
Great Powers were widely discussed before 1914. For example, the British Secre-
tary of  State for Foreign Aff airs, Sir Edward Grey, wrote in his memoirs that fore-
boding about what an unprecedented disaster such a confl ict would represent had 
been increasingly depressing for him. In 1914 itself  he suggested that this thought 
“had, in the diffi  cult years from 1905 till now, made the Great Powers recoil from 
pressing anything to the point of  war.”4 In addition, the fact that the last war be-
tween the Great Powers in Europe had taken place some forty years before—and 
that even the Franco-Prussian War of  1870–71 had not been a general confl ict—
certainly played a role. Meanwhile, the idea of  a war between the Great Powers 
seemed fantastic. As Eric Hobsbawm put it: In the years before 1914, “there had 
been a lot of  writing on the war but nobody had really been ready to believe it.”5 
Finally and most relevant for this chapter, the optimism of  many people rested on 
certain developments in the international politics of  the pre-war period, which 
contemporaries considered manifestations of  a détente.

In the following essay, it is this tendency toward détente that I would like to 
examine in more detail. What were its dimensions? What motives lay behind it? 
How was it perceived and what were the implications for our interpretation of  the 
outbreak of  war in 1914? In the following pages, I will fi rst outline the characteris-
tics of  international détente before 1914. Then, I will investigate the signifi cance 
of  this détente in the history of  international relations and more particularly in 
the origins of  World War I. Because détente was an international political pheno-
menon, the perspectives of  all the leading European powers should be included.6 
Nevertheless, in various respects the German example is of  particular interest, and 
will therefore be considered especially closely.

I. Great Power Détente before 1914: Defi nition and Extent

First, we must establish the terminology: before 1914, détente was possible be tween 
Austria-Hungary and Great Britain, Austria-Hungary and Russia, or France and 
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Germany.7 The term was not normally applied to developments within the two 
dip lomatic camps (the Triple Entente on the one hand, and the Dual—alterna-
tively the Triple Alliance—on the other). A number of  terms denote the phenom-
enon, among them “rapprochement,” “improvement,” “better understanding,” or 
in German “Annäherung” and “Entspannung.” Nevertheless, the expression most 
often used internationally—and the most precise term for diplomats and politi-
cians—was détente. The term was used with reference to improvements in relations 
between powers belonging to diff erent camps (or between the two camps as a whole) 
below the level of  agreements of  greater political signifi cance. A further crucial 
aspect of  détente was that diplomats and politicians saw it as a process. Thus, 
détente was more than just crisis management. Indeed, it could be seen—although 
not invariably—as the starting point for an entente.8

Within this context it is very important to realize that détente before 1914 
was not a matter of  simply a few isolated cases in a limited timeframe, represented 
primarily by the well-known relaxation of  tension between Britain and Germany. 
On the contrary, phenomena of  détente were discernible across the gamut of  rela-
tionships between the European Great Powers in diff erent diplomatic camps. Between 
1911 and 1914, for example, Austro-Hungarian political leaders made several at-
tempts to improve relations with Great Britain and similar attempts can be obser-
ved in relations between Austria-Hungary and Russia.9 In the autumn of  1912, 
diplomats sounded out the possibilities for convergence and cooperation between 
the tsarist empire and the Hapsburg monarchy in the Balkans.10 On the multila-
teral plane, the years 1912–13 in particular witnessed various eff orts at détente. 
Especially important was the famous London Ambassadors’ conference from De-
cember 1912 to August 1913 during the two Balkan Wars, which succeeded in 
getting representatives of  the six Great Powers of  the two European blocs to meet 
together around one table.11 Moreover, further multilateral conferences of  ambas-
sadors took place in St. Petersburg and in Constantinople. 

As regards the German Reich, the most prominent initiatives for détente were 
certainly those directed toward Great Britain. In February 1912, the British Secre-
tary of  State for War, Lord Haldane, visited Berlin for political and naval talks. In 
1913 and in 1914, two colonial agreements regarding the Portuguese colonies and 
the Baghdad Railway were initialed. At the London Conference of  ambassadors, 
Anglo-German cooperation played a major role.12 For German foreign policy, 
however, détente also had more than one facet. The German-Russian summits at 
Potsdam in November 1910 and at Baltic Port in July 1912 must also be counted 
as détente initiatives, as should contacts with the French government. In the spring 
and summer of  1913, Berlin and Paris made two arrangements for the quiet, bilat-
eral settlement of  minor incidents between them. In February 1914 they initialed 
an agreement over railroad building in Turkey.13 Thus, détente played a role in prac-
tically every aspect of  the country’s relations with the Triple Entente powers dur-
ing the last years before the outbreak of  war.
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II. Perceptions

Even more than listing examples of détente, it is crucially important to consider con-
temporary perceptions of  the phenomenon. Thus, when analyzing diplomatic crises, 
the arms race, or bellicose nationalism before World War I, one should not forget 
the fact that contemporaries were also quite aware of  the dangers of  such develop-
ments. As regarded politico-military alignments, the situation had completely changed 
after the end of  the nineteenth century. On the eve of  World War I, two political-
military blocs, laden with weapons, confronted one another. On the one hand was 
the French-Russian-British Triple Entente; opposing it was the Triple Alli ance, despite 
doubts about Italy.14 The perils arising from this situation were evi dent to contem-
poraries long before the summer of 1914. In fact, the alliance system did not improve 
the member states’ security. Just the opposite was true: because cabinets looked for 
solidarity from the other members of  their blocs, the number of  possible confl icts 
that each state might be involved in actually expanded. Increasingly governments 
became entangled in their partners’ struggles. This aspect of  the pre-1914 “security 
dilemma” turned out to be abundantly evident after 1911.15 Repeatedly, interna-
tional crises, however restricted at fi rst, seemed to threaten a general European war. 

In these circumstances, it is not surprising that apparent or real eff orts at dé-
tente were regular occurrences. They were noted not only in the press, where re-
ports of  them appeared frequently, but also by politicians and diplomats, who all 
over Europe were suspiciously eyeing one another and were constantly ready to 
check their counterparts’ statements for evidence of  “détente off ers” to themselves 
or others. Thus the visit of  a Russian Grand Duke to Vienna at the beginning of  
1912 prompted a debate in the British Foreign Offi  ce on the possibility and the 
implications of  an Austro-Russian détente.16 Count Thurn, the Austro-Hungarian 
ambassador in St. Petersburg, interpreted a number of  brief  remarks uttered by 
several of  his Russian partners in conversation as a “long-term initiative for mak ing 
the bilateral relationship closer” which was “unmistakable,”17 and he interpreted
certain polite phrases by the Tsar as an “announcement of  great political signifi -
cance” which indicated a wish for détente.18 However, symptoms of  détente were 
more than only noted; sometimes governments tried to profi t for their own purposes 
from the excitement that rumors of  détente always caused. During the Balkan wars, 
in Austro-Russian relations this was true for the spectacular delivery of  a handwritten 
letter from Emperor Franz Joseph to Nicholas II by a special envoy at the begin-
ning of  1913.19 From the perspective of  the substantive political issues, things had 
already improved by this point. The letter’s purpose was merely to display Austro-
Russian détente to the world (and to public opinion in the two countries). 

Perceptions of  détente varied in the German context too and from time to time 
all governments tried to profi t from rumors of  détente. Thus, in the triangular rela-
tionship between Germany, France, and Russia, gestures of  good will were engineered 
repeatedly in order to demonstrate or to counteract signs of  détente. Before Wil-
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helm II met the Tsar at Baltic Port in July 1912, the French Ambassador hastened 
to see Nicholas II. Some weeks later, the French Prime Minister came to Russia, 
and the German Ambassador provided himself  with an audience with the Russian 
monarch just after the Premier’s visit. On both occasions, the press reacted as in-
tended.20 One and a half  years later, the German government was confronted with 
supposed signs of  an Austro-French détente. German diplomats reacted nervously 
when at the end of  1913 and the beginning of  1914 talks took place between Aus-
trian and French banks. Berlin quickly interpreted these economic talks as having 
political signifi cance and warned Vienna against rapprochement with Paris. The 
argument was that such action would play the game of  the Dual Alliance’s diplo-
matic opponents.21 But vice versa, the government in Berlin was repeatedly subjected 
to criticisms from Vienna, alleging that Germany’s policy of  détente toward the 
Triple Entente was a betrayal of  common interests. Especially revealing in this regard 
was a confi dential memorandum by Count Szápáry (Sektionschef  at the Austrian 
Ministry of  Foreign Aff airs and later ambassador to Russia) dating from autumn 
1912, in which he saw the “foundations” of  the Dual Alliance as being endangered 
by Germany’s policy toward Russia.22 In May 1914, he again criticized the “new 
German policy of  confl ict-free arrangement” (neu-deutsche Politik der streitlosen 
Auseinandersetzung), which he said aff ected Austrian interests.23 Now German 
policy toward Great Britain too was the focus of  criticism. 

Thus, Austrian offi  cial observers interpreted German overtures toward Russia 
or Great Britain not as isolated instances but rather as a major aspect of  German 
foreign policy, i.e. of  a policy of  détente. Other observers saw matters in a similar 
way. For many people, détente was an important aspect of  international relations. 
The French President acknowledged the “harmonious interaction of  the powers” 
and the “trustful atmosphere thereby created” during the Balkan crisis.24 In January 
1914, Szápáry spoke of  a “general tendency towards détente,”25 the British Under-
Secretary of  State for Foreign Aff airs, Sir Arthur Nicolson, commented several times 
on the great international calm and the powers’ wish for peace.26 On Germany’s 
side, similar judgments—confi dential and public—may be cited. In May 1914, the 
State Secretary for Foreign Aff airs, Gottlieb von Jagow, spoke in the Reichstag of  
progress concerning “general détente.”27 Since the Balkan Wars, his diplomats had 
repeatedly reported on the wish for peace in Europe.28 In April 1914, the publisher 
and historian Emil Daniels likewise spoke of  an “era of  détente.”29 To express the 
outcome in a diff erent way: Before 1914, détente had become a readily available 
interpretative template that determined readings of  international relations.

III. Motivations and Expectations

By now it should be clear that, given the prevalence of  this view, it did not matter 
whether such interpretations corresponded with the reality. But what were the motives 
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for the real attempts to ease international tension? Here again we can fi nd a wide 
range of  answers. There were economic motives,30 as well as the personal ambi-
tions of  particular diplomats,31 and there were genuine desires to strengthen peace. 
Doubtless too, a number of  European politicians tried to extricate themselves from 
the “security dilemma.” The imperative was to keep the system of alignments suffi  -
ciently fl exible by keeping open a channel to the other side in case of  crises, despite 
the continuing polarization between the respective blocs. The British Secretary of  
State repeatedly spoke publicly in favor of  such a strategy, arguing that “separate 
diplomatic groups need not necessarily be in opposing diplomatic camps.” This 
was, for example, what he stated in a speech in the House of  Commons in July 
1912.32 In such cases, today’s political science speaks of  a détente on the basis of  
the existing structure of  relations.33 But détente could also be motivated by tactical 
considerations. On the one hand, new leverage might be achieved against one’s own 
ally; on the other hand, détente might weaken the opposite camp. This variety of  
motivations can be easily demonstrated by examining the German case, with one 
peculiarity: for Berlin, tactical considerations became especially important.

The starting point of  the German policy of  détente before 1914 was the sec-
ond Moroccan crisis in 1911. When the German Reichskanzler Bethmann Hol-
lweg and the British Secretary of  State for Foreign Aff airs started afterwards to 
consult each other beforehand on their speeches to their parliaments,34 this was 
simply a way for both men to get their countries’ mutual relations back on to an 
even keel. In German-French relations, the situation was similar. Here too, both 
sides were mainly interested in reducing the danger of  war. When in September 
1912 the follow-up talks between both countries on the Morocco agreement were 
concluded, one German diplomat was already satisfi ed by the fact that the talks 
had not caused any further frictions.35 Besides avoiding war and a general wish for 
reestablishing “normal”36 relations, another motivation must be emphasized in the 
German case. Tactical calculations concerning the alliances particularly centered 
on relations with Great Britain and Russia. The goal was to improve the alliance 
situation of  the Reich. Thus, after the German-Russian summit conference at 
Baltic Port the German State Secretary for Foreign Aff airs, Alfred von Kiderlen-
Wächter, complained that the common communiqué (about which he had not been 
consulted) had been too reassuring for other governments. Evidently, Kiderlen-
Wächter would have preferred to cause mistrust in the opposing camp through an 
ostentatious German-Russian agreement.37 German policy toward Great Britain 
aimed even more at improving Berlin’s alliance situation and not simply at reduc ing 
tension. After the Haldane mission had failed, the advocates of  seeking détente 
with London—of course there were also opponents—still wanted to base rela tions 
with Great Britain on a new more stable and stronger foundation, now through 
agreements concerning colonial matters.

Was such an objective aggressive? Probably not, or at least not necessarily. This 
policy of  détente did not mean preparing for a war in the sense of  purposefully 
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forcing Great Britain into neutrality if  war broke out.38 Yet, there was of  course a 
hope of  calling into question the existing alliances and ententes, and this was also 
something that the leaders of  the German Reich wanted. However, this was not 
the only motivation, and ambitions for success in the fi eld of  colonial policy also 
played a role. Moreover, such views of  alliance politics were not purely a German 
phenomenon: in some instances, they were also evident elsewhere, as in French policy 
toward Austria-Hungary or on the part of  the British Ambassador in Vienna, Sir 
Fairfax Cartwright.39

Before turning to interpretation, a fi nal aspect should be added to this analysis 
of  the various dimensions of  détente. Détente was not only widely recognized by 
contemporaries but also during the last years before 1914 it increasingly became a 
part of  political expectations. Thus, during 1913 the experience of  détente began 
to have an important infl uence on how the governments of  the European powers 
perceived one another. In August 1913 Germany’s Wilhelm II concluded that the 
Balkan crisis had revealed that “Europe’s true interests” could be defended “by the 
two leading powers of  the groups” and that “the wish for peace of  all the Great 
Powers is much more important than had been expected and that alternative poses 
could be called a bluff .”40 The German Ambassador in Paris, von Schön, consid-
ered France to be peaceful after the middle of  1913 and explained this by citing, 
among other things, French policy in recent years which had shown a willingness 
to negotiate.41 Regarding Russia, there was scope for similar perceptions: “Russia’s 
entire behavior during the Balkan Wars showed how much war is feared here,” a 
German diplomat reported from St. Petersburg in September 1913.42

More examples from other governments could be added. “Today’s tendency for 
peace in Europe,” the Austrian Ambassador to Russia wrote in January 1914, “also 
exists in the Russian empire”;43 “fortunately all Powers are anxious for peace,” Sir 
Arthur Nicolson—one of  the leading “Germanophobes” in the British Foreign 
Offi  ce—noted four months later.44 This does not mean that in the Sarajevo crisis 
of  July 1914 the European leaders considered an intervention by the opposing 
camp improbable. But opinion was quite ambivalent. Before 1914, besides a “topos 
of  inevitable war”45 there was also a “topos of  repeatedly avoided war.”46

IV. Détente and the Outbreak of  World War I

Was détente successful before 1914? Did it have a chance of  preventing World 
War I? In answer to these questions about the signifi cance of  pre-war détente, it 
must fi rst be said that the major problems of  European policy were not solved by 
the kind of  détente described here. However, in many cases this was not the goal. 
We may recall Grey’s statement that a situation should be created in which the 
dip lomatic camps were not “opposing” each other, even while being “separate.” 
Similarly, Germany’s leaders tried to reestablish “normal” relations with France. If  
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judged by such criteria, détente really seemed to achieve something in the years af-
ter 1911. From the viewpoint of  contemporaries, in important respects the danger 
of  war was decreasing. The diplomatic blocs still existed, but overall the situation 
seemed to have calmed down. At least in the fi eld of  German-British and German-
French relations the immediate danger of  war had largely disappeared by the spring 
of  1914. “Even if  the two groups of  powers themselves continue to exist and this 
system remains a factor in dealing with European problems,” the Austrian Min-
ister of  Foreign Aff airs, Count Berchtold, commented on the situation in April 
1914, “in this fi eld a ‘certain easing of  tension’ can be felt.”47 

With the advantage of  hindsight, any judgment must be much more skeptical. 
Though the danger of  war between Germany and France or Germany and Great 
Britain was indeed diminishing after 1911, as regarded German-Russian and Austrian-
Russian relations all eff orts at détente had failed. Even more important were the 
structural problems that détente had to contend with. The Anglo-French and the 
Anglo-Russian settlements of  1904 or 1907 provided the major historical prec-
edent, which was the beacon for détente initiatives during the fi nal pre-war years. 
But in those instances, an entente had followed détente. Moreover, in the changed 
international scene precisely this development was a problem for every indica-
tion of  détente, no matter how small. Every time an improvement in relations be-
tween two governments in opposing blocs was observed, all the other powers asked 
themselves if  détente would again be followed by an entente and therefore whether 
the existing alignments were endangered.48 As it was conventionally implemented, 
the policy of  détente was bound to fail under the weight of  such suspicions, but 
a new practice of  détente—which Grey’s wording envisaged—did not (or could 
not) yet assert itself.

An additional problem was that, except in isolated instances, governments 
planned and carried out détente initiatives without public knowledge or input, or 
even excluded public opinion by means of  the “old diplomacy.” In the conditions 
of  foreign policy at the beginning of  the twentieth century, when public opinion 
was playing an ever-increasing role, precisely this factor endangered the success of  
détente. Even so, diplomats and politicians were unable—or unwilling—to change 
their traditional political style.49 Thus in Germany, ironically the leaders of  the 
Reich would not permit the publication of  their 1913 colonial agreements with 
Great Britain (originally concluded to improve relations), as they feared a public 
outcry and further damage to Anglo-German détente.50 

But my main interest is not in answering the hypothetical question of  whether 
détente could have prevented the war (if  it had been implemented diff erently or 
if  it had been allowed more time to work), and Crampton’s term “hollow détente,” 
which he used to characterize the German-British relationship before World War 
I, is also inapplicable to this analysis as set out thus far.51 To concentrate on as-
sessing the success of  pre-1914 détente does not permit a full examination of  its 
signifi cance. 
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Instead, for the interpretation of  détente in pre-war Europe it must be borne 
in mind that the international system before 1914 was still not a system of  solid 
diplomatic camps based on clear ideological distinctions or—regarding the Triple 
Entente—on long-lasting alliances. It was still a system in transformation that 
can be best described as an “unstable system of  blocs.” The crucial point is that 
contemporaries did not consider “important alliances to be so strong as histori-
ans have considered them in retrospect.”52 Viewed in this light, détente proves to 
have been an integral factor in pre-war international systems. In other words: to 
describe and to explain the history of  international relations on the eve of  World 
War I we need détente.

On the one hand, there was great insecurity in international politics during 
the last years of  peace. To an extent that seems paranoid to the modern viewer, the 
actors followed other governments’ every move, or every rumored move. In par-
ticular, this can be shown with the perception of  real or apparent symptoms of  
détente. Several examples have already been mentioned. The Germans became ner-
vous because an Austrian and a Russian group of  banks were talking to one an-
other. The British Ambassador in Vienna ascribed far-reaching implications to the 
length of  the visit of  a Russian Grand Duke, just as his colleagues in the Foreign 
Offi  ce and elsewhere feared the specter of  a renewed German-Austrian-Russian 
alliance of  the three emperors.53 In addition, the European press used even the 
smallest incident as an opportunity to speculate about a “renversement des alli-
ances.” Indeed, reports of  détente kept alive the thought of  alternatives to the 
existing alignments. Repeatedly, the German position was the focus of  such hopes 
and fears. The latent anxiety at the Foreign Offi  ce about again losing the connec-
tion with St. Petersburg, which was so vital for the British Empire, centered on the 
state of  German-Russian relations. In both Paris and Vienna, the improvement 
of  relations between Berlin and London was viewed with increasing distrust, and 
eventually the annoyance felt was clearly articulated.

At this point, it becomes clear that détente and its perceptions before 1914 must 
be considered not only as a symptom of  the state of  relations between the powers, 
but also as a factor contributing in its own right to the deterioration of  the inter-
national situation. Détente not only highlighted the instability and nervousness in 
Europe, but actually contributed to them. Thus, governments felt obliged to react 
to their own partners’ uneasiness. The German government did so by communicat-
ing a compilation to the Vienna diplomats, which summed up all the cases when it 
had supported the Hapsburg monarchy in Balkan policy.54 During their constant 
arguments with the German Ambassador in London, Fürst von Lichnow sky, over 
the appropriate policy toward Great Britain, Jagow and Bethmann-Hollweg re-
peatedly referred to the necessity to consider the interests of  Austria-Hungary in 
order to counterbalance Anglo-German détente.55 Moreover, when the Austrian 
Sektionschef  Forgách was visiting Berlin in September 1913, Jagow tried to con-
vince him that German-British détente was also useful for Vienna. Jagow did not 
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succeed, and Austrian protests continued to pour in.56 On the Triple Entente side, 
it must be borne in mind that between Britain and France and Britain and Russia, 
no formal alliances existed. From a political point of  view, there were only the co-
lonial agreements of  1904 and 1907 respectively. Thus, as each political problem 
appeared, the inter-connections between colonial and European policy had to be 
reaffi  rmed. Furthermore, a German-British colonial agreement might have been 
more diffi  cult to achieve than the ententes of  1904 and 1907 had been. Under 
these circumstances, each Anglo-German understanding, no matter how unimpor-
tant, potentially threatened the existence of  the Triple Entente and accordingly Paris 
and St. Petersburg constantly voiced their uneasiness about British-German talks 
or cooperation in colonial or Balkan matters. In this way, détente was inseparable 
from the sources of  international tension and—being confronted with their part-
ners’ complaints—more and more governments were forced to demonstrate bloc 
solidarity somewhere else. Détente was an integral factor in international relations 
before 1914 and it was widely recognized by contemporaries. It is now time to 
consider its infl uence on the July Crisis.

It is likely that in the spring of  1914, the British government was the only 
government that really envisaged repeating the methods of  crisis management of  
previous years in the case of  a new confrontation. Although in this sense British 
policy in the July Crisis refl ected the infl uence of  the détente process,57 in Germany 
and Austria-Hungary58 matters were rather diff erent.

There has been prolonged debate over why the German leaders pursued so dan-
gerous a course in the summer of  1914, when compared to the other crises of  the 
pre-war period.59 I think the history of  détente may contribute to answering this 
question. For if  in the spring of  1914, the Berlin decision makers reviewed de-
velopments over previous years, they would have seen a double image. On the one 
hand, there had been serious international crises, the arms race had begun another 
round, and aggressive nationalism was gaining popularity all over Europe. Yet on 
the other, general war had repeatedly been avoided; from Berlin’s viewpoint, gov-
ernments had proven their willingness to work at détente and keeping the peace. 
The Balkan Wars in particular, when Europe had escaped a general confl agra-
tion against all expectations, seemed to be prime evidence of  this. The continent 
had become used to danger—and to passing it by. As early as after the second 
Moroccan crisis, Alfred Fried, the Austrian pacifi st and chairman of  the German 
peace movement, wrote that the “tally of  unfought wars” had been increased by 
a “new, highly important case.”60 Later, at the beginning of  1914, the previously 
mentioned conservative publisher and historian, Emil Daniels, remarked that the 
Balkan Wars had shown that “at the moment the ruling powers of  the great states 
were all working towards European peace.”61 Among decision makers after the 
Balkan crisis, not only those British politicians and diplomats who until then had 
been skeptical now considered the German leaders peaceful, but also in Berlin in 
the second half  of  1913, the conclusion was drawn that besides Great Britain, 
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France and Russia too did not want war. But, of  course, there were also contra-
indications, particularly during the weeks and months before Sarajevo. Rumors 
of  British-Russian naval talks had reached the German capital. Despite all eff orts, 
the diplomatic-military situation of  the Reich was menaced by further deteriora-
tion, the détente achieved with Great Britain in particular was endangered,62 and 
Russia also seemed to have become more threatening.63 Altogether, in 1914 both 
aspects—tension and détente—suggested to the Reich leaders a policy of  aggres-
sive deterrence verging on full-fl edged war, which then infl uenced their calcula-
tions during the July Crisis. The perceived impending deterioration of  Germany’s 
international position made for a new and even more powerful attempt to break 
through the “encirclement” of  the Reich. At the same time, the experiences of  
the recent “era of  détente” seemed still valid and Berlin hoped to profi t from it 
perhaps for the last time. Thus, in July 1914 within a calculation based on the 
perception of  tension and of  relaxation of  tension, détente and the supposed will-
ingness of  the Triple Entente powers to keep the European peace facilitated the 
German (and Austrian) decision to run a high-risk policy on the brink of  general 
war. Though threatened, in Berlin’s viewpoint, détente in summer 1914 provided 
the opportunity to take strong diplomatic action without general confl agration as 
its necessary outcome.

To be sure, such an approach was the complete antithesis of  an active policy 
of  détente. From Berlin’s point of  view, in the summer of  1914 détente was the 
other side’s business. Additionally, Austrian allegations of  a sell out of  Haps-
burg interests as the price of  the détente process were still ringing in German 
ears. This is another link between the pre-war détente policy and the July Crisis. 
Maybe the most notorious consequence of  this is the comment by Wilhelm II on 
Tschirschky’s report from 30 June, in which the ambassador said he was warning 
the Austrians against overhasty steps. “That’s very stupid!” the emperor wrote. 
“How to react is Austrians’ business only. If  it fails, in the end it will be said that 
Germany had not wanted action!! Tschirschky should stop that nonsense! The 
Serbians must be sorted out, and I mean soon.”64

Thus, investigating a phenomenon like détente may contradict the historian’s 
instinct to concentrate fi rst on the more obvious factors of  escalation in causing 
World War I. But studying the role of  détente can open the way for new interpre-
tative approaches. These new approaches do not impair the validity of  previous 
views. No one would seriously deny the signifi cance of  militarism, a war mentality, 
or internal and international polarization. But, I think attempts to explain the war 
solely through these older views must be abandoned. Instead, the new complexity 
of  our image of  the outbreak of  war in 1914 can enrich our understanding of  that 
event. Taking both the signs of  tension and those of  détente into account carries 
conviction primarily in three respects. First, it allows a more precise description 
of  the mechanisms of  the international system before 1914, which remained an 
“unstable bloc-system” characterized by a high degree of  nervousness even within 
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the two diplomatic camps. Second, it enables us to integrate the diff erent scenarios 
employed during the July Crisis by the Austrian and particularly by the German 
leaders, the often-described mixture of  optimism and pessimism.65 And last but 
not least, it enables us in part to demonstrate what made the crisis so dangerous 
exactly in that fateful summer of  1914.66 Thus, the seemingly irrational, vola-
tile, or rather cavalier attitude of  the German leaders can best be understood as 
expressing a juxtaposition of  aggressive militarism, fear of  being threatened, and 
hope for gaining profi t from international détente for one last time.67

Such an interpretation would have another advantage—and with this, we return 
to the beginning—it would enable us to take up again the experiences of  the con-
temporaries. In 1914, people also foresaw how dangerous the international situa-
tion had become. However, that war was near was something that many refused to 
believe until the end.

Conclusion

“So there will be armament and rearmament on all sides until one day one or other 
side will say: rather an end in terror than terror without end … then the catastro-
phe comes. The twilight of  the gods of  the bourgeois world is in prospect.” It was 
August Bebel, the leader of  the German Social Democratic Party who spoke these 
rather gloomy words in the German Parliament in autumn 1911.68 In the follow-
ing year Friedrich von Bernhardi published his famous book Germany and The Next 
War, which culminated in statements such as: “There is no way in which we can 
avoid going to war for the sake of  our position as a world power and … we should 
not be concerned with postponing it for as long as possible, but rather should 
concentrate on bringing it about under the most favorable conditions possible.”69 

Clearly, not everyone was surprised by the war in 1914.70 Besides hopes for last-
ing peace there had also been a widespread expectation of  (and sometimes a wish 
for) a great war. As the quotations at the beginning of  my essay indicate, it would 
be easy to fi nd numerous examples of  either viewpoint. But European society as 
a whole has only been mentioned in passing in this essay, and I have not tried to 
assess or to review the warlike and peaceful tendencies. Of  course, this might also 
be a very worthwhile task—and one that will have to be done anyway. Neverthe-
less, acknowledging the coexistence of  infl uences for peace on the one hand with 
a more warlike spirit on the other is crucial if  we want to understand the situation 
in Europe before 1914. Furthermore, we must study not only the simultaneous 
occurrence of  these tendencies, but also their interdependence and relative impact. 
Finally, it is possible to add some further general thoughts about the way in which 
we interpret the outbreak of  war in 1914.

In recent historiography, our understanding of  the history of  World War I has 
also become more diff erentiated on other points of  interpretation. The enthusiasm 
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in Europe at the beginning of  hostilities now seems more qualifi ed, some of  the 
bilateral relationships seem less antagonistic,71 and even the image of  Wilhelm II 
has become somewhat more positive;72 more recent investigations of  the image of  
war before 1914 have already been mentioned.73 Altogether, these examples show 
that investigating phenomena such as détente before 1914 may prevent us from 
blundering into two possible traps that research has not always escaped. The fi rst 
one I call the trap of  monumentality, the second, the trap of  linear causality.

World War I was the disaster in European history at the beginning of  the twen-
tieth century. Not everything, but overwhelmingly many things had changed by 
1918. Yet the fact that World War I was such a monumental historical rupture 
should not mislead us into thinking that it must have had monumental causes. 
Because many historians have succumbed to this tendency, they have neglected to 
understand the period before 1914 on its own terms and have projected multiple 
developments that arose only during the war back into its prehistory. Usually, how-
ever, history is not so simple. 

Thus, it would also be a mistake to restrict oneself  to the factors apparently 
making for escalation when seeking the causes of  the war. For example, the case of  
détente shows that steps intended to deescalate the situation could actually increase 
the risk of  hostilities. As a result, in the international scenery of  the early twenti-
eth century détente was often counterproductive, and the infl uence of  détente also 
contributed to the faulty calculations of  the July Crisis. Hence, it is inadequate to 
pursue solely the seemingly compelling straight lines of  investigation. Especially in 
analyzing the dichotomies of  the pre-war situation, there are additional alternative 
interpretations that off er a much more satisfying complexity.
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Chapter 11

“WAR ENTHUSIASM?” 
PUBLIC OPINION AND THE OUTBREAK 

OF  WAR IN 1914

Roger Chickering

!

“In August 1914 a powerful surge of  war enthusiasm gripped the Germans.” As he 
committed these words to paper in 1991, Thomas Nipperdey embraced practically 
every one of  the myths that have surrounded the beginning of  World War I in 
Germany. “National unity was a primal experience in a moment of  threat and cri-
sis,” he wrote. “The war itself  had something liberating about it; it off ered escape 
from the stifl ing atmosphere of  tensions, of  middle-class respectability [Bürgerlich-
keit], of  class confl ict. Hardly anyone could escape this mood, this ‘experience’ of  
August 1914.”1 The pressure of  illness is perhaps the most charitable explanation 
for the great historian’s credulity, for a large body of  literature was available even 
then to demonstrate the untenability of  these judgments. Since Nipperdey’s death, 
this literature has continued to grow, to the point now that—in the German case 
at least—the public reaction to the outbreak of  World War I has been so thor-
oughly and competently researched that it seems diffi  cult to add much in a short 
essay. One point is worth emphasizing in the context of  this volume, however. The 
dramatic scenes of  the summer of  1914 ought to be understood in the light of  
their own political and cultural dynamics. They should not be taken as evidence 
that an inveterate German war enthusiasm made war probable or inevitable.

The remarks that follow fi rst off er a brief  review of  the literature. They begin 
with some refl ections on the historiography of  “war enthusiasm” in 1914. They 
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address in particular some of  the enduring problems that have survived even into 
the recent critical literature. The essay then turns to an empirical case—which has 
itself  been the subject of  a fi ne recent study2—to off er some thoughts that might 
elucidate these problems.

The most striking feature in the historical literature on the popular attitudes 
toward the coming of  the war is its imbalance. By a wide margin, the greatest por-
 tion of  the studies have been devoted to public reactions in Germany—to the 
popular demonstrations that began with the announcement of  the Austrian ulti-
matum to Serbia on 24 July, reached a peak with the declaration of  mobilization 
a week later, then modulated into the rush of  volunteers to the colors. The major 
anomaly in this literature is the monumental work of  Jean-Jacques Becker, who 
carefully reconstructed public opinion in six French departments during the sum-
mer crisis of  1914.3 Elsewhere, outside Germany, there is nothing comparable. 
Perhaps because an awareness of  the situation’s gravity developed only late in Britain, 
as armed intervention became likely during the fi rst days of  August, the state of  
research on public sentiment in this country has remained, as one scholar recently 
observed, “largely an unstudied problem.”4 The duration of  popular awareness 
of  the crisis has evidently not, however, dictated the disproportions in the histori-
ography, for aside from several brief  analyses, there is also a dearth of  work on 
the dramatic, confl ict-ridden events in Russia, and even less on popular attitudes 
in the Habsburg monarchy, where the crisis originated.5 The war-guilt debate has 
doubtlessly contributed to the imbalance: the crowd scenes in Berlin and other 
German cities could be cited in evidence of  long-building popular support for an 
aggressive war in Germany, while Becker’s volume seemed conclusively to docu-
ment the weakness of  bellicose sentiment in France.

For Germany the work of  Jeff rey Verhey is the place to start.6 In addition to a 
thorough account of  the public demonstrations in Berlin and other cities in late 
July and early August, Verhey presents a compelling analysis of  why the German 
case has attracted such a large share of  the interest. What he calls “the myth of  the 
‘spirit of  1914’” began to take shape in Germany virtually the moment the war 
broke out. The crowd scenes became icons of  a transcendent moment in German 
history, the triumph of  national unity and resolve, the suspension of  domestic 
strife, and the spontaneous birth of  collective enthusiasm for a war of  national de-
fense. Images that were recorded in diaries, newspaper accounts, and photographs 
quickly gave way to oratory and learned exegesis from the country’s leading schol-
ars and intellectuals.7 The myth of  collective enthusiasm then guided German 
propaganda throughout the war, and its purchase on collective memory survived 
defeat in 1918. During the Weimar era the myth lived on. Popular enthusiasm in 
the summer of  1914 served at once as a fl eeting moment of  national fulfi llment 
and as the terminus a quo in another myth—this one a narrative of  wartime betrayal 
and subversion, whose culmination was the Dolchstoss in 1918. Verhey has suggested 
that the myth died in 1945, but a case can be made—with Nipperdey as a witness—
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that it lived on. It did so commonly either in the guise fashioned for it by Friedrich 
Meinecke, who wrote of  the country’s last, tragic moment of  innocence in the 
summer of  1914, or on the more extravagant terms of  some cultural historians, 
who have folded German war enthusiasm in that summer into a broader, Euro-
pean narrative of  transcendence, conceived now as the collective abandonment of  
civilized constraints and reasoned argument, the triumph of  primitivism, and the 
fl ight into modernity (or from it).8

These bold assertions have usually taken the writings and graphic art of  the 
German expressionists as a litmus test of  popular attitudes, but they are not sup-
ported by the fi ndings of  scores of  historians, who have investigated popular re-
actions to the war more systematically in a variety of  German venues.9 These 
scholars have shown that enthusiasm for war was by no means universally shared, 
and was confi ned primarily to young males in the big cities. Studies of  sentiments 
within other segments of  urban populations, as well as in smaller towns and ru-
ral communities—among workers, women, and peasants—have disclosed a much 
more complex mix of  attitudes. Reluctance, anxiety, panic, or opposition were 
more common than enthusiasm for military action—at least until the German 
declaration of  mobilization on 1 August transformed war from a prospect into 

Illustration 11.1: Max Beckmann: Der Kriegsausbruch, 1914, Radierung, 19,8 × 24,8 cm. 
© SESAM, Paris, 1998.
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a fact.10 Even then, however, the numbers of  volunteers for the army have proved 
to be far fewer than the “myth” implied.11 At the very least, these historical stud-
ies have thrown a shadow over comprehensive generalizations of  any kind about 
popular attitudes before the war (even among German expressionists).12 Consen-
sus reigns, on the other hand, that once war was declared, there was practically 
no popular resistance to it in Germany—or anywhere else in Europe west of  the 
Polish lands.

Still, despite all the attention that has been devoted to it, an air of  hesitancy 
and inconclusiveness hovers over the question of  popular responses in Germany 
and elsewhere to the outbreak of  war. The conclusions of  even the most substan-
tial recent work leave doubts. The principal problem is that historians have remained 
committed to an agenda that was set by the German commentators who fi rst 
framed the “myth of  1914.” These observers were interested above all in questions 
of  “Gesinnung”—a word that is diffi  cult to translate from the German but implies 
convictions and character traits deep enough to motivate. Guided by this interest, 
early commentators interpreted the urban crowd scenes as revelations of  funda-
mental attitudes in the German people, as evidence of  a genuine “nationale Gesinnung,” 
which had long lain latent among the population, and had been activated in the 
supreme moment of  crisis. 

Although they were much more careful about generalizing from their evidence, 
later historians engaged in a similar exercise. They, too, sought to analyze crowd be-
havior in order to draw conclusions about basic popular attitudes and motivations. 
As it did in 1914, this goal challenged them to draw psychological conclusions—
generalizations about individual motivations—from sources that make this a risky 
undertaking at best. Becker’s study of  French opinion was the most impressive 
attempt to meet the challenge, but it laid bare the methodological diffi  culties. His 
conclusions rested in signifi cant part on an analysis of  notes compiled by French 
school teachers, whom the ministry of  public education instructed in September 
1914 to record their perceptions of  attitudes that they had witnessed as the crisis 
developed in July and August. The problems in Becker’s strategy were several. One 
was the potential political bias of  his sources, particularly as these teachers looked 
back from the fall of  1914 on the events of  the summer. Becker’s approach begged 
the question whether the French school teachers’ perceptions represented in prin-
ciple any more an unbiased guide to popular attitudes than the writings of  Rudolf  
Eucken, Johann Plenge, Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff , and the countless 
other German professors who were likewise quick to record their observations of  
these fateful moments.13 This question became acute in view of  the impressionis-
tic conclusions that the French school teachers were instructed by their superiors 
to draw. Becker counted the recurrence of  attributes recorded in the reports, such 
as “consternation,” “stupefaction,” “anxiety,” “sadness,” “agitation,” “seriousness,” 
“resolve,” “confi dence,” “patriotism,” “vigor,” and “enthusiasm.” He then arrayed 
these attributes along his own impressionistic spectrum of  sentiments about the 
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war, from “negative” through “composed” to “favorable.” The composite of  these 
individual attributes, he argued, signifi ed French collective opinion about the out-
break of  the war. However, the signifi cance of  these attitudes themselves—indi-
vidual or collective—remained unclear. Did they indicate mental dispositions or 
fl eeting reactions? Where they, for that matter, mutually exclusive? Could one not 
be “anxiously patriotic” or “vigorously consternated” about the war?

The controversy in German scholarship has focused on only one of  the attri-
butes that Becker considered. The word “Kriegsbegeisterung” also surfaced in 1914 
in the discourse on the “spirit of  1914.” Translating it into English as “war en-
thusiasm” has proved less troublesome than the eff ort to document its motivating 
force in the crowds, or to fi x its historical meaning. One sign of  trouble came in 
1991, when the organizers of  a German symposium on Kriegsbegeisterung confessed 
after the event that the participants had tried but failed to answer the basic ques-
tion “what is war enthusiasm?”14 Verhey’s frustration with the same question was 
evident in the quotation marks that he affi  xed to the word “enthusiasm,” while he 
coupled it with attributes of  his own, such as “apprehensive,” “naïve,” or “engen-
dered by relief.” While he wrote of  “a certain enthusiasm in the population,” he 
insisted that “it was an ‘enthusiasm’ which required no sacrifi ces. It was an enthu-
siasm for enthusiasm’s sake.”15 Thomas Raithel’s analysis of  collective attitudes in 
six German cities wrestled with the same problem and overcame it only by means 
of  semantic relocation. “Whether it is justifi ed to see the demonstrations of  25–
26 July as an expression of  ‘war enthusiasm,’” he wrote, “depends on how one 
defi nes this term.” In the sense of  “passionate fervor” (leidenschaftlicher Eifer) 
or “diff use joyful excitement” (diff use freudige Erregung), he found signs of  its 
presence (more in Germany than France), but questions as to its signifi cance per-
sisted.16 Christian Geinitz’s study aimed at a more in-depth analysis of  attitudes 
in Freiburg during the opening phases of  the war. As the book’s title, Kriegsfurcht 
und Kampfbereitschaft, suggested, his object was to explain the apparent contradic-
tions in collective attitudes, the simultaneity of  enthusiasm and anxiety about war. 
His goal, he wrote, was to describe the “psychic structures in which the war was 
processed.”17 This formulation revealed the extent to which issues of  individual 
psychology were at stake; and at times the author seemed to be reaching for Freud. 
The spy scare of  the war’s fi rst weeks, an often noted aspect of  collective behavior 
in these excited times, he diagnosed as the “exaggerated, irrational, abnormal pro-
cessing of  reality through hallucinations and outbursts of  paranoia.”18

To fault recent scholarship on these grounds is neither generous nor fair. These 
excellent studies have drawn a compelling picture of  the ambiguity and confusion 
that reigned on the streets of  Germany in the summer of  1914. They represent 
crucial contributions to an established professional discourse on the outbreak of  
war. If  they have not answered central questions about the motivations of  partici-
pants, the fault lies less with them than with a discourse that has generated un -
answerable questions. Conclusions about the emotions of  individuals, let alone 
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long-standing collective beliefs about the desirability of  war, rest insecurely on an 
analysis of  the crowd scenes in the cities in 1914, whether in Germany or any-
where else. 

The same discourse has also obscured other questions that can now be an-
swered with a little more confi dence, thanks in large part to this same scholarship, 
particularly to the work of  Christian Geinitz, which is also set in Freiburg.

When Freiburg’s newspapers announced the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia on 
24 July, they riveted public attention on developments in southeast Europe. News 
of  the break in diplomatic relations between the two countries came the next 
evening, 25 July (a Saturday), and let loose the fi rst demonstrations. The axis of  
the commotion was the city’s main street, the Kaiserstrasse. At its north end, this 
street was anchored in the Karlsplatz, where the central barracks were close to the 
monument of  the German victory of  1870 (the Siegesdenkmal), and at its south 
end in the building that housed the liberal Freiburger Zeitung. While the one site was 
the town’s patriotic center of  gravity, the other was a principal source of  the news 
bulletins that fed the growing crowds. The demonstration on the evening of  25 July 
began at the newspaper offi  ce, where crowds gathered at six o’clock, as the Austrian 
ultimatum was due to expire. When the news of  the diplomatic rupture arrived 
several hours later, the demonstration turned into a parade that undulated to pa-
triotic song up and down the street, its ranks swelled by several thousand curious 
and excited men, women, and children. As a cloudburst drove many demonstrators 
inside, the taverns, restaurants, and wine bars on adjacent streets in the city center, 
particularly the student dives at the “Briem” and “Rappen,” also became central 
sites in the spectacle—as sources of  information, rumor, musical accompaniment, 
and nourishment for the participants. The rain and cool weather failed to discour-
age the carnival, which increasingly resembled an extravagant student frolic, a swol-
len outgrowth of  the revelries that had accompanied the approach of  the summer 
break in this university town. Many, perhaps a majority, of  the celebrants came 
in fact from the university, whose corporations arrived bedecked in their colors, 
as well as from the upper forms of  the city’s male secondary schools. When the 
rain stopped, the crowds returned to the streets. At two o’clock in the morning 
their declamations and patriotic singing at the Siegesdenkmal could still be heard 
almost a kilometer away in the district of  Herdern, where the listeners included 
curious inmates of  the penitentiary.19

These scenes established the pattern for demonstrations during the rest of  July. 
In the daylight hours, crowds gathered in search of  the latest bulletins at kiosks 
and the offi  ces of  the city’s newspapers, most of  which lay not far from the Kaiser-
strasse, while sales boys hawked special editions. As singing students roamed the 
streets, the celebrations resumed at night, particularly on Monday, 27 July, when 
news arrived of  the Austrian declaration of  war on Serbia.

Social Democrats were conspicuously absent from the demonstrations. The Social-
ist paper, the Volkswacht, criticized the Austrian ultimatum; and on Sunday, 26 July, 
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windows in the paper’s offi  ces posted the national party’s proclamation against 
war. To this provocation the students replied with a loud rally outside this building 
on the following evening.20 The sides were not evenly matched, for the police, who 
had smiled on the patriotic multitudes as they jammed the Kaiserstrasse without 
a permit, forbade the Socialists to march. The Socialist response in Freiburg came 
on Tuesday, 28 July (as it did in Berlin and many other German cities).21 The party 
rented the Saalbau, a large hall across the river to the south, where they staged an 
indoor rally in favor of  a peaceful resolution of  the diplomatic crisis. Here an 
Alsatian Socialist from the Reichstag, Joseph Emmel, addressed an audience that, 
according to some reports, amounted to several thousand participants.22 They 
were joined by university students in suffi  cient numbers to ensure a commotion 
inside the hall, while additional student protesters gathered outside. Angry verbal 
exchanges, the expulsion of  one of  the protesters, and a brick through a window 
punctuated the meeting, which culminated in the Socialists’ singing of  the “Arbei-
termarseillaise” (to the melody of  the French national anthem) and a resolution to 
support “most energetically” the eff orts of  the national party on behalf  of  peace.23

If  this scene did not belie images of  patriotic unity in Freiburg at this stage in 
the proceedings, the sequel did.24 As the Socialists dispersed in small groups after 
the meeting, the protesters paraded as a group back up the Kaiserstrasse via the 
Siegesdenkmal to the offi  ces of  the Volkswacht, which lay several blocks away. Here, 
in the most violent episode of  the whole carnival, the mood turned ugly as rocks 
and beer bottles rained onto the building. One of  the occupants, the sister of  
Reinhard Zumtobel, an editor of  the paper, thereupon turned a hose on the dem-
onstrators from the window of  the printery. Although the crowd then broke up, 
the Socialists posted a squad of  workers around the building for protection; they 
also had further reason to complain about the behavior of  the police, who were 
nowhere to be seen. News several days later that the state prosecutor was bringing 
charges against some of  the student demonstrators aff orded little comfort, for the 
same offi  cial also initiated action against Zumtobel himself  for an article that ap-
peared in his paper on 30 July. Here Rosa Luxemburg declared, with a nod to the 
Russian experience in 1905, that the only guarantee of  peace was the organization 
of  “emphatic mass action against war.”25 

These events refl ected the extent of  the public volatility during the last week 
of  July. In view of  their own history, however, it was unlikely in the extreme that 
Freiburg’s Social Democrats would follow the call for a mass strike against war. 
The same issue of  the Volkswacht that carried Luxemburg’s article published an un-
ambiguous declaration of  the local party’s views in line with those appearing else-
where in the Social Democratic press; namely, that the party “stands man for man 
behind the Fatherland” and that, in the event of  “real danger, it will be surpassed 
by no one in its willingness to sacrifi ce.”26

The volatility of  local sentiments was elsewhere in evidence, too. Tourists and 
other visitors fl ed the city.27 “The crush was indescribable,” wrote one diarist of  
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the scene at the train station on 31 July, “vast numbers of  tourists were leaving.”28 
Banks were faced with a storm of  nervous depositors and ceased to make loans.29 
After over a thousand customers emptied their accounts on 30 July, the Municipal 
Savings Bank was compelled to restrict withdrawals.30 Some shop owners refused 
to accept paper money. Food stores throughout the city faced panic buying. All of  
them raised their prices; many shut their doors. Whether they were members or 
not, anxious customers throughout town descended on the twelve outlets of  the 
Consumer Cooperative, which ordinarily kept stocks suffi  cient for a month but 
were now compelled to ration foodstuff s.31 “Buyers are behaving irrationally,” com-
plained the semi-offi  cial local bulletin, the Tagblatt, speaking for the city council, 
“and sellers are committing an injustice when they exploit the anxiety of  the little 
people to fi ll their own pockets. We assure you, there is no cause for worry.”32

No one was interested in this advice. Instead, tensions rose in town as the crisis 
played out to more news from the east. By 31 July, rumors of  mobilization, war, 
and German eff orts at mediation had engulfed the city in “an oppressive anxiety,” 
as the city’s chronicler reported, “[an] attentiveness [Horchen] to any sign of  relax-
ation” of  the crisis.33 Resolution, if  not relaxation, began that morning when the 
bulletins announced the general mobilization of  the Russian armies. In the after-
noon the crowds grew at the usual spots, awaiting the German response. At six 
o’clock in the evening, a police offi  cer in an automobile, who was accompanied by 
a trumpeter, toured the city’s main public squares to read out the formal German 
declaration of  a state of  war (Kriegszustand). The parades through the old city to 
the Siegesdenkmal thereupon resumed. While the demonstrations continued well 
into the night, they took place this time, observers noted, in a more serious mood, 
even among the young men, for the latest announcement had immediate practical 
consequences for everyone.34

What conclusions, if  any, can one draw from these events during the fi nal week 
of  July, which, as the literature has now made amply clear, resembled scenes re-
ported in other cities around the country? Certainly, like the editors of  the non-
Socialist newspapers, the demonstrators who fl ocked to the Kaiserstrasse and Sieg-
esdenkmal were excited. To judge at least from their actions against the Socialists, 
who undertook the main action in opposition to war, many of  these demon-
strators were also doubtless kriegsbegeistert, in the aggressive sense that they hap-
pily greeted, in Raithel’s words, “the prospect of  German participation in war.”35 
Other than signs that the participants’ enthusiasm was well watered with alcohol, 
however, the demonstrations themselves off ered no conclusive evidence about the 
roots of  this sentiment. Although a number of  historical studies have suggested 
plausible reasons why German university students, who made up a large part of  
the revelers, had embraced aggressive nationalism before the war, the demonstra-
tors left no recorded clues as to whether they were indulging in some heroic male 
fantasy or regarded war as an opportunity to fl ee boredom, modernity, civilized 
values, or their fathers.36 
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Several other features of  these festivities are worth noting. The fi rst is the obvi-
ous fact that the demonstrations in this city were molded to local conditions, as 
they were in other towns—such as Cologne, where the excitement conjured up 
images of  the local carnival season, or Königsberg, where it was accompanied by 
band music.37 Freiburg was in this respect like other university towns, insofar as 
an institution of  higher education provided a large font of  enthusiastic partici-
pants—probably between two and three thousand young men. The topography 
of  the demonstrations was well suited to the carnival atmosphere as well. The 
Kaiserstrasse was like a small replica of  Unter den Linden in Berlin. It was an area 
concentrated enough for crowds to dominate it; its two poles also set the crowds in 
motion, from sources of  information to sites of  emotional outlet, while the spaces 
in between energized them with food and drink.

Another, related dimension of  the spectacle has to do with what one might 
call, with Christian Geinitz and Thomas Raithel, the “structures of  communi-
cation” that underlay the demonstrations.38 During the last week of  July, from 
the announcement of  the ultimatum to the declaration of  German mobilization, 
information was a precious commodity. On it—and about this truth there was 
no dissent—hinged the fate of  everyone in town. As elsewhere, events in Freiburg 
were governed by the scarcity of  information and the uncertainties to which it gave 
rise. Because they off ered the earliest points of  access to information, the offi  ces 
of  the local newspapers invited large gatherings of  curious people; and none of  
these offi  ces lay far from the Siegesdenkmal, where this community of  uncertainty 
could collect for catharsis. The taverns were also critical props on this stage. They 
could not compete with the newspapers for information, but they did compete 
with one another to communicate the latest news bulletins to their customers; and 
they could off er liquid means of  coping with the uncertainty.39 What the bulletins 
failed to communicate became the object of  collective speculation, rumor, and the 
kind of  panic that began even in July to fi nd vent not only in parades to the Sieg-
esdenkmal, but also in spy scares, and exaggerated fears about the illicit consumers 
of  precious information.40 This dimension of  the crowd scenes was common, in 
other words, both to patriotic demonstrators and panicky consumers; and it poses 
the question of  whether a range of  sentiments that seemed contradictory—war 
enthusiasm, anxiety, and panic—could not be parts of  a single, volatile complex 
of  reactions.

A fi nal, central facet of  these demonstrations is better analyzed with an eye to 
its ethnography than its psychology. It has less to do with the motives of  the dem-
onstrators than with the meaning and practical eff ects of  the rituals of  street poli-
tics in which they engaged.41 In this respect, the pivotal moments during the last 
week of  July were the confrontations between the students and the Socialists at 
the Saalbau and then at the offi  ces of  the Volkswacht. More than any other episodes 
in the fi nal crisis, these gave lie to the myth that the demonstrations represented 
the forging of  a patriotic community. In fact, they were rituals of  intimidation 
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and exclusion. They set the domestic bounds of  patriotic community, established 
the rules of  political language that operated within it, and emphasized the claims 
of  the patriotic demonstrators to establish these rules. In Freiburg the demon-
strations registered the climax of  long-held local antagonisms, which had pitched 
the guardians of  the national symbols, whose fortress was the university, against 
the sector of  the local political landscape that had long functioned as a national 
counter-symbol. It was not an equal contest. In Freiburg and other German cities, 
the patriotic demonstrators could count on the support of  the police, who either 
forbade the Socialists to demonstrate in the open or kept them out of  “sanctifi ed” 
spaces, like the Kaiserstrasse or Unter den Linden (or the Place de la Concorde in 
Paris).42 Had the police not done so, the scenes that subsequently gave rise to the 
“myth of  1914” would likely have been marred, in Freiburg as in Berlin, to a much 
greater extent by street violence. 

The dynamic of  street politics thus placed the Socialists in Freiburg and else-
where in a diffi  cult position. Only if  they were to abandon their opposition to 
war would they be able to escape from political marginalization. Inclusion in the 
Volksgemeinschaft required them to speak a new political language. While they had, as 
Sven Oliver Müller has argued, long employed their own language of  patriotism 
to articulate their political demands and expectations, the new accents of  war 
amounted to a diff erent syntax, which prescribed the inversion of  the Socialists’ 
traditional political priorities and the subordination of  domestic social confl ict to 
the basic, implacable hostility of  the nation’s foreign enemies.43 The traditional 
custodians of  this aggressive language of  patriotism, the “semantic hegemons,” 
immediately used their power—and the Socialists’ apparent acceptance of  it—to 
construct the “myth of  1914.”

As Wolfgang Kruse has shown, the leaders of  the German Social Democratic 
Party tried to resist this interpretation of  what they were doing, but they were deal-
ing with forces beyond their control. Their decision to accept the new semantic 
logic, to embrace a war of  national defense in these terms, was in part a product 
of  the nationalist demonstrations at the end of  July. Kruse writes of  the Socialists’ 
“fear of  being overwhelmed in the growing national enthusiasm for war, which 
now completely dominated the non-Socialist public in Germany.”44 To this extent, 
and whatever the deeper emotional roots of  their behavior, the patriotic demon-
strators who claimed the streets in Freiburg and other German cities achieved prac-
tical political results. They encouraged a major shift in offi  cial Socialist thinking 
about the relationship between domestic confl ict and international strife and about 
the viability of  the domestic institutions of  capitalism. If  some Socialist leaders 
persisted in the belief  that they could achieve their long-held domestic goals under 
the new linguistic auspices of  patriotic unity, they were indulging, as subsequent 
events made clear, in their own “myth of  1914.”

In Freiburg and other German cities, the dramatic scenes in July and August 
1914 refl ected similar dynamics. Far from being socially comprehensive, they were 
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exclusionary rituals directed in the main at Socialist workers. They refl ected fur-
ther the play of  uncertainties bred in the shortage of  reliable information. Beyond 
these observations, conclusions about the motivation of  those who populated the 
crowds are diffi  cult to draw. It would in all events overtax the evidence from the 
street to conclude that their enthusiasm refl ected long-standing, deep-seated, or 
universal attitudes about the probability or desirability of  war.
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Chapter 12

EDUCATION FOR WAR, PEACE, AND PATRIOTISM 
IN RUSSIA ON THE EVE OF  WORLD WAR I

Joshua A. Sanborn

!

On 13 October 1893, a Russian naval squadron arrived in Toulon for a two-week 
visit. Offi  cially, they were simply returning the favor paid two years earlier when 
the French navy spent ten celebratory days docked at Kronstadt, the Russian naval 
base not far from the capital St. Petersburg. Unoffi  cially, the visit was to seal the 
secret military convention that the two countries were about to sign. Never before 
had such a secret compact seen such an enormous public celebration. From the 
moment they landed, George Kennan would later note, the Russian sailors were 
subjected to “an uproarious and continuous round of  formalities, receptions, cer-
emonies, luncheons, dinners, visits, invitations, toasts, and speeches … all to the 
accompaniment of  mass popular demonstrations reaching, on many occasions, an 
intensity that can only be described as delirium.”1 

Kennan was not the only one to think so. One Russian correspondent covering 
the event for the newspaper Novoe vremia, stunned to be welcomed by thousands of  
Frenchmen shouting “Vive la Russie! Vive le Tsar!” was prompted to write that “[i]t 
was not rapture, the word is too commonplace; it was better than rapture. More 
picturesque, deeper, happier, more various.”2 Telegraph lines were kept humming 
with the details of  every event: the menus, the drinks of  choice, and the pompous 
speeches. Even the salacious comments were proudly reported, as one correspon-
dent wrote that “he had been informed at a ball that there was scarcely a woman 
in Paris who would not have been ready to forget her duties to satisfy the desire of  
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any of  the Russian sailors.”3 Diplomatic silence aside, these promises of  dalliance 
were also promises of  alliance: “From the time of  the Toulon visit down to 1914, 
the Franco-Russian Alliance may be said to have existed as a reality in the eyes of  
the public, even though the documentary basis for it remained concealed.”4

The Franco-Russian Alliance was an important strategic event, but the enthusi-
asm surrounding the mutual military visits indicates that it was also an important 
part of  open discussions across Europe about the role that the public at large 
would play in future armed confl icts. This question was as central in Russia as it 
was in France, despite the fact that public activism in Russia was hindered by the 
actions of  a traditionally repressive state and by relatively low levels of  practical 
and political literacy in the population at large. These conditions were looked at 
with horror by modernizers in the Russian political system, who believed as the 
nineteenth century came to a close that the world had changed, that warfare had 
changed, and that Russia needed to change as well. Above all, in an age of  mass 
warfare, they felt it was necessary to create a society in which the young men who 
would fi ght Russia’s wars would be taught not only passive loyalty but also active 
support. This would entail both a social and cultural reorientation of  the country 
in a process of  militarization that would be long and arduous. 

Not surprisingly, much of  this discussion centered on the process of  inculcat-
ing patriotism in the Russian population. Patriotism in its simplest manifestation 
is the love of  one’s country, and in this broad respect patriotism had been a part 
of  Russian political life from the beginning.5 But at the start of  the twentieth 
century, Russian patriotism was transformed by the expectation that lower-class 
citizens would have to adopt the conscious and active brand of  patriotism that 
had previously been practiced only by the nobility. The expansion of  patriotism 
in a military key was a political project, and this chapter aims to recover some of  
the tension surrounding the process, the reasons for its success, and the obstacles 
it faced both from autocratic conservatives and Russia’s nascent pacifi st movement. 
I conclude that the desire to increase Russia’s military power led to policies that 
encouraged the development of  mass politics (in part through the creation of  
grass-roots paramilitary youth organizations) and mass communication (through 
military propaganda campaigns). This concerted engagement with all sectors of  
Russian society led to a vast increase in the amount of  political energy in the 
country, and with it an increase of  both the potential for war and the potential for 
peace. In the end, the development of  a militarized society and of  patriotic poli-
tics made Russia’s involvement in World War I much more likely than it otherwise 
might have been. As we shall see, few Russian politicians thought that war in 1914 
was desirable or that protecting Serbia from Habsburg wrath was in itself  worth 
the enormous risk that military confl ict with the Germanic powers posed. But in 
the midst of  the July Crisis, soldiers and political leaders went to war because they 
were conditioned by the rhetoric of  martial patriotism to believe that real men 
went to war when they were called, even if  it might mean their own death, and 
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that responsible politicians had to protect the Great Power status of  the Russian 
Empire, even if  it might mean political and social ruin.

I. Education for War in Russia before 1914

For both technological and political reasons, the last generation of  young men to 
come of  age in tsarist Russia was the fi rst to be systematically subjected to martial 
propaganda. The shaping of  the souls of  teenage boys, once left to the family and 
parish church, was now seen by military leaders as the key to social survival in the 
apocalyptic times that many felt were soon to come. The adoption of  universal 
military conscription in 1874 had been the painful and controversial admission 
by the autocracy that old regime institutions were outdated and that wars between 
mobilized armies of  citizen soldiers would ultimately decide the Great Power rival-
ries. With the masses now brought into war politically as well as physically, the 
stage was set for a massive eff ort to teach Russia’s youth to love swords as well as 
plowshares. 

Because they realized that future wars would be total wars, military ideologues 
understood that improving the performance of  the army depended on the success 
of  pre-war social reforms. As scholars in the General Staff  Academy never tired of  
repeating, Europe was experiencing a period of  “spectacular change.” New tech-
nologies and new military strategies meant that “the role of  the state and people 
now equaled the role of  the army.”6 Not surprisingly, military men were most in-
terested in the soldiers they would be drafting in the near future and targeted most 
of  their activities at teenage and even preteen boys. Military outreach programs 
therefore focused on improving and militarizing Russia’s educational system. Here 
they faced a double-edged sword. Knowing that good primary education would 
make their soldiers easier to train and more likely to take the initiative on the bat-
tlefi eld, staff  offi  cers supported an expansion of  Russia’s rudimentary education 
system and created their own literacy training programs in military units to teach 
some of  the illiterate young men who came their way. Increasing the number of  
schools in the Russian empire required increasing the number of  teachers, howev-
er, and one of  the few enticements the state created to attract candidates to poorly 
paid jobs in distant villages was a draft exemption for schoolteachers. Thus, young 
teachers whose martial fervor was in question were teaching future soldiers in vil-
lage schools. This fact was not lost on military reformers as the twentieth century 
began, who always (and not without cause) doubted the loyalty of  Russia’s intel-
ligentsia. As General E. I. Martynov lamented in 1904, many of  Russia’s leading 
cultural fi gures held that a love of  country was “obsolete,” that war was a “remnant 
of  barbarism,” and that the army was the “main drag on progress.” Martynov 
consequently urged that military offi  cers become more deeply involved in shaping 
potential recruits, or the disease of  pacifi sm might spread to the lower ranks.7
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Though the attitudes of  village teachers and the Russian intelligentsia wor-
ried the army, militarizers still held many advantages in the struggle for the souls 
of  young men. The most prominent of  these was consensus on the part of  state 
offi  cials in the educational and military bureaucracies alike on the necessity and in-
evitability of  war. School textbooks, public celebrations, and the emerging Russian 
patriotic narrative all placed the feats of  Russian arms at the center of  attention. 
The string of  enormous public celebrations staged by the imperial court in the 
fi rst years of  the twentieth century also centered on martial glory, as Nicholas II 
made ceremonial circuit rides around the country to remind all of  Russia of  the 
three hundredth anniversary of  the expulsion of  Polish troops and the establish-
ment of  the Romanov dynasty (1913), the two hundredth anniversary of  Peter 
the Great’s important victory at Poltava (1909), and of  course the centenary of  
the trouncing of  Napoleon (1912). As Richard Wortman noted regarding these 
celebrations, the “Russian monarchy entered the modern era of  mass publicity 
to an extent that has hardly been remarked on in the historical and biographical 
literature. Nicholas II broke with traditional forms of  representation and made 
the image of  the emperor available in the market place, participating in the ‘com-
modity culture’ that arose with the growth of  commerce and industry.”8 In this 
respect, at least, Russia was very similar to other continental powers. In France and 
Germany too, rapidly expanding public culture acquired a strong military fl avor in 
the years following the introduction of  male conscription.9 Russian educational 
offi  cials also shared an interest with other pedagogues in introducing military his-
tory as a core component of  the curriculum. From the much embellished and 
sanitized accounts of  Muscovite clashes with Mongol hordes to the grand tales of  
the defeat of  Napoleon, stories of  duty, honor, and glory on the battlefi eld were 
part of  every young Russian’s education. These lessons in martial masculinity were 
very important, and Russia’s young men learned them well. By the time the Great 
War broke out, the mechanisms of  mass education and mass politics had increased 
the war potential of  Russian society by solidifying the link between manhood, 
statehood, and military performance.10

But how much had they increased Russia’s military power, and was it enough? 
As planners across Europe were aware, there was no good way short of  war to test 
how successful their projects of  militarization had been. In contrast to many other 
belligerents, however, Russia took this exam of  war in 1904–05 in its contest with 
Japan. The outcome shook state offi  cials throughout the Russian bureaucratic ap-
paratus. On the one hand, the creaky mobilization system produced unsatisfactory 
results. Many reservists failed to show up for the war, and even those older reserv-
ists who did appear proved ornery and insubordinate. Military offi  cials felt that, 
young or old, enlisted men were insuffi  ciently fi red with zeal for either the martial 
or the patriotic cause. The stunning defeats on land and at sea only seemed to con-
fi rm that Russian society was not producing modern soldiers. On the other hand, 
there was enough public mobilization and mass political sentiment to fuel a revo-
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lution. In the wake of  defeat, armed political confl ict broke out throughout the 
empire. Only a combination of  unprecedented carrots (the formation of  a parlia-
ment and the guarantees of  religious and certain political freedoms in particular) 
and enormous sticks (the wave of  state repression under the cover of  martial law 
resulted in more than one thousand executions) kept the Romanovs on the throne. 
Conservatives throughout the empire, particularly in the Ministry of  Internal Af-
fairs, became convinced that mass mobilization had to be prevented at all costs. 

The stage was therefore set for a bureaucratic struggle between the two most 
important “power” ministries on the question of  militarizing society, a struggle 
that became apparent when military reformers intent on restructuring the links 
between army and society put forward major reform plans between 1908 and 
1914. Though space does not permit an examination of  these plans in depth, we 
can take a brief  look at two ways in which military offi  cials attempted to infl uence 
the Russian educational system. The mixed results show both the resistance army 
planners faced and the limited success they achieved.11 

The fi rst political initiative was the General Staff ’s eff ort to eliminate the ex-
isting draft exemption for schoolteachers. The exemption that had been in place 
since 1874 was a peculiar one. Teachers received not a blanket exemption but the 
right to be enrolled directly in the reserves without having to serve on active duty. 
The justifi cation for this policy was that, being educated, they would not need 
the training that regular conscripts received. The real reason was that offi  cials at 
the Ministry of  Popular Enlightenment and at the Holy Synod (church school 
teachers were exempted as well) had forced these concessions during the horse 
trading that occurred in the 1870s prior to the law’s passage. After embarrassing 
incidents of  draft dodging, desertion, and military incompetence on the part of  
these untrained reservists during the Russo-Japanese War, the army now insisted 
that teachers be required to serve in the armed forces like all other citizens, not 
only out of  reasons of  fairness and military effi  ciency, but also as part of  a larger 
program of  “militarizing the schools.” Teachers, the war ministry asserted, should 
serve in the army so that they could “inculcate the proper attitude toward military 
service into the teenage generation.”12 

For their part, the education ministries lobbied Prime Minister Petr Stolypin 
hard to block the change. Stolpyin was persuaded by the educators, and he told the 
army frankly that he believed that these thousands of  men were more necessary in 
village schools than in the armed forces. Still, he also admitted that the military’s 
desire to militarize the schools was important and their concerns in this respect 
“weighty.” He tried to parry the army’s claim that revoking the exemption would 
lead to more militarization by pointing out that by taking away the primary incen-
tive for men to become teachers, the measure would in fact lead to a further femi-
nization of  a teaching profession that was already dominated by women. Thus, 
lifting the exemption would be counterproductive, since women were “hopeless 
from the point of  view of  instilling military spirit or military discipline.”13 The 
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army was unmoved, and it won a fi ve-year phase out of  the teacher exemption in 
1912, too late to make any diff erence in World War I. 

If  the army’s ultimate victory regarding the militarization of  schoolteachers was 
more in principle than in practice, the same was not true for students. From 1874 
on, the military had been indirectly infl uencing primary education both in the halls 
of  power and on the ground, a fact confi rmed by teachers in Moscow province in 
the 1890s, who noted that army needs shaped the content of  their courses.14 After 
the Russo-Japanese War, military men looked for ways to have direct contact with 
their future conscripts. Starting in 1909, for instance, lower and middle school 
students in the Caucasus and Central Asia spent part of  their summer learning 
gymnastics and military aff airs under the supervision of  army offi  cials. Most of  
the students were recent Slavic immigrants to Russia’s Asian colonies, but some 
students in native schools received instruction as well.15 By 1911, the movement 
to militarize youngsters was building steadily. An interministerial commission was 
established to work out a plan for introducing all teenagers to physical education 
and military aff airs.16 In Odessa, in the same year, the First Congress on Physical 
Development and Sport proclaimed that the great signifi cance of  physical educa-
tion and sport was becoming clearer to Russian “society” with each passing year 
and that immediate and serious measures needed to be taken to popularize and 
organize the physical “upbringing” (vospitanie) of  adolescents.17 

It is a sign of  the success that the militarizers were enjoying that the public 
response to these plans was enthusiastic and that even conservative ministries like 
the Holy Synod and the Ministry of  Popular Enlightenment were forced to ad-
mit that physical education was needed in all schools.18 In all the discussions, the 
armed forces played a crucial role, from participating in commission debates to 
authoring manuals for village teachers to use when teaching physical education to 
their charges.19

The most striking change, however, came not from initiatives to expand the 
militarizing capacity of  previously existing schools but from the movement to cre-
ate new paramilitary institutions outside of  the schools to increase physical fi tness 
and teach military aff airs. Two groups arose at roughly the same time in 1909 to 
take up the task of  physically developing the younger generation. One of  these in-
stitutions was a direct borrowing from Britain; Russian offi  cers created Boy Scout 
troops on Baden Powell’s model almost immediately after Baden Powell himself  
formed the fi rst troops in England in 1908.20

Domestic initiative was also important in the rise of  measures to militarize the 
teenage generation, as a host of  “play companies” (poteshnye roty) sprung up around 
the country. The name rang with the echoes of  Russia’s martial past, as the found-
ers of  the movement borrowed the name from the mock units that Peter the Great 
created as a young boy in the late seventeenth century to experience military life.21 
These new companies were a specifi c response to the growing perception that 
Russian adolescents were physically inferior to their western counterparts and that 
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they lacked the patriotic fervor and sense of  duty that the teenagers of  Russia’s 
threatening enemies possessed. 

Play companies originated in Ekaterinoslav province during the 1908–09 
school year, and within two years they had spread like wildfi re across the empire. 
By 1912, about one hundred thousand boys had signed up.22 Young men who 
enrolled experienced the joys of  physical training, discipline, and marching with 
groups of  their peers. The army leadership and the government remained largely 
reactive while enthusiastic citizens (the majority of  whom were either retired mili-
tary men or offi  cers working on their own time) formed these new groups. The in-
creased attention toward adolescents was welcome to military offi  cials, but conser-
vatives were plagued by anxieties that the new “spontaneous” mass organizations 
would spin out of  control and lead to disorder. As the St. Petersburg governor 
warned, “the mob is always impressionable, it easily changes mood and still more 
easily falls under the charm of  leaders. The same people who raised red fl ags in 
our time of  troubles enthusiastically are now prepared to participate in expressions 
of  loyal feeling. … Introducing, therefore, organization into a mob of  children, 
of  young people, is acceptable only with exceeding caution. Unfortunately, this 
caution is not apparent.”23

One man’s patriotic initiative was another man’s recklessness.
The tsar’s response to the confl ict between energetic offi  cers and anxious con-

servatives was to allow play companies to be formed, but only under strict, oc-
casionally suff ocating, observation. As the numbers of  these units multiplied, so 
too did government concern. Finally, in July 1911, the tsar and the War Ministry 
came out with a statute regulating the companies, requiring all units to inculcate 
the same values, follow the same regulations, and be subject to the watchful eye of  
the army. The right to form these troops was also strictly limited to high-ranking 
offi  cers on active duty or the reserves, sporting societies approved by the state, fi re 
brigades, special military training societies, and “trustworthy people.”24 Despite 
these limiting statutes, youth paramilitary organizations continued to grow in size 
and importance. With each trained boy and proud parent, the potential not only 
for military success but also for public support for military action grew. 

II. Education for Peace

This expansion of  military training and martial propaganda disturbed more peo-
ple than just the fearful conservatives who envisioned these armed young men 
carrying red fl ags. It also proved repugnant to Russia’s infant pacifi st movement, 
a movement that had been brought into being in large part by the militarization 
drive itself. Prior to 1874, it was impossible to speak of  a Russian pacifi st move-
ment. There were certain isolated groups like the Mennonites and Dukhobors (a 
homegrown religious movement that rejected the hierarchical and ornate trappings 
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of  the Orthodox church for a communal religious experience) who rejected mili-
tary service in principle, but they had little impact on the political scene and were 
in any case assuaged by draft exemptions granted by the state on the condition that 
they colonize and cultivate the rich agricultural lands the empire was seizing from 
the Ottoman domains in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Pacifi st 
dissent from other sources was totally insignifi cant.

Universal conscription and mass politics changed all of  that. As state offi  cials 
attempted to make military service the uniform obligation of  all citizens of  the 
empire, they ran foul of  the pacifi st religious sects and jarred the consciences of  
Russia’s emerging liberals as well. Modern pacifi sm became more political and more 
evangelical, and as it did so, education and persuasion became its favorite tools. At 
the same time, as we have seen, state and military offi  cials turned to education and 
persuasion as means to produce autonomous and “conscious” citizen soldiers who 
would be profi cient in war, understand the reasons for it, and perhaps even grow 
to love it as they had. The questions of  war and peace were thus not only entering 
the public sphere, but the sphere of  publicity as well.

This emergence into the public sphere gave greater visibility and energy to the 
traditional Christian pacifi sts, but it also caused problems for them. As peace be-
came part of  a broader political discourse that was rapidly secularizing, Christian 
resisters lost their monopoly on war objection. As Sandi Cooper has most ex-
haustively demonstrated, the expansion of  mass politics across Europe during the 
course of  the nineteenth century created a powerful strand of  peace movements 
that both desired peace and accepted the primacy of  the state in political aff airs.25 
In Russia, this phenomenon was both visible and precocious. Liberal bureaucrats 
within the Russian government took the lead in seeking international political so-
lutions to the moral problems of  war, not just at the Hague Conferences described 
by Jost Dülff er in this volume, but earlier in the century as well.26 Non-state actors 
were just as vigorous and important. The most famous of  these was Jan Bloch, 
the Polish magnate who wrote The Future of War, a sober tract that argued that 
technological and social change had rendered wars so deadly, so inconclusive, and 
so expensive that only irrational or suicidal policymakers would begin them.27 But 
others were active too. Pavel Miliukov, the noted historian and liberal politician, 
served on the Carnegie Commission sent to document the horrors of  the Balkan 
Wars of  1912–13. The Carnegie Commission’s stated aim was “to inform public 
opinion and to make plain just what is or may be involved in an international war 
carried on under modern conditions. If  the minds of  men can be turned even for 
a short time away from passion, from race antagonism and from national aggran-
dizement to a contemplation of  the individual and national losses due to war and 
to the shocking horrors which modern warfare entails, a step and by no means a 
short one, will have been taken toward the substitution of  justice for force in the 
settlement of  international diff erences.”28 
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III. Patriotism or Peace?

The knowledge that modern war was horrible and an abiding faith in reason were 
the hallmarks of  the patriotic pacifi sts, who held fi rm to the notion that they 
should prefer their own country and countrymen even as they rejected war. But 
this faith in reason rather than God divided those who sought peace in Russia at 
the fi n-de-siécle. For the patriotic pacifi sts, it was precisely the love of  country that 
should spur the love of  peace (through the “contemplation of  the individual and 
national losses due to war”). But the Christian pacifi sts saw patriotism as a cause 
of  war, not a handmaiden of  peace. This diff erence of  opinion was far more than 
doctrinal squabbling, for the terms on which the propaganda battle for young 
Russian souls would be fought were at stake. There were more than a few men in 
the Russian military who thought that war was a positive force and disputed the 
claims of  the patriotic pacifi sts that it was both horrible and unnecessary, but this 
was not the theme of  the militarizing program, which instead focused directly on 
building up patriotic sentiments. In essence, then, the question of  the desirability 
or moral status of  war was passed over in favor of  the seemingly benign education 
in patriotism that military offi  cials urged upon schools and newly formed para-
military formations.

It fell to Leo Tolstoy, Russia’s most prominent Christian pacifi st, to state the 
pacifi st case against patriotism. Even prior to his spiritual crisis and turn to radical 
Christianity in 1880, Tolstoy had been a critical but confl icted observer of  the 
war fever that preceded the Russo-Turkish War of  1877–78.29 The picture Tol-
stoy painted in Anna Karenina (1877) on this theme was mixed. On the one hand, 
Tolstoy mocked the Panslavic upsurge as “one of  those fashionable fads which, 
supplanting one another, always serve as a subject of  concern for society … much 
here was frivolous and ridiculous.” On the other, he also “saw and recognized the 
unquestionable, ever growing enthusiasm which united all classes of  society, with 
which one could not but sympathize.”30

By the 1890s, however, all traces of  ambiguity regarding patriotism and war 
had disappeared. In two articles, “Christianity and Patriotism” (1894) and “Pa-
triotism, or Peace?” (1895), Tolstoy directly confronted the threat that the rise of  
patriotic feelings in Russia in the 1890s posed to the cause of  peace.31 Reading 
the reports of  the Toulon visit disturbed him, and he admitted his astonishment 
that it “came to pass that not only those who ate, drank and spoke, but every one 
who was present, and even those who merely heard or read in the papers of  these 
proceedings—all these millions of  French and Russians—imagined suddenly that 
in some especial fashion they were enamored of  each other; that is, that all the 
French love all the Russians, and all the Russians all the French.”32 Most pain-
fully for Tolstoy, all of  this patriotic and martial fervor was dressed in Christian 
clothing. “Since the time of  the Concordat scarcely so many prayers can have been 
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off ered as during this short period. All the French suddenly became extraordinarily 
religious, and carefully deposited in the rooms of  the Russian mariners the very 
images which a short time previously they had as carefully removed from their 
schools as harmful tools of  superstition.”33 

All of  this “hurrah-patriotism” was, in Tolstoy’s opinion silly and thoughtless, 
something to be expected of  the eff eminate elites of  France and Russia, whom he 
had been lampooning even before his sudden turn to the Gospels.34 In his fi ctional 
and nonfi ctional works alike, Tolstoy used the good sense and simple morals of  com -
moners to puncture the absurdity of  this elite. The conviction that the masses were 
undeceived and unimpressed by the games of  their rulers normally made Tolstoy 
an optimist. Indeed, in “Christianity and Patriotism,” he included a lengthy ac-
count of  a French agitator who visited him in 1890 to talk up the Franco-Russian 
rapprochement.35 Neither Tolstoy nor Prokofi i, the local peasant to whom the 
envoy turned after failing to convince the sage novelist, was much impressed by the 
Frenchman’s exhortations to help him recover Alsace and Lorraine. Prokofi i even 
became angry momentarily before asking the agitator to instead get members of  
all three countries to work in the fi elds together. Homespun wisdom won the day, 
at least in Tolstoy’s mind.

But Tolstoy also knew that the waves of  modernity were washing over Russian 
villages with increasing strength and that new Russians were emerging. On the face 
of  it, increased literacy, education and social communication seemed to be good 
for the pacifi st cause, because both war and patriotism were irrational and degrad-
ing, and as a result “the fraud of  patriotism ought daily to become more diffi  cult 
and at length impossible to practice.” “But,” he continued, “the truth is that these 
very means of  general external education, facilitated locomotion and intercourse, 
and especially the spread of  literature, being captured and constantly more and 
more controlled by government, confer on the latter such possibilities of  exciting a 
feeling of  mutual animosity between nations, that in degree as the uselessness and 
harmfulness of  patriotism have become manifest, so also has increased the power 
of  the government and ruling class to excite patriotism among the people.”36 If  
Prokofi i’s generation had been cool to Panslavism as young men in the 1870s and 
dismissive of  French élan in the 1890s, their sons might be a diff erent story. 

It was clear to Tolstoy that the “inevitable consequence of  patriotism” was war, 
both because it was based in selfi shness and hatred and because it was dedicated 
to preserving territorial states that had been formed through unrelenting violence. 
Every practicing Christian who believed instead in selfl essness, love, and nonvio-
lence would have to realize that patriotism was evil and corrosive. But even Tolstoy 
had to admit that the issue at present was not nearly so clear to either young Rus-
sian peasants or to others of  all levels of  education across Europe.37 As Tolstoy 
himself  observed, Russian reporters in Toulon ardently declared that the patriotic 
upsurge they were experiencing was making their souls “throb with that love which 
sees in men brothers, which hates blood, and violence, and the snatching of  chil-
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dren from a beloved mother…. Is not this the sensible presence of  the God of  love 
and of  fraternity, the presence of  the loftiest ideal descending in His supremest 
moments upon man?”38 

These statements, like the martial prayers mentioned earlier, touched Tolstoy 
to the quick. The capacity of  patriots to appropriate the Christian sentiments of  
love and fraternity as their own and the willingness of  so many people to listen to 
them worried him, even as he insisted that at some time the “cobweb of  lies” must 
be swept away. Patriotism would be exposed as a fraud, soldiers and statesmen 
would be revealed as brigands, and the good men of  Europe and the “Christian 
world” would disarm, thereby “showing the Oriental nations an example, not of  
savage patriotism and ferocity, but that one of  brotherly life which has been taught 
to us by Christ.”39 Tolstoy himself  dedicated his life to promoting this message 
around the world, virtually abandoning his career as a novelist to pursue the goal. 
He had no small degree of  success. He was the best known pacifi st in the world 
as the twentieth century began and was one of  the most widely read authors in 
Russia, thanks not so much to his massive novels as to the short little Christian 
pacifi st fables he published cheaply and sold widely in the last years of  his life.40 
Many a young Russian’s fi rst success in reading came from a Tolstoy pamphlet, 
and a large number of  religious followers emerged, calling themselves “Tolstoyans” 
and promoting his views.41

Tolstoy died in 1910, still believing that peace would soon reign on earth. It 
was just as well, as the war that would break out four years later showed to anyone 
who cared to see that, Tolstoy’s eff orts notwithstanding, the militarizers had won 
the propaganda battle. Their success was not only over Tolstoy and other paci-
fi sts, but was also over the rather more powerful conservatives at the apex of  the 
tsarist political system. The battle within the elite was sharp during the reform 
process as the specter of  revolution loomed over Petersburg politicians. In those 
fi nal years and months before the Great War, conservatives did more than protest 
the revoking of  their favorite draft exemptions. Many protested against the slide to 
war itself, seeing the danger that continental war posed to the political order and 
urging the tsar to disentangle himself  from the looming confl ict. As Petr Durnovo 
argued in a memorandum to the tsar in February 1914, if  Russia continued to be 
aligned with France and England, it would bear the brunt of  the war for no good 
reason, since “the vital interests of  Russia and Germany do not confl ict.” Instead, 
the two powers shared an interest in preserving “the conservative principle in the 
world of  which the above-named two great powers are the only reliable bulwarks,” 
and in dampening down the nationalist demands of  smaller peoples in Eastern 
Europe. If  present trends continued and war with Germany occurred, Durnovo 
claimed, the military prospects were not great. Any possibility for Russian victory 
would come in a long war that would prove costly in terms of  lives and treasure. 
Battlefi eld success would bring only economic dislocation and social upheaval. 
Defeat would certainly bring revolution. The only patriotic course that made sense 
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for the country was to stay out of  the titanic battle that was sure to come between 
Germany and England. 42

Durnovo was just one member of  a substantive and powerful conservative group 
at court that Baron Taube, a fellow member, described as a “choir of  ‘pacifi sts.’”43 
As Taube’s scare quotes suggest, it is going too far to call Durnovo a pacifi st, even 
a “patriotic pacifi st.” Still, the strength of  antiwar sentiment among conservatives 
in 1914 demonstrates that there were constraining factors at all levels of  the Rus-
sian political scene as the fateful summer of  1914 approached. Russian elites well 
knew the danger of  war. Commoners too had living memories of  a painful and 
bloody war less than ten years in the past and a rich bank of  oppositional ideas 
and movements from which they could draw if  they wished to resist the rush to 
war. Tolstoy’s message was part of  the public fund of  knowledge, and the vis-
ible socialist movement had actively been opposing the arms race and imperial 
scramble that had produced the parlous situation at hand. Even Nicholas II was 
of  two minds on the question. His hesitation during the July Crisis was evident in 
the cautious advice he sent to Serbia, his personal appeal to the Kaiser for peace, 
and his attempt to take a middle road of  partial mobilization against Austria (but 
not Germany). Indeed, his ministers were so worried about further tergiversation 
that Sergei Sazonov, the foreign minister, urged the General Staff  to “smash the 
telephone” after sending out the full mobilization orders.44

Russia’s participation in the war was therefore not inevitable as the July Crisis 
came to a head. Even the spread of  patriotic sentiment that had occurred over the 
previous two decades by no means predetermined the catastrophic decision to fi ght. 
Indeed, if  patriotism had simply been what its proponents claimed it was—an es-
sentially rational and preservative (if  not conservative) force based in self-worth 
and love of  the fatherland—war would probably not have occurred. But Russian 
patriotism also included a love of  Russia’s empire and its Great Power status and 
an inclination to see that status tied fundamentally to military prowess. These lat-
ter factors proved decisive in the crucial cabinet meeting on July 24 (n.s.)45 that 
presented the tsar with a request to take a hard line in the crisis. Sazonov explicitly 
argued that Russian concessions in the past had emboldened the Central Powers 
and that if  Russia abandoned the Balkans “she would be considered a decadent 
state and would henceforth have to take second place among the powers.” Other 
ministers, including the moderate A. V. Krivoshein, also argued that Russia had to 
take a “fi rmer and more energetic attitude towards the unreasonable claims of  the 
Central European powers.” Even the fi nance minister, while noting that economic 
disaster was a real possibility, supported the fi rm line because “the honour, dignity 
and authority of  Russia were at stake.”46

Nicholas II concurred with his cabinet and went to war. Though many at the 
time (and many more later) doubted that Russia was patriotic enough to sustain 
the war eff ort that was required, Russia in the Great War was in fact patriotic. 
This does not mean, of  course, that every Russian supported either the war or 
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the government, but it does mean that Russian public life was deeply colored by 
patriotism. Those deemed unpatriotic were marginalized, and patriotic ideals did 
indeed inspire many Russians of  all stations during the war years.47 Patriotism was 
also transformed over the same years, becoming more “modern” and egalitarian, 
and less conservative and monarchical. Indeed, over the course of  the war, the po-
litical implications of  patriotism changed dramatically. In 1914, patriotism mostly 
meant support for the tsar and his government. By 1915, anguished ministers were 
privately telling the tsar that they thought his policies were leading the country to 
ruin. By 1916, the idea that the government itself  had become unpatriotic was 
being publicly stated even by moderates like Vasilii Maklakov, who declared to 
the Duma in November 1916 that serving both Russia and the regime was “just 
as impossible as serving both Mammon and God.”48 In the midst of  this political 
crisis, the nexus between patriotism and soldiering only grew stronger. Even those 
who despised the tsar loved his soldiers. Indeed, martial content was probably the 
only constant of  patriotic culture during this time of  tremendous political and 
ideological change. 

Conclusion

Objectively speaking, Russia’s entry into the war was the most improbable of  all. 
Russia had the least to gain from continental confl ict and the most to lose. With 
the exception of  the Straits Question, the ambitions of  Russian policy makers in 
geostrategic terms were either foolish or slight. Most of  those put forward early 
in the war (annexation of  East Prussia, the establishment of  Russian hegemony 
in the Balkans, and the “unifi cation of  Poland” under Russian oversight) were on 
the foolish side. Annexing East Prussia would only serve as a stimulant to a future 
Russo-German war, the new Balkan states had already demonstrated quite clearly 
in 1912–13 that they were capable of  ignoring Russia when pursuing their own 
strategies, and the last thing the Russian Empire needed was to expand its Polish 
problem. As for the Straits, war with the Central Powers was a rather roundabout 
way of  securing free passage to the Mediterranean. To make just the most obvi-
ous point, successful resolution of  the problem depended most heavily on two 
countries: Great Britain and the Ottoman Empire, who were not even engaged in 
the war when Russia entered it. Achieving any of  these goals would also depend 
on military success, a very unsure prospect. The armed forces had not yet fully 
recovered from their embarrassment a decade before and were still in the midst of  
a substantial reorganization. For its part, the Russian public had very bitter memo-
ries of  a recent, bloody war, was increasingly antagonistic toward its government, 
and saw little good coming from a titanic clash with German and Austria-Hungary. 
Most importantly, all of  these reasons not to go to war were visible at the time and 
were clearly articulated prior to the declaration of  hostilities.
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Still, I have argued here that Russia’s entry into the war in the conditions that 
existed during the July Crisis was very probable, not only at the state level but 
down to the level of  the soldier as well. This was not, I will stress again, the result 
of  ignorance. It was the outcome produced by the change in subjective conditions, 
in “political culture,” that had occurred over the previous generation. What is 
striking about Russia’s mobilization is that though almost no one thought that the 
war was a good idea, virtually everyone responded to the emergency by participat-
ing in the war eff ort. This was as true for the tsar as it was for his lowliest soldier, 
as true for conservative ministers as it was for the members of  the liberal and 
socialist opposition.49 As we have seen, the Council of  Ministers was united in its 
support for the war. The Duma would show its enthusiasm through patriotic ora-
tory and then by closing itself  down. And, in sharp contrast to the Russo-Japanese 
War, more than 95 percent of  Russian reservists of  all stripes would respond to 
the wartime call-up.

The change in political culture that facilitated the march to war was the inser-
tion of  martial patriotism into the center of  the emerging mass culture and mass 
political system of  the Russian Empire. We have seen that this was a conscious 
project targeted mainly at young men. Schools were militarized, paramilitary groups 
were formed, and the grand narrative of  Russian history taught in textbooks and 
in public celebrations alike focused on the exploits of  the Russian military. Part of  
the intent of  the program was to make newly literate peasants aware of  the impor-
tance of  a powerful and respected state to their identity as Rus sians, but part was 
also to make adolescent boys aware of  the importance of  military service to their 
identity as men. The overwhelming Russian response to the German declaration of  
war was based on these subjective concerns, not on the fantastic and indeed barely 
known “objective” war aims.

It turns out, then, that Tolstoy was right to be alarmed as a pacifi st by the 
rise in patriotism that he was witnessing. He understood that “patriotic pacifi sts” 
were not really worthy of  the name. The July Crisis proved how quickly patriotic 
pacifi sts could become patriots in a crisis. More importantly, he saw that patrio-
tism and war were indelibly linked. And the two proved close friends during the 
succeeding convulsive years. Without patriotism, it is hard to see how the cobbled 
Russian political system, that mish-mash of  old regime structures and mass po-
litical institutions, imperialists and nationalists, elites and commoners, could have 
sustained even a brief  war. Without war, it is hard to see what else Russian patriots 
could agree upon. Whatever else we may say about Russian patriotism, it is dif-
fi cult to deny that it was strong enough to lead Russians to war and strong enough 
to keep them there for three and a half  years. Tolstoy was wrong about the ability 
of  simple Russians to resist patriotism’s seductive charm.

In the end, however, patriotism proved both pernicious and self-defeating. As 
the war years would show, full as they were in German and Jewish pogroms, atroci-
ties against civilians and self-righteous puff ery, it was pernicious in the humanitar-
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ian terms that Tolstoy described. But patriotism was also self-defeating. It brought 
   words of  unity without the substance of  true political consensus. It sponsored hu-
man destruction while providing surprisingly few resources for community build-
ing. Patriotism had helped bring war, but war ravaged Russian society, the Russian 
economy, and especially the Russian political system. At the end of  the day, all 
that was left was war itself, as the world war was succeeded by a civil war that, 
almost unbelievably, proved more devastating to the country than the titanic con-
frontation that had ruined the continent. 
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Part IV
!

CULTURE, GENDER, RELIGIOSITY, 
AND THE COMING OF  WAR
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Chapter 13

HONOR, GENDER, AND POWER
The Politics of  Satisfaction in Pre-War Europe

Ute Frevert

!

The power of  political structures has a specifi c internal dynamic. On the basis of  
this power, the members may pretend to a special “prestige,” and their pretensions 
may infl uence the external conduct of  the power structures. Experience teaches that 
claims to prestige have always played into the origin of  wars. Their part is diffi  cult 
to gauge; it cannot be determined in general, but it is very obvious. The realm of  
“honor,” which is comparable to the “status order” within a social structure, per-
tains also to the interrelations of  political structures… The sentiment of  prestige is 
able to strengthen the ardent belief  in the actual existence of  one’s own might, and 
this is important for positive self-assurance in the case of  confl ict. Therefore, all 
those having vested interests in the political structure tend systematically to cultivate 
this prestige sentiment.1 

In these dry words, Max Weber assessed the role of  honor in national and inter-
national politics. Large political units, he claimed, develop pretensions of  honor 
and prestige that tend to become an irrational element of  international relations. 
The “honor of  power” (Ehre der Macht) typically bears an expansive character and is 
highly fl ammable. At the same time, it is self-affi  rmative and thus acts as a strong 
amplifi er. As a contemporary example, Weber (who wrote this before 1914) cited 
the German-French antagonism during the early years of  the twentieth century. 

A few years later, Weber found himself  immersed in a fresh case of  honor 
politics. This time, however, he cast off  the role of  a distant analytic observer but 
rather played an active role in propagating and cultivating the “prestige sentiment.” 
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Although he constantly urged his fellow citizens to think rationally rather than let 
themselves be overwhelmed by emotions, he did not shy away from using strong 
language in his own wartime writings and speeches. In October 1916, he spoke at 
a rally organized by left liberals in Munich. The war, he claimed, was a war of  hon-
or, at least for Germany. Germany did not fi ght for territorial changes or economic 
profi t; instead, it fought “for honor” (um die Ehre). It would have been a cause of  
shame (Schande) if  the nation had not taken up arms to defend its claim to power 
against countries like Britain and Russia that were about to conquer the world. As 
a country with a large population and a vibrant economy, Germany had no choice 
but to be a Machtstaat and cast its vote in deciding on the world’s future.2

Max Weber was not the only contemporary to think and talk about World War 
I in terms of  honor and shame. The confl ict between European states that erupted 
in July 1914, and resulted in multiple declarations of  war a month later was largely 
framed in a language of  honor. This language was spoken by all participants, 
who—despite severe diff erences of  interest—communicated in a common vocab-
ulary, grammar, and syntax. Unlike future antagonists, they were socialized in the 
same sphere of  norms and values; their “unspoken assumptions” and their “ideo-
logical furniture” showed similar patterns.3 They shared a cultural understanding 
of  what honor meant and how it was displayed. And they were extremely sensitive 
to allegations of  dishonorable and shameful behavior. 

My thesis is that the language of  honor as it was traditionally spoken in times 
of  strife was very badly suited to solving the massive confl icts in 1914. Rather 
than off ering a way out, it forced the participants into a deadlock that resulted in 
war. Once the war had started, the language of  honor served, along Weber’s lines, 
to instil an “ardent [pathetisch] belief  in the real existence of  national power” among 
those who fought, fi nanced, and endured the war. The pathos, so my argument 
goes, largely stemmed from gendered images of  honor that appealed directly to 
people’s emotions and senses and was one of  the central underlying cultural pre-
conditions for the outbreak of  World War I.

1. From Personal Honor to National Honor: Duels and Wars 

With regard to the events of  July and early August 1914, many historians have 
stressed the impact of  militant nationalism: “Love of  one’s country and hatred for 
its enemies proved the most potent rationalization for aggression the long nine-
teenth century produced.”4 Indeed, passionate emotions, both positive and neg-
ative, were pronounced in the oral and written declamations, declarations, and 
proclamations that accompanied the diplomatic tug of  war during those crucial 
weeks of  summer. Speeches, poems, and newspaper articles all spoke of  love and 
hatred. The enemy was dealt with in highly despicable words, metaphors, and im-
ages, whereas one’s own country was applauded and cherished beyond all measure. 
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This emotional divide was not restricted to the outbreak of  war, but intensifi ed 
during its course; posters and postcards, often commissioned by the government, 
lent it a visual expression that grasped people’s imagination and pervaded public 
communication. 

True, this nationalistic fervor could draw on an eminent tradition. For France 
and Germany, it has been traced back, through the 1870–71 war, to the late eight-
eenth century. In order to construct national consciousness and identity, both na-
tions needed an enemy: no “patrie sans ennemi,” no “Vaterland ohne Feind.” The 
language of  patriotism and nationalism that gained currency during and after the 
French Revolution dwelt on a deeply antagonistic imagery. With minor alterations, 
it basically stayed the same between 1792 and 1918, except for the introduc-
tion of  ethnic-anthropological notions during World War I.5 For other countries, 
similar national antagonisms and stereotyped enmities can be established.6 Thus, 
Europeans in 1914 were well equipped with an arsenal of  politically framed emo-
tions that could be easily evoked and expressed in times of  crisis. 

What has escaped most historians, though, is the dominance of  “honor” in 
the language that was used to whip up national feelings.7 As a matter of  fact, wars 
could be legitimated much more eff ectively as acts of  defense rather than aggres-
sion. The defensive logic, in turn, was deeply ingrained in the idea and practice 
of  honor. Honor (which we can, for the sake of  brevity, defi ne as “a right to re -
spect”),8 was attacked, insulted, and off ended—and thus had to be defended, saved, 
and rescued. Reading the documents that were produced during the crucial stages 
of  decision making in July and August 1914, one cannot help noticing how often 
contemporaries alluded to honor in order to justify what they were thinking and 
doing. Rather than love for one’s fatherland and hatred of  the respective enemy, it 
was honor, dishonor, and shame that served as powerful explanatory concepts and 
frames of  reference. 

Evidence can be provided for all sides. The manifesto that the Austrian Em-
peror Franz Josef  issued to his “peoples” on 28 July 1914 justifi ed the war against 
Serbia as being “in the defence of  the honor of  my Monarchy.”9 When the Russian 
ambassador at Vienna announced his country’s military mobilization on 29 July 
1914, he added that Russia had been slighted in its honor as a major power, urging 
the nation to take the necessary steps.10 This allegation was refuted by Kaiser Wil-
helm II, who, in a telegram to the tsar, assured him that “nobody is threatening the 
honor or power of  Russia.”11 For his part, the kaiser explained on 5 August that he 
was “forced to draw the sword in order to ward off  an unjustifi ed attack and fi ght 
for … our national honor.”12 One day later, he issued a proclamation to the Ger-
man people in which he argued that Germany’s enemies did not want the nation to 
“stand, in resolute fi delity, by our ally which is battling for its reputation as a great 
power, and with whose humiliation our power and honor, too, would be lost.”13 
On the very same day, the British prime minister Asquith told the Commons: “We 
are fi ghting … in the fi rst place to fulfi l a solemn international obligation which, 
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if  it had been entered into between private persons in the ordinary concerns of  
life, would have been regarded as an obligation not only of  law but of  honour, which 
no self-respecting man could possibly have repudiated.” He knew himself  to be in 
keeping with public opinion and the Unionist shadow cabinet that had earlier on 
declared it “fatal to the honour and security of  the United Kingdom to hesitate in 
supporting France and Russia at the present juncture.”14 

The arguments were indistinguishable and interchangeable. First, all politicians 
claimed that by declaring war they were acting in defense. They were responding 
to an attack that was launched from outside, by an enemy who in turn was held 
to be pursuing aggressive aims. Second, this attack was not just endangering the 
existence and security of  one’s own country or its vital interests; above all, it af-
fected its honor. It came as an insult and was intended as such. It thus demanded 
a sharp rebuff . Quite obviously, this could not happen in the form of  diplomatic 
deliberations; rather it called for war. War, for all participants, seemed to be the 
only adequate answer when national honor was at stake. 

We might dismiss this as purely rhetorical, as a formal reminiscence of  far older 
practices that had actually lost their meaning in the modern world of  national 
power dynamics. And we might fi nd support from critical contemporaries who se-
riously doubted the validity of  references to honor when it came to preparing for 
war. When on 3 August the House of  Commons was discussing Sir Edward Grey’s 
speech concerning the position of  His Majesty’s Government with regard to the 
European crisis, members of  the Labour Party explicitly questioned his argument 
that, not only obligations or interests, but also honor compelled Britain to go to 
war. Keir Hardie reminded the House that “the plea that our honour was involved 
in entering into war was always the excuse.” Mentioning both the Crimean and the 
Boer War that had allegedly been fought “because of  our honour,” Ramsay Mac-
Donald queried whether Grey’s argument could be taken at face value. Defying 
“Ministerial and Opposition cheers,” he sarcastically remarked that statesmen usu ally 
and traditionally appealed “to their nation’s honour” in order to cloak a crime.15 

At the same time, however, MacDonald did not generally dismiss honor as a 
valid motive and reason. “If,” he said, “the nation’s honour is in danger, we would 
be with him” (meaning the Foreign Secretary). He only questioned that honor was 
in danger in the present situation, just as he was not persuaded by Grey’s argument 
that “the country is in danger.” Even for Labour MPs (as much as for German 
social democrats or French socialists), thus, honor was a value that was recognized 
as such and that could necessitate immediate action.

Still, there were some reservations about whether the concept of  honor was still 
timely and appropriate. For poets like Rupert Brooke, it was coated with a patina 
of  old and faded traditions that he was only too happy to see rejuvenated: 

Honour has come back, as a king, to earth
And paid his subjects with a royal wage;
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And nobleness walks in our ways again; 
And we have come into our heritage.16 

As if  he did not trust this reappearance, Foreign Secretary Grey often referred 
to “our respect and good name and reputation before the world.”17 Max Weber, 
too, used “honor” synonymously with “prestige” and “reputation.” In his theoretical 
writings he thus modernized a concept that to him seemed somewhat old-fashioned 
in a world allegedly governed by the rational assessment of  prosaic interest. In his 
wartime political speeches, however, he talked about honor as a given fact, just as 
the British Liberal David Lloyd George called honor a “reality.”18

Honor, as Weber saw it, was part and parcel of  a pre-modern world that was 
stratifi ed in estates or status groups (Stände) rather than classes defi ned by the mar-
ket situation. In contrast to the latter, the status situation (ständische Lage) was not 
determined by economic conditions, but by honor. Both principles “normally” 
excluded each other in that status honor “stands in sharp opposition to the pre-
tensions of  sheer property.” It was based on a “specifi c conduct of  life” that fa-
vored “distance and exclusiveness” and rested on a “distinctive traditional ethic 
reinforced by education.” This ethic, as Weber observed with regard to medieval 
aristocracy, “made personal relations central to the conduct of  life and impressed 
every individual with the obligations of  a status honor that was jointly held and 
thus a unifying bond for the status group as a whole.” The medieval tradition, ac-
cording to Weber, had proved powerful in infl uencing the European upper classes 
ever since. Both in Great Britain and on the Continent the current “ideal of  manli-
ness” and “conduct of  life” clearly demonstrated that “feudal knighthood” with 
its strong sense of  “personal honor” and chivalry still served as a crucial “center 
of  orientation.”19 

While Weber acknowledged, somewhat perplexed, the persistence of  honor in 
the modern market-oriented world, his colleague Georg Simmel pointed to the 
functions that honor performed in society. Honor, to him, mediated between the 
individual and the group in which he or she belonged. It translated “social duty” 
into “individual weal” by infusing the individual “with the conviction that the 
maintenance of  his honour constitutes his most intrinsic, most profound and most 
personal self-interest.” Although honor resided in the group and guaranteed its co-
hesion, it was felt and practised by each group member individually.20 This analysis 
helps us to understand the inner dynamics of  honor-based social or status groups. 
Within nineteenth century European societies, there were quite a number of  these 
groups adhering to strict codes of  honor. The offi  cer corps counted among them 
as well as academic circles, administrative elites and the nobility. Classes, however, 
which formed in the market and were economy driven, proved less prone to shar-
ing and exhibiting these codes. 

This said, it is not diffi  cult to locate the men charged with political decision 
making in 1914 in social milieus that socialized their members in the language 
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and practice of  honor. The military—who became more and more infl uential as 
the crisis evolved—thought of  honor as their “inviolable possession.”21 The dip-
lomatic corps, whose ranks were mostly fi lled with aristocrats, was equally bathed 
in honor, and so were the politicians who eventually decided on war and peace or 
advised the heads of  state (mostly monarchs) on the decision. Not surprisingly, 
the interaction within and between these groups in July and August 1914 was 
intensely marked by the language of  honor. It was not only the word itself  that, as 
quoted above, was used time and again in offi  cial, semi-offi  cial, and secret commu-
nication. Other concepts and practices that were part of  the lexicon of  honor were 
even more frequently employed and alluded to. “Humiliation,” “insult,” “shame,” 
“challenge,” “satisfaction,” “off ense”—there was barely a telegram or a conversation 
that did not include these notions. Every member of  the upper (middle) classes 
in Europe could easily identify them as what they were: components of  the early 
modern language of  honor that had focused on the practice of  duelling. Even in 
countries like Great Britain where the duel had fallen out of  fashion since mid-
century, the language was still spoken and understood.22

On the other hand, though, the subject of  honor and shame as it was addressed 
in this communication was no longer the male individual (and member of  a re-
spective status group); instead, it was the nation. Politicians, diplomats, offi  cers, 
and public opinion did not speak in their own name; rather, they spoke on behalf  
of  the “nation,” the “fatherland,” the state, the country. It was “us” rather than “I,” 
“our” honor rather than “mine” that was at stake. A code of  conduct, a concept 
of  behavior that had been utterly individualistic (though rooted in and backed by 
social groups) was thus collectivized. The nation, i.e. the citizens of  a given state, 
had become the target of  insults and off enses and was called upon to defend itself. 
It could do so by issuing a “challenge” and engaging in a fi ght that was meant 
to restore its honor. On national terms, the challenge amounted to a declaration 
of  war, and through war, the humiliating insult could be washed away. War thus 
resembled the duel, except that it was fought not between two men, but between 
millions. 

There were other diff erences, too. While the duel was a highly formalized and 
controlled practice, war was not. There were no neutral observers who made sure 
that the rules were obeyed. Even the rules themselves were not clearly defi ned, de-
spite attempts since the 1860s to codify internationally valid norms of  conduct in 
warfare. Most important of  all, there was no predetermined end of  war. Whereas 
a duel’s end was agreed on before it even started, wars did not know that kind of  
previous negotiation. The results of  the fi ghting also diff ered. A duel, especially in 
modern times, did not necessarily entail physical damage. It was not meant to kill. 
Certainly, there were situations in which participants were eager to harm one an-
other, and in such cases, the conditions under which duels were fought (and which 
both opponents had to accept) were particularly severe. But even then, a fatal 
outcome was never guaranteed. It was possible, but not certain. Only one in four 
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duels that were brought to the attention of  the public persecutor in Germany dur-
ing the nineteenth century had ended with death.23 The basic idea of  the duel was 
not punishment, or revenge; even if  strong emotions were involved, they had to be 
controlled and brought under a strict regimen of  outside checks and balances.

In contrast, wars were fought until one party gave up and either asked for an 
armistice or surrendered its military forces in a formal capitulation.24 There were 
clearly winners and losers, as much as there was victory and defeat. This logic, 
again, was completely absent in a duel which could neither be lost nor won. A duel 
was something to be endured. Its participants had to confront and stand up to the 
situation without fl ickering and showing a trace of  fear or nervousness. Through 
the defi ance of  death, they mutually acknowledged their honor. They showed their 
respect for each other and upheld that they were both men of  honor who did not 
shy away from physical danger in order to fend off  insults and off enses. If  injuries 
or even death occurred and stopped the duel, this was not interpreted as victory 
or defeat. And it by no means delivered a verdict on the actions that had provoked 
the duel. 

Wars as they were fought since the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 
followed an altogether diff erent logic. According to military theoretician Carl von 
Clausewitz, modern war as it was initiated by Napoleon came ever closer “to its 
true nature, its absolute perfection.” Its driving force was the will to “annihilation,” 
its goal being the “defeat of  the opponent” which had to be energetically and 
ruthlessly pursued. While the eighteenth century had transformed war into a mere 
political “game” of  limited risks, the wars of  revolution had unleashed “absolute 
violence.” Rather than allowing for a “moderate advantage” in order to negotiate 
a favorable peace, the new idea of  war was to “annihilate” the opponent. Even if  
this did not mean “absolute destruction,” it entailed enough violence to thrash the 
enemy so that their armies could not go on fi ghting.25 

Here again, it becomes evident that this kind of  warfare had nothing to do with 
how and for what ends duels were fought. Clausewitz’s initial statement that “war 
is nothing but an extended duel” thus proved more and more unrealistic.26 Modern 
weaponry, its industrialized supply and amassment during the fi nal decades of  
the nineteenth century, made it even more theoretical. If  there had been anything 
like the “military code of  honour of  civilised nations” that the Times alluded to 
one year after the outbreak of  the Great War, it was eradicated by the accumu-
lated means and strategies of  destruction since August 1914. Germany was not 
alone in “employing her rich technical resources in a manner regardless of  the 
traditions of  war,” as the British paper reproachfully and nostalgically claimed.27 
Even before 1914, each war had brought about changes and innovations both in 
tactics and weapons; the “traditions” that the Times journalists referred to, includ-
ing the “military code of  honour,” quite obviously were those that were established 
in pre-Napoleonic times and had been eroded ever since. Although the Geneva 
Convention of  1864, the Brussels Declaration of  1874, and the Conventions on 
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Land Warfare signed at The Hague in 1899 and 1907 had newly set up “laws and 
customs” that should be observed in warfare, they were never unanimously and 
unequivocally agreed on, let alone abided by.28

Still, it is interesting and revealing that contemporaries of  the Great War could 
and did refer to a “code of  honor” allegedly inherent in warfare. It tells us some-
thing about the mindset of  those who lived through these dramatic events, and it 
testifi es once more—and even more directly—to the prevalence and omnipres-
ence of  chivalrous concepts of  behavior among members of  the upper and middle 
classes. Although they should have known—and did know—better, they obvi-
ously chose to envisage war as an “extended duel.” German students who had vol-
unteered for front-line service expected the latter to resemble a Mensur: “It takes 
rigid self-discipline,” a 24-year-old medical student wrote home, “to stand your 
ground in a duel without batting an eyelid.”29 And Ernst Jünger, a highly decorated 
young offi  cer in the German army and author of  the widely acclaimed Storm of Steel 
(1920), more than once described combat experiences on the Western Front as 
“duels.”30

It would be a subject of  its own to analyze the clash between traditional codes 
of  honor and the industrialized mode of  warfare that gained momentum during 
World War I. Shared norms of  honorable conduct that still prevailed at the begin-
ning of  military action appear to have soon broken down.31 This clash and the 
ensuing disillusionment (which was formidably captured in Jean Renoir’s 1937 
movie, La Grande Illusion) contributed greatly to the negative image of  war that 
emerged after 1918.32 What came as a surprise to men who had grown up in 
cultures of  honor, though, could have been obvious to everyone reading Clause-
witz (and other military theoreticians and practitioners after him). Clausewitz’s 
writing in the 1820s had linked the brutalization of  war to what he perceived as 
its “nationalization.” When citizens were addressed as soldiers and wars became 
“peoples’ wars,” war changed its “nature.” National “enthusiasm” linking citizens 
and governments unleashed “energies” that knew no bounds. Traditional “bound-
aries” of  warfare were trespassed due to the democratic participation of  the whole 
population. Since the citizens themselves identifi ed with the war, considered it 
of  national interest, and imbued it with strong emotions, the means of  warfare 
became unlimited, both technically and morally. As to the future of  military con-
fl icts, Clausewitz was extremely pessimistic. Once those boundaries had been torn 
down, it would be very hard to erect them anew. Whenever “great interests” were 
involved, mutual enmity would probably be acted out in the same unrestrained way 
that he and his contemporaries had witnessed since 1793.33 

What had actually happened during and after the French Revolution can be 
described as two closely intertwined developments: the nationalization of  politics, 
and the nationalization of  war. First, enthroning the nation as sovereign meant 
transforming politics from a business of  the government (i.e. the king’s cabinet) 
into the concern of  (male) citizens who, through their elected representatives, 
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took decisions on war and peace. Some contemporary observers quickly concluded 
that under these conditions wars would become less and less frequent since they 
contradicted the citizens’ proper interest. Their “commercial spirit” (rather than 
morality) would eventually foster peaceful relations between states and nations.34 
These predictions, however, proved wrong. As mentioned above, nationalist ideas 
turned out to be powerful means of  evoking feelings of  belonging and antagonism. 
Propaganda evoking “national honor” had a strong feedback. Public opinion as it 
was expressed in daily papers, party rallies, and demonstrations depicted a high de-
gree of  sensibility and vulnerability when it dealt with alleged attacks against this 
honor. Even in Germany, whose citizens remained largely excluded from political 
decision making throughout the nineteenth century, similar developments took 
place. In 1890, Helmuth von Moltke (the elder), an eminent military fi gure and a 
conservative member of  the Reichstag, emphatically warned his fellow parliamen-
tarians against new wars that, as he claimed, would be instigated not by govern-
ments and princes, but by peoples. “Nationalist and racial endeavours” could, at 
any moment, provoke the outbreak of  war, even against the will of  those in charge 
of  declaring war.35 

Moltke was not only a critical observer of  the nationalization of  politics and 
the strong wave of  nationalism that gripped European societies since the fi nal 
decades of  the nineteenth century.36 He had also been a witness to the nationaliza-
tion of  war as he experienced it in 1870–71. Originally, this development too was 
rooted in the French Revolution that had merged the roles of  citizens and soldiers. 
By declaring every citizen a soldier, the French had been able to draft mass armies 
and imbue them with a spirit of  national commitment that had utterly surprised 
their opponents. During the course of  the nineteenth century, most European 
countries (except for Great Britain) adopted the practice of  general conscription. 
This meant that wars were no longer fought by mainly professional soldiers but 
by civilians who for the time being put on a military uniform and obeyed their 
superiors’ orders. This new type of  recruitment bore great potential, both in terms 
of  numbers and motivation. Citizen soldiers were supposed to know what they 
were fi ghting for: it was their own national interest that allegedly kept them going. 
This held especially true for those who did not wait to be drafted but entered the 
army as volunteers.

What Moltke, as Prussian chief  of  staff , experienced in 1870/71, though, 
was a further stage of  development. After most of  the French regular army had 
been taken prisoner by the Germans, the new French government declared “la 
guerre à outrance” and started arming civilians in great numbers. For Moltke, this 
“armed crowd” lacked all legitimacy. He called them “franctireurs,” “francvoleurs,” and 
“terrorist gangs” and fought them “by severe reprisals.” Even if  he acknowledged 
their “patriotism” and “bravery,” he detested the “anarchy” and destruction they 
brought about and that was to be answered by “merciless severity.” The war, he 
wrote to his brother in October and November 1870, “is ever growing more bitter 
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and hateful.” “The war is assuming a horrible aspect. It is bad enough when armies 
have to tear each other to pieces; but to set nations against each other is not an 
advance, but a lapse into barbarism.”37 

In a way, Moltke drew too strict a line between what he called a war of  armies 
and a war of  nations. Gambetta’s policy only meant a gradual radicalization of  
what had come into being eight decades earlier. Whenever a government called on 
its citizens to join the armed forces, it helped to nationalize war. Moltke’s pred-
ecessors, venerable Prussian offi  cers like Blücher, Scharnhorst, or Gneisenau, had 
already talked about a “national army” and “national war,” and the law that insti-
tutionalised conscription in 1814 had elevated the army to be the “main training 
school for war for the entire nation.”38 The emotional excitement that Moltke 
found so upsetting in 1870 had a much longer tradition as well. Military reform-
ers in Prussia advertised universal conscription as a “national desire … welcome 
to all who love their country and hate the oppressor.” And self-appointed propa-
gandists like Ernst Moritz Arndt or Ludwig Jahn did not hesitate to evoke strong 
emotions both positive and negative in their attempts to incite their fellow citizens 
for a German Volkskrieg against the French.39 

In order to achieve this goal, they constantly referred to notions of  German 
honor that had been violated and desecrated by Napoleon. By invading and oc-
cupying German lands, the French had branded the country. Now it was up to 
German men to take up arms and reclaim the fatherland’s lost honor. At the same 
time, they were called upon to protect their “parents, women and children” who 
could not help themselves but depended on their sons’, husbands’, and fathers’ 
manly shield. This shield, Arndt remonstrated, had failed when the French enemy 
had raided Germany and “disgraced your wives and daughters.” To eventually drive 
the enemy out of  the country and restore German honor was thus an urgent duty 
that should be performed out of  “fi ery hatred against the French” and “intimate 
love for the Germans.” Only when motivated by those emotions and fought for 
“fatherland and justice and freedom” did war bear any legitimacy.40 

2. Honor and Gender

These arguments exhibit notions of  honor and shame that are outspokenly gen-
dered. Both the fatherland and the family were described in feminine terms. The 
fatherland had been invaded and overrun; it had been occupied by foreigners who 
had enslaved its men and raped its women. Therefore it needed a new generation 
of  men to stand up, fi ght off  the slander, and restore national as well as female 
honor to their former glory and integrity.

One hundred years later, the language of  international relations sounded very 
much the same. While heads of  state, diplomats, and national governments were 
deliberating war in July 1914, they used a highly gendered vocabulary. In Berlin, 
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Austria’s answer to the Sarajevo murder was closely watched and judged in cat-
egories of  strengths and weaknesses. The Foreign Offi  ce saw Austria’s “prestige” 
waning because of  its continuous lack of  action and its “timid and undecided” 
behavior. This was considered a serious weakness which ultimately divested Aus-
tria of  its status as a great power and downgraded the nation to “the Sick Man of  
Europe.” The only way out was to react strongly to the Serbian challenge and thus 
achieve “political rehabilitation.”41 On the other hand, Serbia, which was held to 
be a “small” but “provocative” country, had to be “humbled” and “chastised” by 
all means. Only a “deep humiliation” could reduce them to their proper status and 
in turn lift Austria’s “prestige.”42 

The language of  honor as it was spoken among diplomats was thus strongly 
associated with gender images. To act as Austria had done prior to the July crisis 
obviously rendered it eff eminate. It was in danger of  losing its masculine character 
and being abated to a weak and helpless state that would eventually be torn apart 
and swallowed by greedy neighbors. Honor was identifi ed with strength, courage, 
and decisiveness, whereas weakness, anxiousness, and a lack of  initiative were invit-
ing dishonor and shame. 

Quite obviously, these characteristics were part of  a gender lexicon that had been 
compiled and communicated since the late eighteenth century. Women, as a gen-
eral rule, were thought of  as weak creatures who due to their physical nature were 
neither in control of  their bodies nor of  their emotions. This made them into help-
less victims of  male seduction and aggression. Men, in contrast, were perceived as 
taller, more robust, and muscular beings whose relative physical strength translated 
into feelings of  power and courage. They consequently developed higher ambi-
tions to impose their will and their force on others which made them into good 
hunters and warriors. The male character, in short, proved itself  both in “creating 
and destroying” structures and people.43

The categorical gender diff erences that the nineteenth century was so proud to 
set up encompassed honor and dishonor, too. As much as honor diff ered among 
social status groups, it also diff ered between men and women. While female honor 
was basically rooted in sexual integrity, male honor was held to reside in a man’s 
readiness to stand up fearlessly and courageously to challenges of  any kind. Nature, 
so common opinion went, had based “the whole moral existence of  the woman 
on decency and chastity while the man’s rested on courage and strength.” This was 
why “a woman lost her honor and reputation if  her decency [Schamhaftigkeit] and 
chastity were harmed, while a man lost his through unmanly cowardice.”44

To act like a coward and to be named one were thus the deepest insults and 
humiliations that a man could endure. He had, by all means, to do everything he 
could to prevent this from happening. Strength and the determination to speak 
and act strongly were considered major prerequisites of  manhood, and it was ab-
solutely necessary not to shy away from danger. Especially when it came to pro-
tecting weaker beings, manhood had to stand the test. As fathers, husbands, sons, 
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and brothers, men were in a position to take care of  women who could not defend 
themselves against attacks. If  they failed to fend off  these attacks and safeguard 
women’s honor, their own honor was lost or at least seriously questioned. 

This mode of  thinking and feeling was not restricted to German, French, Aus-
trian, Italian, or Russian upper (and) middle classes, among whom the duel—as 
a perfect method to demonstrate manly courage and save male honor—enjoyed a 
high reputation well into the twentieth century. It also applied to English gentle-
men, who despite renouncing the duel resorted to other means of  self-assertion. 
Public schools that educated the country’s social and political elite were well 
known for their unwavering emphasis on so-called masculine virtues. Students 
were socialized in an atmosphere of  “rough-and-tumble” and were taught early 
on that they should by no means show fear: “If  you’re afraid, you’ll get bullied.” 
Such was the advice that Tom Brown, the archetypical nineteenth-century school 
boy, passed on to an incoming student.45 The gospel of  “muscular Christianity” 
as it was preached in the wake of  Thomas Arnold’s reforms favored toughness, 
endurance, courage, and steadfastness. When Harry Count Kessler entered Saint 
George’s School at Ascot in 1880, he fi rst had to undergo a ritual that proved his 
courage: a boxing fi ght with an older student who wanted to test both his fair-
ness and his bravery. The education that he received from both his teachers and 
his fellow students emphasized “chivalry, steadfastness, and honesty.” Team sports 
played a huge role and off ered, among other things, a fi eld where the gentlemanly 
virtues had to be acted out. Fair play was highly valued, as well as a behavior that 
strictly followed the rules. Above all, a gentleman was compelled never to lose his 
composure, never to break down or loosen his tenacious will. He had to stand up 
to all kinds of  danger and threats. Under any circumstances, he was asked, accord-
ing to Kessler, “to keep his nerve, to be ’plucky,’ to lead and not duck.” He should 
be absolutely polite and considerate toward weaker people, and he should always 
be in full command of  his senses and emotions.46 

Despite some institutional and practical diff erences, the rules of  manly be-
havior appear to have been remarkably similar in Britain and on the European 
continent. The basic components of  masculine honor were valued and shared on 
both sides of  the Channel. And, it seems, they were not restricted to those men 
who as members of  the upper (and) middle classes were educated in institutions 
that preached them day in and day out. Especially when it came to diff erences 
between male and female honor, the meaning was understood by broad sections 
of  the population. That men should not be cowards and back down, and that they 
should not take advantage of  women’s weakness was general opinion and easily 
transcended the class line. 

This common understanding of  a gender-specifi c honor made it easier in 1914 
to rally support for the decision to go to war. The language of  honor that was 
spoken among the powerful elites also appealed to the public. When the German 
chancellor addressed a huge crowd gathering in front of  his palace around mid-
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night on 30 July, he promised to fi ght for Germany’s existence and “our national 
honor” to the last drop of  blood; the crowd answered with “enthusiastic cheers.” 
Even the (rare) critical voices that denounced the “vague notion of  honor” ex 
negativo testifi ed to its power to send “hundreds of  thousands” (a gross underesti-
mate) to death.47 Especially when explicitly linked to gendered modes of  behavior, 
honor proved an irresistible means of  alignment. When Max Weber in 1916 ex-
plained the inevitable logic of  Germany’s decision to go to war, he evoked her duty 
to protect the independent existence of  smaller countries that could exist only in 
the shadow of  great powers counterbalancing one another. It was a question of  
honor, then, to make sure that this counterbalance was not destroyed by other powers’ 
quest for dominance.48 

In the same vein, British politicians placed national honor in the decision to 
stand up for Belgian independence. When David Lloyd George, Chancellor of  
the Exchequer (and future Prime Minister), addressed a large audience at Queen’s 
Hall, London, on 19 September, 1914, he chose to talk about “Honour and Dis-
honour.” “National honour,” he claimed, was not just a pretension, but “a reality, 
and any nation that disregards it is doomed.” For Britain, it was “an honourable 
obligation” to defend Belgium’s liberty and integrity: “We could not have avoided 
it without national dishonour.” When German troops invaded the country and 
thus broke the treaty that had granted Belgium’s neutrality, Britain was “in honour 
bound to stand by it.” If  they had not come to Belgium’s rescue, “our shame would 
have rung down the everlasting ages.” It was not just a matter of  keeping treaties, 
Lloyd George insisted, but also a moral duty to protect a small, weak country that 
was “peaceable, industrious, thrifty, hard-working” and gave “off ence to no one.” 
When it was “treated brutally” by its strong German neighbor, Britain had to 
throw in the glove, draw its sword, and hurry to the battlefi eld. It was an act of  
chivalry, then, and the British Chancellor did not forget to mention the slaughtered 
“women and children” who had to be avenged.49 

Gendered images of  strong and courageous men protecting weak women were 
omnipresent when it came to legitimizing the war on all sides. As Lloyd George put 
it, standing up for the weak and militantly defending their existence was “the only 
answer that becomes a man.” Conversely, the “insult against British courage” that 
came with German descriptions of  Britain as an “unheroic,” “timorous, craven” 
nation had to be hurled “on the battlefi elds of  France and of  Germany.”50 Casting 
doubt on a nation’s courage, then, was tantamount to attacking its honour. 

For Russia, it was “little” Serbia that had to be protected as a matter of  honor, 
and Germany likewise referred to its word of honor that bound it to Austria-Hungary 
in case of  danger. For France, it was a point d’honneur to reclaim Alsace-Lorraine that 
had been annexed by Germany in 1871. This had dealt a heavy blow to French na-
tional honor, which was fi nally to be restored. The failure to protect one’s own ter-
ritorial integrity had severely “shamed” the French nation, and the “lost provinces” 
had been mourned ever since. Again, gendered images were used to color Alsace-
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Lorraine’s suff erings under German rule. The provinces were represented as young 
girls in traditional costumes desperately waiting to be rescued and returned to the 
motherland. Occupation and annexation were thus seen as a violation of  their 
honor and a threat to the honor of  mother France. This spurred strong emotions 
and the urge to liberate the land from the German masculine presence.51 

Even blunter sexual allusions were used to describe what happened to Belgium 
and Northern France in August 1914. After German troops had crossed the Bel-
gian border and crushed the resistance with, as offi  cials declared, “unrelenting se-
verity,” the French and British public were fl ooded with images of  German soldiers 
brutally trampling women and infants underfoot. Again and again, the country 
was depicted as a defi led woman. Obsessively, men who shaped public discourse as 
investigators of  war crimes, as journalists and illustrators, told horrible tales about 
the mutilated bodies of  girls and women. In a myriad of  widely distributed pam-
phlets, posters, postcards, and newspaper articles, “two pictures went in tandem—
that of  the rolling, gentle Belgium or France invaded and the innocent, virtuous 
Belgian or Frenchwoman violated.”52 Men (except for the German perpetrators) 
were notably absent in these pictures. In the rare cases where they showed up, 
they had either been killed themselves or appeared as impotent victims helplessly 
watching what happened to their wives and daughters. Quite obviously, they had 
failed in their assigned role as heroic protectors of  female honor and were now 
called upon to make up for their misbehavior by rendering their support to the 
war machine.53 

Even in Germany whose administration tried to dismiss these images as crude 
propagandistic fabrications and whose intellectuals rallied behind the government 
“with our name and with our honour,”54 the sexual connotations of  warfare were 
readily invoked. Max Weber, who was a fervent critic of  annexations, spoke of  Bel-
gium’s “Vergewaltigung” (rape) and “Kastration.”55 In an altogether diff erent perspective, 
Professor Philipp Witkop, in his 1915 address to teachers, not only approvingly 
quoted the song “Jungfer Lüttich,” but also recommended it to be used in Ger-
man classes as an excellent example to connect current and traditional war lyrics. 
In barely concealed sexual terms the song described the fall of  Lüttich (Liège) as 
the violent conquest of  a woman who was courted by Germany, but chose another 
lover (France) before eventually (and lustfully) falling for the German invader who 
took her by force.56 

This must have reminded teachers and students of  Friedrich Schiller’s famous 
Reiterlied, which had used similar images but placed them in the early modern mi-
lieu of  Wallenstein’s mercenaries. In fact, the language (and, evidently, practice) 
of  rape, invasion, and conquest has had a long tradition in European warfare, and 
as much as the conquerors were painted as strong and reckless men, their victims 
(both male and female) were held to be weak and helpless creatures. If  it were not 
for the intervention of  a chivalrous knight, neither virtuous ladies nor humble 
peasants were in a position to fend off  an attack. The nineteenth century had sub-
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stantially modifi ed this pattern when it declared all men responsible for defending 
their fatherland and family. Now, every man had to act as a knight protecting those 
who as women, children, and elderly people could not fi ght for themselves. 

Along these lines, governments in 1914 issued propaganda posters portraying 
soldiers as knights in shining armor on horseback. By invoking the medieval tradi-
tion of  bravery, chivalry, and nobility, they depicted their troops as the physical 
embodiment of  honor while reducing the enemy to the fi gure of  the barbarian rap-
ist.57 At the same time, offi  cial manifestos called upon men to defend “home and 
hearth,” meaning the physical integrity and honor of  their families and the land 
that they inhabited. Apparently, this ideology was well received. Both volunteers 
and conscripts often explained their soldierly role as fi ghting and dying “for the 
sake of  the women and children.”58

On the reverse side, those men who tried to stay out of  the war were treated 
with disdain and contempt. In Britain, women handed out white feathers to those 
who in the absence of  general conscription did not enlist voluntarily.59 This meant 
that young men not wearing a uniform were considered as cowardly shying away 
from their foremost duty: protecting the honor of  the fatherland and the honor of  
its women. By shaming them in public, women reminded men of  their true honor 
which lay in fi ghting for those who were worth fi ghting for and who could not 
fi ght for themselves. If  a woman’s honor largely depended on her male guardian’s 
determination and courage, a perceived lack of  courage logically meant an insult 
and was interpreted as dishonorable behavior. When men complained about “hor-
rible women” who sent them to war instead of  screaming and begging them to stay 
at home, they did not seem to understand what was at stake. It was not so much 
the desire to be “in fashion” and the fear “to stand there without a hero” that com-
pelled women to act as they—or at least some of  them—did. Rather, it was the 
intimate connection between male and female honor that made women utterly de-
pendent on men’s courage and strength. If  men could not be motivated to defend 
their wives’, daughters’, or sisters’ honor, that honor was defi nitely in danger.60

3. Honor, Shame, and No Compromise: A Conclusion

The argument that has been presented so far has gone as follows: First, honor was 
shown as being a major concern of  those men who, in July and August 1914, de-
cided on war and peace. Honor and shame ranked highly on their list of  motives 
that legitimized their declarations of  war. This was not just meant as a camoufl age 
of  “real” interests or as a marketing trick. The war was not only “sold” as a war 
of  honor to those who had to fi ght it, to work and pay for it. Rather, honor was 
already present in the deliberations and negotiations that diplomats and govern-
ment offi  cials engaged in during the crucial weeks after Sarajevo.61 The vocabulary 
borrowed from the lexicon of  honor (which reached back to the Middle Ages and 

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



248 • Ute Frevert

the cult of  knightly chivalry) could be traced along all lines of  communication that 
spread through Europe and connected its centers of  political decision making.

Second, the language of  weakness and strength, of  humiliation and satisfac-
tion, of  challenge and off ense bore heavily gendered undertones. To stand in for 
the weak (and female) and to defend their honor was an essential and defi ning part 
of  male honor. In turn, the impaired honor of  a weaker being—be it an individual 
or a state—seriously harmed and questioned the honor of  those who were called 
upon to protect it. Male honor, thus, was linked to a code of  courage, bravery, and 
chivalry. It was inherent both in the fair play ethics of  an English gentleman and 
in the duelling culture of  continental Europe. And it transcended class lines, being 
understood by all social groups and genders.

This said, it still remains to be seen how far the deeply gendered language of  
honor not only permeated political communication before and during World War 
I, but also played a part in actual decision making. The argument here is that the 
language spoken and the metaphors used made it extremely diffi  cult to fi nd a com-
promise in the diplomatic exchanges preceding the declarations of  war. Honor, as 
it stands, is a matter of  all or nothing. Unlike a more sophisticated morality, which 
shows many shades of  grey, is ambiguous and is open to diff erent outcomes, an 
honor-based ethics only off ers two ways out of  a confl ict: Either the off ender steps 
back and apologizes, or he has to be challenged and called out. Given the gendered 
nature of  honor, stepping back is extremely diffi  cult and generally associated with 
weakness and lack of  courage. It means “losing face,” i.e. being shamefaced, which, 
in societal terms, is tantamount to social death.62 Somebody who has lost face has 
also lost credit, confi dence, and respect among his peers. His position in the world 
is severely shattered and not easily, if  at all, repaired. The more generalized honor 
is, the more ubiquitous are the social results of  a failure to act in accordance with it. 

If  we speak of  honor in the context not of  a social group but of  a whole na-
tion or state, the pressures that it exerts become all the more obvious. That nations 
and states were imbued with honor was a common perception in pre-war Europe, 
and so was the idea that states bore a genuinely masculine character. Heinrich von 
Treitschke stated very clearly that “any insult off ered, even if  only outwardly, to 
the honour of  a State, casts doubt upon the nature of  the State.” Therefore, “if  
the fl ag is insulted, the State must claim reparation; should this not be forthcom-
ing, war must follow, however small the occasion may seem; for the state has never 
any choice but to maintain the respect in which it is held among its fellows.”63 
Even if  British politicians and academics after 1914 tried to read a particularly 
German essence into Treitschke, his concepts were widely shared by contemporary 
theoreticians and practitioners of  the nation-state all over Europe.64

Although Treitschke lectured in the 1880s and early 1890s, his ideas about 
insults, reparation, and satisfaction seem like a perfect illustration of  what actually 
happened in 1914. The occasion was trivial even if  it cost the lives of  two people. 
The assassination of  the Austrian crown prince and his wife was a single terrorist 
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act committed by a group of  young pro-Serbian nationalists. It was duly con-
demned as such by all governments. That it was blown up into a major national 
off ence and into an attack on the vital interests of  the Austrian-Hungarian Empire 
had a lot to do with domestic issues, with the inner frailty of  the multi-ethnic 
state and the attempt to strengthen internal cohesion through forceful foreign 
politics. This was a factor that played a huge role in all countries that got involved 
in the ensuing diplomatic hassles (and that Treitschke had overlooked).65 To rally 
citizens behind the fl ag that had allegedly been insulted was a clever move of  those 
who otherwise feared that the citizens would turn against each other or against 
their own government.

But it was more than that. The audience of  the language of  honor was not only 
composed of  national citizens, but also and primarily, I would argue, of  foreign 
states. The diplomatic exchanges that took place in July and early August 1914 
mainly took place between diplomats, heads of  state, and government offi  cials. 
Even if  some information leaked out or was intentionally passed on to journalists, it 
was above all the “state system” in Treitschke’s terms that was addressed. To ensure 
its “respect,” every nerve had to be “strained,” or, in Weber’s terms, the “actual 
existence of  one’s own might” had to be ascertained. The “sentiment of  honor” 
served this goal very well: It not only provided positive self-assurance, but also 
signalled to others that one would not fl inch. 

Talking honor meant just this: One would not voluntarily abandon one’s posi-
tion but on the contrary would fi ght for it until the last drop of  blood. There was 
no “honor play” involved of  the kind that recent anthropologists have gone far 
to analyze.66 It was not a matter of  outdoing one another by answering an insult 
with an even harsher one. Honor was not about competition or about attempting 
to appear more honorable than the off ender. It did not translate itself  into a zero-
sum situation. Rather, it was taken to be an asset that could either be lost or saved 
but not gradually diminished or enhanced. It was “either or” rather than “less or 
more.”67 

If  we keep honor’s specifi c grammar in mind, it becomes clearer what terms like 
“humiliation,” “insult,” “challenge,” “weakness,” and “satisfaction” actually meant 
during the July crisis. Those who spoke or wrote these words were profoundly 
aware of  their codifi ed meanings, and so were those who heard or read them. The 
message was unequivocal: I am not a weakling, I will defend my place as a great 
power, I will not let others doubt my standing, and I command respect. If  of-
fended, I will demand satisfaction and, if  it is not given voluntarily, I will compel 
the off ender to face my arms. 

The nature of  the off ense, as it became obvious in July 1914, was not open to 
negotiation. As soon as it was defi ned as such, it had to be accepted as such, and 
the necessary steps had to follow suit. The language of  honor did not allow for 
compromise because this was considered as giving in, as abandoning the princi ples 
that safeguarded one’s existence as a great power.68 This would have been inter-
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preted as a sign of  weakness, and would have shamefaced the insulted party even 
further. In his memoirs, Bethmann Hollweg tellingly called it “self-emasculation” 
if  Germany had yielded to Russian pressure in 1914 and not stood by its ally.69 
What was needed, instead, was a posture of  “fermeté perséverante et un impassible 
sang-froid,”70 of  “absolute and decided fi rmness,” of  “cool and sincere courage.” 
“Stand fi rmly and steadfastly” was the motto that was followed by all participants.71

This manly posture made attempts to peacefully solve the crisis extremely dif-
fi cult. This does not mean, however, that it rendered war inevitable. Former dis-
putes that had been wrapped up as confl icts of  honor had not resulted in war 
while others, like the 1870 crisis between France and Prussia, had done.72 Even 
the language of  honor, though rather resolute and formal, knew means and ways 
of  mediation. Not every insult among “men of  honour” resulted in a duel. There 
were seconds involved whose task it was to look, if  possible, for an “honorable” 
yet peaceful solution. It then depended on the goodwill of  the seconds, on their 
communication, and on their power to convince the potential duellists that they 
should settle the dispute without taking up arms. In the July Crisis, the seconds’ 
task was poorly performed. Instead of  calming the insulted, Germany encouraged 
Austria to take strong action in order to compensate for previous weaknesses. Rus-
sia, acting as Serbia’s second, initially did a much better job of  restraining Serbia, 
but eventually entered the scene as a combatant in its own right. France, as Russia’s 
ally, supported this move rather than seeking to avert it. And Britain, which had 
put in the most eff ort to soothe the waters and summon the opponents to a joint 
conference, ended up starring, too, in the theatre of  war whose curtains opened in 
early August 1914. 

Postscript

The history of  honor as an element of  national and international politics does not 
end here. Honor was at stake when Germany signed the armistice in 1918, when 
the German navy sank its ships in Scapa Flow in 1919, when the Weimar national 
assembly voted on the Versailles treaty, when the national right campaigned against 
the “peace of  shame” and denounced (and murdered) those who had signed it. 
Honor and shame continually accompanied the internal and external struggle of  
the Weimar Republic. And it showed in 1936 when Hitler staged the “Parteitag 
der Ehre” in order to celebrate Germany’s fi nal liberation from the “chains” of  the 
Versailles peace settlements. It came to the fore again in June 1940 when the Ger-
mans had the French sign the armistice in the same railway carriage that hosted the 
1918 event. The question of  how far this pathetic story of  honor and shame was 
peculiar to those nations that had lost World War I, needs further research.
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Chapter 14

INTERNATIONAL SOLIDARITY IN EUROPEAN  
AND NORTH AMERICAN PROTESTANTISM  

BEFORE 1914 AND AFTER

Hartmut Lehmann

!

As the Great War began in August 1914, European governments proclaimed 
declarations of  war, mobilized troops, and rushed them to the battlefields, while 
the churches of  all states involved in this conflict of  yet-unknown proportions 
performed enthusiastically what they considered to be their duty. They arranged 
special services for the departing troops, assured those at home that God was on 
their side, and assigned some members of  the clergy to serve as army chaplains.1 
No one had expected a conflict of  this magnitude, and everyone was shocked that 
peace could not be preserved; but Protestant clergy and the members of  Protes-
tant churches in particular, with few exceptions, accepted the war as if  it had been 
sent by God, and they asked God for peace but above all for victory as each side 
believed that its own cause was just.

Of  the countries at war, both Germany and Great Britain had the longest and 
strongest Protestant tradition. The established churches of  both countries had broken 
away from Rome in the sixteenth century (though Germany retained some of  its 
Catholic ties), and in both countries a close relationship between state power and 
state interests on the one hand and the role of  the church on the other hand had 
developed during the Reformation. As a result, Lutheran and Reformed churches 
in German territories and the Anglican Church in England were conceived of  and 
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constructed as state churches or state institutions. Solidarity with Protestants in 
other countries counted less than loyalty to the prince or monarch of  one’s own 
country, and this tradition remained unbroken until 1914.

However, new religious movements created new forms of  contact between En-
glish and German Protestants as early as the seventeenth and the eighteenth centu-
ries. Pious German Protestants eagerly read edifying literature written by English 
Puritan authors.2 German Pietists understood their own cause as being similar to 
the religious efforts of  Puritans, while English Methodists, in turn, were inspired by 
the success of  German Pietism. Beyond the limits set by the state churches, there-
fore, a new kind of  solidarity between pious Protestants of  both countries began 
to grow many decades before the French Revolution. This solidarity crystallized  
around the belief  that they were all working toward the establishment of  God’s 
King dom on Earth. This second tradition also lasted until 1914. Moreover, and 
as we will see, it continued to grow considerably in the course of  the nineteenth 
century.

As early as the seventeenth century, some Protestants in England were involved 
in a third tradition, though less strongly than were Protestants in Germany. This 
was what became the tradition of  “peace churches”: a tradition shaped most no-
tably by Quakers and Mennonites, and also to a certain degree by Baptists. These 
groups shared a strong belief  in peace and peacekeeping. Some nonconformist 
Protestants in Germany were inspired by the same kinds of  ideas, but secular and 
church authorities suppressed them by force. Most persons sympathetic to these 
ideas therefore migrated to the British colonies in North America, where they were 
able to find places of  refuge. In the late seventeenth century, William Penn even 
toured Germany and successfully invited nonconformist German Protestants to 
settle in his new colony of  Pennsylvania.

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, congregations in England, 
Scotland, and North America became partners in this third tradition of  Protes-
tant peace churches, but congregations in Germany did not. Certainly, the Herrn-
huter (or Moravians as they were known in the English-speaking world), a branch 
of  German Pietism, also believed in pacifism as a Christian virtue. Within a few 
decades, the Herrnhuter had succeeded in becoming an international free church 
with a special dedication to missionary work. But their energies were almost com-
pletely exhausted when their leader, Count Zinzendorf, died in 1760. Although 
the Herrnhuter remained active until 1914, they never won the kind of  influence 
in matters of  peace that the Quakers acquired during the nineteenth century in 
both the United States and Great Britain as well as internationally. Not surpris-
ingly, therefore, in 1914, when the German Herrnhuter were called to arms, they 
did not object. The Herrnhuter had failed to develop a policy of  objection to any 
kind of  war on the ground of  reasons of  conscience before 1914, and they were 
not strong enough as a movement to mobilize the members of  Herrnhuter com-
munities all over the world for the cause of  peace as war erupted.
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Many of the more conservative Protestants in Europe were alarmed by the events 
of  the French Revolution. Between the 1790s and the 1820s London became 
the most important international center for establishing publishing-houses for the 
printing and distribution of  large numbers of  Bibles. These Bibles were consid-
ered the best possible remedy against revolutionary activities. Furthermore, almost 
all of  the missionary activities of  the following decades were first started in Lon-
don. Very soon, however, other centers were created in Amsterdam, Basel, Boston, 
Edinburgh, and Philadelphia. By the 1830s, what can be called the “Pious Interna-
tional” had assumed significant influence and contours that distinguished its fol-
lowers’ activities from the rest of  Protestantism. Those who participated be lieved 
that the Bible contained all the knowledge they needed for their faith, they were 
active in missionary work, and they considered themselves born-again Christians. 
The “Pious International” was led by members of  the free churches of  England, 
Scotland, and the United States, by members of  the Réveil in Switzerland, and by 
members of  religious revival movements associated with the Great Awakening, or 
Erweckungsbewegung in Germany and Scandinavia. It took on a concrete manifesta-
tion when in 1846, the so-called Evangelical Alliance was founded in London. Of  
920 delegates who were present at this meeting, 786 came from Great Britain, 87 
from North America, 13 from the German-speaking countries of  Central Europe, 
and 34 from other European countries. In 1855, moreover, as a subsidiary of  the 
Evangelical Alliance, the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) was founded 
in Paris. All members of  the Evangelical Alliance were, it seems, convinced that 
the Protestant nations had a special mission. For them, it was the historical role 
of  Protestantism to overcome medieval superstition on the one hand and to sup-
port the progress of  civilization on the other. This role, they believed, was not 
yet fulfilled but had to be continued in their own time. Luther and Calvin were 
their heroes. Building God’s Kingdom at home and abroad, through social reform 
and missionary activities in Africa, Asia, and Australia, had, in their view, blended 
with anti-Catholicism into a common cause. Whereas the British, French, Belgian, 
and French Swiss branches of  the Evangelical Alliance were constituted as early as 
1846 and 1847, however, the German branch came alive only after the Revolution 
of  1848. Nonetheless, in the 1850s, the German branch held regular meetings in 
various German cities. When it met in Berlin in 1853, the Prussian king Frederick 
William IV provided a reception, thus indicating that he supported the cause of  
international solidarity among pious Protestants. 

In the same years as the Evangelical Alliance flourished, new and additional ties 
were created between the Protestants of  Europe and North America. For example, 
a sizeable number of  young Americans came to German universities to study Prot-
estant theology; American Protestants, but also Protestants from other countries 
toured Geneva and Wittenberg, which was called by some the “Mecca of  Protes-
tants.”3 As Luther’s four hundredth birthday was celebrated in 1883, the festivities 
staged in England and in many cities in the United States were almost as impres-
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sive as those in Germany.4 Books written by leading German theologians were trans-
lated into English. Philip Schaff, who had migrated from Berlin to Mercersburg in 
Pennsylvania in 1846 and later taught at Union Theological Seminary in New York, 
becoming perhaps the most prominent among American theologians, served as a 
kind of  ambassador between the scholars of  both nations. Protestant solidarity 
between English, American, and German missionaries and their effective coopera-
tion on the ground can also be observed in many mission fields in that period. No 
one could have imagined in the mid nineteenth century that Germany and England 
would ever be at war and that the United States would join the British side against 
Germany.

In retrospect, however, we can observe that relations between the Protestants 
of  these countries began to change in the 1870s and the 1880s. After the Franco-
German war of  1870–71 and German unification under the leadership of  Prussia, 
many German Protestants believed that they had received a special blessing from 
God and that they were now first among the Protestant nations of  the world. By 
contrast, as early as the 1870s, American evangelists, as they came to England, also 
began to preach in Germany. They did so because it seemed to them that, under 
the strong influence of  liberalism and socialism, Germany was a country drifting 
away from true Christian faith and true Christian practice. At the same time on 
the other side of  the Atlantic, the communities of  Germans who had emigrated to 
the United States and had set up their own churches became ever more resistant to 
assimilating into American society. Many of  the communities of  German-Ameri-
cans considered themselves as Germans abroad (Auslandsdeutschen). The way of  life 
they cherished was either non-religious, as in the case of  those who attempted to 
create a socialist movement in the United States, or devoutly orthodox, as in the 
case of  the Lutherans who united to form the Missouri synod. Most pastors sent 
from Germany to serve the congregations of  Germans in America after 1870–71 
were convinced that it was their task to preserve pure Lutheranism against what 
they called American sects, and pure German customs against the American way 
of  life. Nineteenth century German immigrants, with very few exceptions, never 
joined the traditional American peace churches or the American peace society, 
founded in 1828. 

Other changes in the relationships between German, English, and American 
Protestants were even more significant. From 1867 onward, delegates of  the Angli-
can churches in all countries of  the world met regularly every ten years. The World 
Alliance of  the Reformed Churches holding the Presbyterian Faith was created 
in 1875, the Ecumenical Methodist Conferences were begun in 1881, the Inter-
national Congregational Council was established in 1891, and the Baptist World 
Alliance in 1905. In all of  these ventures, Protestants from the United States, 
England, and Scotland were the primary participants, while Protestants from Ger-
many were not active, or only to a marginal degree. Indeed, it was not until 1947 
that the Lutherische Weltbund (Lutheran World Federation) was founded. (The  
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Mennonite World Conference was created in 1925.) The Quakers, to be sure, needed 
no such new bodies. They had maintained their own international system of  co-
operation since the eighteenth century, and Quaker ties between England and the 
United States had always been especially close. In general, however, while com-
munication and contacts between the members of  the various denominations in 
England, Scotland, and the United States were strengthened in the last decades of  
the nineteenth century, no such new bridges between German, British, and Ameri-
can Protestants were built before 1914. 

Admittedly, there were a number of  exceptions to this generalization, even though 
the various initiatives were unsuccessful if  one takes the prevention of  war in 1914 
as a measure of  success. The first of  these initiatives was the founding of  the World’s 
Student Christian Federation in 1895. The guiding spirit in this venture was John 
R. Mott, an American born in 1865 who had been active in the YMCA since 
the early 1880s, and who had served first as student as President of  the Cornell 
University Christian Association and then as National Secretary of  the Intercol-
legiate YMCA of  the United States after 1888.5 Mott admired Luther,6 and in 
his eyes, any international body of  Protestant Christians without German par-
ticipation was unthinkable. As his plans to create a World’s Student Christian 
Federation became more concrete, he therefore traveled to Germany where he met 
with German students who were active in the Gnadauer Gemeinschaftsverband, a 
new religious revival movement especially strong among Protestants of  Northern 
Germany. Mott convinced the German students he spoke to of  two things: that 
they should form a new organization of  their own (which they did, as they cre-
ated the Deutsch-Christlichen Studentenverein, the DCSV7), and that they should 
take part in an international body of  Christian students. From Germany, Mott 
traveled to Sweden where the World’s Student Christian Federation (WSCF) was 
founded. Karl Fries from Sweden became the first president of  this organization, 
and Mott the secretary general. From the German DCSV, Dr. Johannes Siemsen 
was present. 

In the following years, the WSCF met regularly: in 1898 at Eisenach, in 1900 
at Versailles, in 1902 at Soroe in Denmark, in 1905 at the Herrnhuter community 
in Zeist in the Netherlands, in 1907 in Tokyo, in 1909 at Oxford, in 1911 in 
Constantinople and in 1913 at Lake Mohonk in upstate New York. The 1915 
meeting that had been called in Prague had to be cancelled. In the course of  these 
years, Mott returned to Germany just once when he attended the Eisenach meet-
ing in 1898, on which occasion he visited Wartburg castle. During his 1898 visit, 
Mott realized how difficult it was to implement there the aims of  the WSCF “to 
unite students’ Christian movements or organizations throughout the world,” by  
deepening “the spiritual life of  Christian students and fitting them to win others,” 
thus developing “a world-wide student fellowship in Christ.”8 Thus, after the meeting 
in Eisenach, Mott spoke to groups of  members of  the DCSV at the universities 
of  Göttingen, Breslau, Leipzig, Halle, and Berlin. “It is not surprising,” he wrote 

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



European and North American Protestantism • 261

once he was back in the United States, “that the weeks spent in Germany consti-
tuted one of  the most difficult and exhausting experiences I ever had.” According 
to Mott, “the multitude of  student secular societies which have a first and very 
strong hold on students render it almost impossible for the Christian movement to 
get a foothold. The fact that the influence of  many of  these organizations is posi-
tively against Christianity makes them a still greater hindrance. The indifference 
of  students to things spiritual, coupled with their great reserve in speaking about 
religious matters, constitutes another very real barrier.” In sum, in Mott’s words: 
“We know of  no land which presents such an array of  problems and obstacles.”9 
It has to be added that this negative experience did not alter Mott’s Christian 
optimism. In 1900 he published a book in which he proclaimed “The Evangeliza-
tion of  the World in This Generation.” When the WSCF met, however, German 
students were hardly ever present, and Christian students from Germany played 
no significant part in Mott’s plans, which soon centered on large-scale missions to 
China and the Muslim world.

As the British branch of  the WSCF met in Liverpool in 1912, a member of  
the German delegation, Karl Axenfeld, director of  the Berlin mission, mentioned 
the possibility of  war between Great Britain and Germany. As a response, “cables 
were exchanged between the German and the British delegations during the con-
ference, expressing their determination to pray and work for peace between their 
nations.”10 None the less, when Mott spoke at the meeting of  the WSCF at Lake 
Mohonk in 1913, he chose as a motto for his speech, “Our best days lie in front 
of  us.”11 He argued, “The Austrian Empire, the Balkan states, and the Turkish 
Em pire are the ‘danger zone’ of  Europe.” However, for Mott “these regions con-
stituted not only a zone of  danger but also a large promise for the Federation” 
and he concluded, “how strikingly true both views [i.e. both zones of  danger and 
promise] were and still are.” Certainly, political tensions could not be overlooked. 
In Mott’s view, however, “happily these countries have also been the scenes of  
some of  the most striking advances in the onward movement of  Christ among 
the students of  the nations.”12 To Mott, therefore, as for the vast majority of  the 
Christian students, “the outbreak of  war [in August 1914] was a thunderclap out 
of  a clear blue sky,”13 and one of  the experts on the history of  the ecumenical 
movement, Ruth Rouse, has remarked that in her view, “most [of  the] Federation 
leaders were as blind as the students.” There had been any number of  severe inter-
national crises prior to 1914; within the WSCF, however, “only in 1913 did the 
British Movement begin to air the subject of  peace in its magazine.”14

As war erupted in August 1914, Mott did not hesitate to act. In September 
1914, he traveled from New York to Rotterdam and on to Berlin where he met the  
new head of  the German branch of  the WSCF (the DCSV), Georg Michaelis. 
From Michaelis, who would succeed Bethmann Hollweg as Chancellor of  the Reich 
for a brief  period in 1917, Mott heard “a full, almost fanatical defense of  the Ger-
man attitude toward England and Russia.” Mott also met Adolf  von Harnack, the 
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most famous of  German theologians, who “gave him an almost as impassionate de-
fense of  the German course of  action as had Michaelis, but attributed the stance 
of  the English Christians to ignorance.”15 

Mott’s own feelings in August 1914 can perhaps best be described through the 
words of  a letter that he received from his friend Joseph H. Oldham, who had 
prior to 1914 spent his energies, like Mott, in supporting international missionary 
work. In a passage that Mott marked especially, Oldham wrote, “It is impossible 
yet to take in the meaning of  this terrible blow to all that we have been working 
for during the past few years. Our deepest need, I feel sure, is to continue to have 
faith in God, and to believe that not even human sin and madness can ultimately 
defeat His purpose of  love for the world.” Oldham continued that he was “sure 
that the first feeling in all our hearts must be one of  penitence and contrition. We 
need not trouble about the distribution of  responsibility. We need to get behind 
that to the fundamental fact that Christian Europe had departed so far from God 
and rejected so completely the rule of  Christ that a catastrophe of  this kind is 
possible.” According to Oldham, in this situation Christians “need to bow in deep 
humility before God”: they “must strive,” as he wrote, “to maintain the interna-
tional fellowship and love.”16 It was in this spirit that Mott attempted to continue 
his mission after 1918.

As Mott reported to the general meeting of  the WSCF that met near Thun in 
Switzerland in 1920, all members of  the World’s Student Christian Federation had 
served their countries during the war. “The German movement,” for example, had, 
as Mott explained, “at the time of  Christmas, 1914, sent a specially prepared book-
let, Deutsche Weihnacht, to 40,000 mobilized German students in the trenches.”17 
What Mott did not mention was that the Christian students in Germany had, as 
in other countries, volunteered in large numbers to serve as soldiers, that they had 
been especially keen advocates of  the war effort as they believed that their cause 
was just and that God was on their side, and also, that many Christian students 
had lost their lives in combat. 

Mott had also been the presiding officer in the First World Missionary Con-
ference that was held in Edinburgh, 14–23 June 1910. By 1910, for Mott, as he 
called a new publication, “The Decisive Hour of  Christian Missions” had started. 
The ambitious aim of  the Edinburgh event was to carry the gospel to all peoples 
of  the non-Christian world. Yet most of  the participants and speakers who dis-
cussed at Edinburgh how foreign missionary work could best be organized and 
how foreign missions could best be promoted came from the English-speaking 
part of  the world. The German presence there was minimal. It is true that among 
the recipients of  honorary doctorates from the University of  Edinburgh presented 
because of  the occasion were three Germans: Carl Meinhof  from Hamburg, Julius 
Richter from Berlin, and Johannes Warneck, the renowned German authority on 
the history and tasks of  Christian missions. Indeed, Warneck did not fail to write 
a letter to the participants of  the conference in which he commended the aims of  
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their gathering.18 In his papers, Mott also mentions a telegram sent by the German 
Colonial Office to the participants at the Edinburgh conference. “The German 
Colonial Office is following the proceedings of  the World Missionary Conference 
with lively interest, and desires that it be crowned with blessing and success”; fur-
thermore, the German Colonial Office “recognizes with satisfaction and gratitude 
that the endeavors for the spread of  the gospel are followed by the blessings of  
civilization and culture in all countries.”19 Yet this sentence indicates clearly that 
the persons in the German Colonial Office responsible for this telegram believed 
that missionary work had to serve secular ends. Although Mott did not comment 
on this, one can be sure that he did not fail to see the differences between his views 
and the official German position. Moreover, no German belonged to the Continu-
ation Committee that was elected at the end of  the Edinburgh conference and to 
which the task was entrusted to put in practice what the delegates had decided and 
agreed upon.20 After war had broken out, Entente forces occupied the German 
colonies. German missionaries, some of  whom had taken up arms against Entente 
troops, were interned. Most of  them were not able to return to Germany until 
after the war was over in 1919. Resentments were strong. For many years to come 
among German missionaries, nothing was left from the spirit of  Edinburgh.

Another major initiative to preserve international peace had been launched be-
fore 1900 by an American Quaker, Albert Smiley, a graduate of  Haverford Col-
lege, former principal of  the Friends’ School in Providence, Rhode Island, and a 
friend of  Andrew Carnegie. Smiley had bought a large tract of  land on Lake Mo-
honk in upstate New York on which he built a hotel that could be used as a con-
ference center. In 1883, in true Quaker spirit and following the Quaker tradition, 
Smiley initiated a series of  “Friends of  the Indian” conferences: that is, of  course, 
the American Indian. Twelve years later, in 1895, in an attempt to do something 
toward the preservation of  world peace, Smiley started “The Lake Mohonk Con-
ferences on International Arbitration.” In the following years, these conferences 
gave strong impulses toward the success of  the Hague conference movement.21 
Much to the satisfaction of  Smiley and his friends, the Lake Mohonk Conferences 
on International Arbitration became the most important meeting-place of  Ameri-
can peace activists. Yet as far as this author has been able to discover, no German 
delegate was ever there.

As the Second Peace Conference took place at The Hague in 1907, delegates 
from many English churches prepared a peace memorandum that they sent to the 
governments as well as to the President of  the Hague Conference. This formed 
part of  a larger initiative in which J. Allen Baker, a Quaker MP, played the leading 
role. After having made a fortune in manufacturing, Baker had entered politics. 
The preservation of  peace was his main interest, and he believed that peace could 
best be secured through direct contact with the leading statesmen. Therefore, he 
met the kaiser in Berlin, who helped him to arrange two meetings between German 
and English clergymen. In the spring of  1908, under the leadership of  the Berlin 
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court-preacher Ernst von Dryander, a group consisting of  95 German Protestants,  
15 Catholics, and 19 representatives from Free Churches visited Great Britain. In the 
following year (1909) a similar number of  representatives of  the various bodies 
of  Christian churches in Great Britain traveled to Germany.22 In addition, in 1909, 
in both countries, a new organization called the “Church Council for Promoting 
Friendly Relations between Great Britain and Germany” was founded. In Ger-
many, Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze, a student of  Harnack in Berlin and a friend 
of  Martin Rade, the well-known publisher of  the weekly Christliche Welt, was instru-
mental in the creation of  the “Kirchliches Komitee zur Pflege freundschaftlicher 
Beziehungen zwischen Großbritannien und Deutschland” (Church Committee for 
the Cultivation of  Friendly Relations between Great Britain and Germany).23 Ac-
cording to a pamphlet published by the American Council of  the World Alliance 
for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches in 1919, between 
1909 and 1914 in Great Britain some twelve thousand persons joined this body, 
of  which the Archbishop of  Canterbury was the President, and some four thou-
sand persons in Germany.24 However, the practical consequences of  this remark-
able initiative in the pre-war years have yet to be researched.

In the years before 1914, no one advocated the aims of  the international peace 
movement more than Dryander’s godson Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze. Strongly 
influenced by some of  the religious socialists from Switzerland, especially by Her-
mann Kutter; Siegmund-Schultze also admired John Mott. In 1905, Siegmund-
Schulze had taken part for the first time in the yearly meetings of  the DCSV where 
he heard the preaching of  an American evangelist, Reuben Archer Torrey (1856– 
1928), who impressed him a great deal. In 1909, he helped Dryander in hosting 
the British church delegation in Germany. In 1912–13, Siegmund-Schultze served 
as the secretary of  the DCSV responsible for foreign students. In those years, he 
also came to know some of  the more conservative German theologians who were 
active in the DCSV, such as Karl Heim from the University of  Tübingen, and he 
met the new leader of  the DCSV, Georg Michaelis. Clearly, however, what mat-
tered more to Siegmund-Schultze than dogmatic questions was the cause of  peace. 
He believed that war was the result of  hatred between the nations and peoples. 
Therefore, in his view everything had to be done to overcome such hatred.25

As plans were made by the British and the German Church Council to send 
delegates to the next Lake Mohonk conference on International Arbitration in 
1913, Andrew Carnegie became actively involved. Carnegie paid a visit to Berlin 
on the occasion of  the kaiser’s Silver Jubilee. In a meeting with the kaiser, Carnegie 
promised a gift of  hundred thousand dollars for the cause of  peace. The kaiser 
was astonished and requested advice from court-preacher Dryander, who pointed 
to Siegmund-Schultze as a capable young man to whom this matter could be en-
trusted. The next day Siegmund-Schultze met Carnegie, who promised him an 
annual subvention of  twenty thousand dollars for the purpose of  promoting the 
cause of  peace in Germany. Because of  this donation, Siegmund-Schultze was able 
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to begin the publication of  Die Eiche, a journal exclusively devoted to the cause of  
international peace.

Back in the United States, Carnegie developed further plans. After having es-
tablished the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in 1910, he now con-
ceived “a proposal for a society that would campaign for peace through an appeal 
to religious convictions.” In pursuing this plan, in February 1914 Carnegie assem-
bled at his house in New York “representatives of  the Protestant, Catholic, and 
Jewish faiths, many of  whom were leaders in the peace movement.” He promised 
to support financially two preliminary conferences to discuss the unification of  
Christian forces for the purpose of  organizing the churches against the use of  war 
as a means for settling international disputes.26

A month earlier, in January 1914, the body of  Swiss Reformed Churches, the 
Schweizerische Kirchenkonferenz, taking up a suggestion first made by the Re-
formed Church of  the Swiss canton of  Waadtland, had invited Christian leaders 
interested in peace to a conference in Bern. In spring 1914, the Carnegie and the 
Swiss initiatives were synchronized. Again, J. Allen Baker played a crucial role. It 
was his idea that this conference should be held in Germany and the organization 
should be entrusted to Siegmund-Schultze. As a result, an invitation was issued to 
an international peace conference of  Christian representatives in the city of  Con-
stance, a place sacred to many Protestants for the memory of  Johann Hus. The 
date set for this conference was 1 August 1914.

A total of  148 delegates had originally planned to come to Constance: 50 from 
the United States, 29 from Britain, 22 from Germany, 14 from France, 7 from 
Belgium, 7 from Switzerland, 4 from Austria-Hungary, 4 from the Netherlands, 
4 from Norway, 3 from Denmark, and 2 each from Italy and Sweden. Friedrich 
Siegmund-Schultze was a member of  the German delegation that consisted main-
ly of  representatives of  the Prussian Union Church. There were two members 
of  Reformed Churches in the German delegation, and one from the Methodist 
Church of  Germany, but none from the Herrnhuter, the Seventh Day-Adventists, 
the Baptists, the Mennonites, or the Quakers.27 

Of  the 148 who had intended to come to Constance, less than half  did in fact 
arrive. On Sunday, 2 August 1914, they assembled in the Hotel Insel to consider 
the relationship of  Christianity to international peace, but everything was com-
pletely overshadowed by the news of  mobilization for war. Therefore, the delegates 
sat in an upstairs room of  the hotel and worried mainly how they would be able 
to get back home. But they also prayed for peace in English, French, German, and 
Swedish. Moreover, before the delegates departed hurriedly on Monday, 3 August, 
they made far-reaching decisions. They passed four motions: the first declared the 
obligation of  the churches to use their influence in furthering friendship amongst 
nations; the second asked for united action by the churches in preserving peace; the 
third demanded that a permanent organization for carrying these objects into ef-
fect be set up; and the fourth appointed an international and inter-denominational 
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Committee to carry on this work and arrange future conferences. The participants 
at the Constance meeting also unanimously agreed to send the following telegram 
to the Crowned Heads and Prime Ministers of  Europe and to the President of  
the United States: “This conference of  members of  Christian Churches represent-
ing twelve countries and thirty confessions assembled at Constance to promote 
friendly relations between nations, solemnly appeals to Christian rulers to avert a 
war between millions of  men, amongst whom friendship and common interests 
have been steadily growing, and thereby to save from disaster Christian civilization, 
and assert the power of  the Christian spirit in human affairs.”28

As the Constance meeting was adjourned on 3 August, most delegates took the 
train to Cologne from where they headed for the Netherlands and on to Great 
Britain.29 Some of the delegates who had been in Constance were able to reassemble 
in London as early as 5 August 1914, where they discussed the statutes for the 
World Alliance for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches. 
The stated purpose of  this new body was “to organize the religious forces of  the 
world so that the weight of  all churches and Christians can be brought to bear 
upon the relations of  governments and peoples to the end that the spirit of  peace 
and goodwill may prevail, and that there may be substituted arbitration for war in 
the settlement of  international disputes; friendship in place of  suspicion and hate; 
co-operation instead of  ruinous competition; and a spirit of  service and sacrifice 
rather than that of  greed and gain in all transactions between the nations.” At the 
London meeting, these statutes were officially approved, although—needless to 
say—no German delegate was present at this occasion.30 

The World Alliance for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches 
received from Andrew Carnegie an endowment of  2 million dollars. It became best 
known as “The Church Peace Union.” In the years after World War I, it exercised a 
dominating influence on the American Federal Council of  Churches. The German 
branch of  the Church Peace Union, led by Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze, pursued 
matters of  peace with more vigor than the mother organization. It became known 
as the Internationaler Versöhnungsbund (Fellowship of  Reconciliation). Accord-
ing to an official report by the American Council in 1919, during World War I 
the German members had worked at times “under personal danger of  imprison-
ment.”31 After the war Adolf  Deissmann (a professor of  theology in Berlin, and 
formerly at Heidelberg University) and Friedrich Albert Spiecker (a leading man-
ager from the firm Siemens & Halske) reactivated the German branch.32 Friedrich 
Siegmund-Schultze continued to serve as its secretary. There can be no doubt, 
however, that after 1918, despite Siegmund-Schultze’s unceasing efforts, German 
participation in the activities of  the Church Peace Union always remained mar-
ginal. The effects were, at best, indirect. For example, Adolf  Deissmann was one 
of  Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s academic teachers. 

In conclusion, two questions have to be addressed. First, were European and 
North American Protestants aware of  the danger of  an impending “big war”? 
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Second, could World War I have been prevented had the leaders of  Protestant 
Churches of  all countries been united in opposition against war prior to 1914? 
The answer to the first question is “no”; to the leaders of  the international Prot-
estant community, the war of  1914 came almost as a total surprise. Certainly, 
there had been some indications that international tensions were rising, and the 
leaders of  Protestant Churches knew this as well as everybody else. But they never 
expected the outbreak of  a “big” international conflict, and they never expected a 
war in which English-speaking Protestants would be confronted by their German 
brothers and sisters in a bitter struggle for survival.

The answer to the second question is equally clear. The sad truth is that the 
leaders of  Protestantism in Europe and North America were not strong enough 
to influence the political course of  their countries and they were also not united 
in promoting international peace. For the older generation of  church leaders, close 
cooperation between the churches and the state was a sacred duty. This is how they 
interpreted what Luther and Calvin had taught. Even as the foreign policy of  their 
states became more and more aggressive in the era of  imperialism, with few excep-
tions this position was not modified. The members of  the younger generation, too, 
at the end of  the nineteenth century and in the decade before 1914 still thought 
in terms of  national categories. In short: it was self-evident that nationalism had 
become the guiding principle of  international politics. This was as true for those 
Protestants who continued to employ religious categories and perceive their own 
nation as a people chosen by God,33 as it was for those who distanced themselves 
from religion altogether and borrowed from the ideas of  social Darwinism.34 

By contrast, international peace churches had gained little influence in Ger-
many before 1914, while new religious groups like the Seventh-Day Adventists or 
the Pentecostal movement were more interested in conversion and in winning new 
members than in the preservation of  international peace. By 1914, moreover, one 
of  the most remarkable German religious nonconformists and pacifists, Christoph 
Friedrich Blumhardt, was too old and too ill to be able to organize any kind of  
resistance against the war, despite his bitter opposition to the conflict. 

Pacifists in America however, were no better prepared when the war came. Since 
the Civil War, peace groups like the Mennonites had had no experience of  military  
service and conscription. As Ray Abrams put it in 1933, “in the halcyon days just 
prior to 1914 a glorious optimism pervaded the peace movement,” with the result 
that “most of  the pacifists seem to have been either ignorant of  or to have ignored 
the realities of  the situation.” According to Abrams, “the religious groups and peace 
societies, in common with the majority of  the American people, were astounded 
that such a catastrophe could come about so suddenly.”35 Even the large sums of  
money Andrew Carnegie had invested in peace projects had accomplished nothing. In 
1917, Carnegie too supported the American decision to enter the war on the side 
of  the Entente: “He shared the conviction of  many Americans that the Germans 
were chiefly responsible and had to be defeated before real peace was possible.”36
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After the first weeks of  war, a most bitter controversy erupted between British 
and German theologians. Leading German theologians like Adolf  von Harnack and 
Adolf  Deissmann, who were much admired in Britain, signed the “Declaration of  
the 93,”37 in which German war guilt was flatly denied and all the blame was put 
on British arrogance and aggression. British theologians were antagonized. When 
they wrote to Harnack personally and asked him to explain his position, Harnack 
reiterated what he had signed up to in the Declaration and opposed further Ger-
man-British communication until the British side showed more insight.38 Why was 
there so much bitterness from German theologians toward their British colleagues? 
One answer is that the poison of  nationalism (or perhaps the “religion of  nation-
alism,” as C. J. H. Hayes has put it as early as 1926), had corrupted Christian 
belief  in keeping peace and Christian solidarity across national borders.39

 In the early days of  August 1914, many German theologians, just like many 
German politicians, hoped that their friends and partners on the other side of  the 
Channel would safeguard the preservation of  peace even in a situation when the 
German and the Austro-Hungarian side decided to settle open accounts—or what 
they believed to be open accounts—with Serbia, Russia and France. When the 
British government decided to enter the war on the side of  France and Russia, they 
were deeply disappointed. Most certainly, after war broke out, both sides were 
convinced that their cause was just. They even called the conflict a “Holy War” in 
which God was on their side.40 

After 1918, it would take a long time before the wounds inflicted verbally and 
in writing especially during the first weeks of  the conflict would begin to heal. The 
German delegates who came to the ecumenical conference at Stockholm in 1925, 
organized by Nathan Söderbloom, attempted to use the occasion for propaganda 
against the Versailles Treaty. Only a few German delegates attended the interna-
tional missionary conference in Jerusalem in 1928. However, by 1937, when the 
next large meeting of  Protestants devoted to matters of  peace and missionary 
work gathered at Oxford, the German churches were engaged in a new conflict. 
Those opposing Hitler now needed every kind of  help that they could get from 
British Protestants, and despite the divisions of  the past, this help was generously 
extended.
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Chapter 15

AN IMPROBABLE WAR?
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS, ARTS, 

AND CULTURE BEFORE 1914

Jessica C. E. Gienow-Hecht

!

“Whenever I hear Wagner,” Woody Allen is rumored to have said, “I want to 
march into Poland.”1 It is open to speculation whether Allen meant to emphasize 
the political content of  Wagner’s compositions. But in any case, he failed to men-
tion that the composer’s largest contingent of  fans used to reside in the United 
States. Here, Wagner remained en vogue long after he had fallen out of  grace with 
most of  his European admirers.

In this essay, I wish to argue that in the long run World War I mattered very lit-
tle to the development of  cultural relations between Europe and the United States. 
As I will show, before the war European nations competed with one another for 
cultural preponderance in the United States. French, British, and German offi  cials 
off ered much leeway to non-governmental cultural exports. As we shall see, not 
only the content of  these ventures determined their outcome but the degree of  
state control: the less the state got conspicuously involved in cultural exports, the 
more eff ective they turned out to be. As a result, British literature and love, French 
art and craftsmanship, as well as German music and musicology dominated the 
cultural canon of  the turn of  the century. They all constituted a lingua franca that 
supposedly transcended borders, furthered mutual understanding, and avoided 
military confl icts. And while these cultural relations did not help avoid the war, 

An Improbable War? : The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture Before 1914, edited by Holger Afflerbach,
         and David Stevenson, Berghahn Books, Incorporated, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=946876.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 06:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

er
gh

ah
n 

Bo
ok

s,
 In

co
rp

or
at

ed
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



272 • Jessica C. E. Gienow-Hecht

they survived the trench warfare almost intact. I will outline three programs of  
European cultural expansion before turning to the signifi cance of  German music 
in the United States.

On a larger level, my argument defi es the notion of  a probable war. For all the 
nationalist tendencies in European and American culture around the turn of  the 
century, no musician anticipated, wished for, or expected a military confl ict, or 
believed war to be a likely and probable scenario in 1913–14. German-born con-
ductors, soloists, and orchestra musicians in the United States freely and enthusi-
astically traveled on the concert circuit, accepting regular engagements and guest 
appearances on both sides of  the Atlantic Ocean. Conductors like Emil Oberhof-
fer (of  the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra) or Karl Muck (Boston Symphony 
Orchestra) spent summers in Wiesbaden, Bayreuth and elsewhere all the way up to 
30 July 1914. Whatever politicians may negotiate or say, whatever military leaders 
may plan, whatever our newspapers report, many believed, art leads a life on its 
own. While cultural nationalism had been a theme in the nineteenth century and 
while the two decades prior to World War I witnessed intensive debates around 
the creation of  an “American music,” there were no signs for cultural pessimism or 
any hint of  the coming catastrophe.

The scholarship on European-American diplomatic and economic relations be-
fore World War I has concluded that this period was one of  dramatically changing 
political fl irtations: European nations such as Great Britain increasingly wooed 
US leaders in order to win their political support.2 This courtship aff ected both 
the diplomatic and the cultural arena. France and Germany in particular came to 
see the fi n-de-siècle as an international competition for the export of  national cul-
ture.3 In this confl ict, the United States emerged as one of  the foremost targets of  
the European competition for cultural preponderance. Indeed, in the eyes of  Euro-
pean cultural missionaries, America was a cultural wasteland ready to be civilized. 
But it was also a suitable battlefi eld of  foreign cultures. 

In 1870, France’s reputation staggered to an all-time low. The Germans, in 
contrast, enjoyed a high popularity among most Americans. France was seen as a 
corrupt and weak country, ruled by opportunist republicans. From a social and 
economic point of  view, France seemed to lack the spirit of  innovation while its 
population stagnated.4

French offi  cials were not happy with this point of  view. To counter these 
charges and win the minds of  US audiences, US-based French propagandists zeal-
ously tried to lure the upper crust of  American society into their cultural domain. 
Though infl uenced by state policy, their strategies delegated the government to 
the backbench. The Alliance Française, an association founded in 1883 to promote 
French language and culture abroad, had no equal in Europe. Early on, the Alli ance 
targeted the United States as its most fertile ground for proselytization. Between 
1880 and 1900, the Alliance established so called “committees” in San Francisco, 
Boston, Los Angeles, Texas, Chicago, Denver, Brooklyn, and New York, while also 
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inspiring seminars in San Francisco, Kansas City, and Dallas. The Alliance counted 
more than twenty fi ve thousand adherents in the United States in 1904.5 In this 
way, the Alliance became an infl uential tool in the export of  French culture be-
cause it functioned like a non-governmental organization while simultaneously 
following state objectives.

The fi ne arts represented another venue for informal French cultural diplo-
macy. From the 1850s, salesmen and representatives of  French impressionism ex-
erted a strong infl uence on American culture, notably art and architecture, that 
lasted well into the twentieth century (and much longer than in France proper).6 
Again, the French government played a minor role without totally yielding control. 
Its foremost instrument of  infl uence was the École des Beaux-Arts, its Academy, 
and the annual or biannual salon. While the participation of  both critics and the 
middle classes increased the publicity of  the salons in the nineteenth century, it 
was the state, that is the Ministry of  Fine Arts, that selected the range of  exhibi-
tioners, encouraged particular themes, and it was the state who awarded individual 
art works. The winners of  the awards given out by the state provided the works 
that were most likely to be selected for export to the United States.7

Furthermore, the central administration of  the arts in France developed a full-
fl edged yet informal advertising program for national artwork abroad catering to 
the lack of  art in the United States. Despite the discouraging US tariff  on foreign 
art, professional Paris dealers like Cadart, Gambart, Durand-Ruel, and Goupil, 
Vibert & Cie. established renowned galleries along the US east coast dedicated to 
the sale of  French paintings.8

This strategy proved enormously successful. According to a study produced by 
the German Generalkonsulat (which took a great interest in the matter) in New 
York in 1906, 57.2 percent of  all paintings imported to the United States origi-
nated in France; while Germany supplied 5.1 percent. The following year, French 
art merchants exported four million marks worth of  art works into the United 
States. By comparison, the German fi gure stagnated: it hovered somewhere around 
four hundred thousand marks.9

Scholars and art experts agree that the export of  visual art never constitutes 
a purely cultural phenomenon. Instead, it has a double eff ect: the education of  
sensibility and the global colonization of  taste and mind through the medium of  
the image or the painting. French art merchants, perhaps even more than French 
painters, were keenly aware of  their infl uence in the United States.10 As one jour-
nal wrote: “To this still young country which sends us republican ideas, gold and 
novels [an allusion to Poe’s popularity, translated by Baudelaire] France will send 
paintings.”

French eff orts were not limited to language and art. The French government also 
made a concerted eff ort to attract American students, off ering them a fi rst-rate 
and inexpensive education. US painters like Frank W. Benson, William Glackens, 
and countless others dutifully spent part of  their formative years in France. Bro-
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ken French tinged with an American accent became a commonplace sound in the 
streets of  Paris. Indeed, many young French artists grumbled that American stu-
dents were trying to become more French than they themselves.11

This overall strategy worked wonders. At the end of  the nineteenth century, 
France’s prolifi c informal eff orts to boost its culture in America had proven suc-
cessful and by 1900, the country’s reputation in the United States was thriving. 
French naturalist novels, French symbolist poetry, and, above all, French impres-
sionist painting now commanded the attention of  US artists as well as the public 
at large.12 Equipped with the message that France was the cultural capital of  the 
world, for the next four decades French propagandists would attempt to foster 
goodwill among American leaders. As Robert Young has argued, they consciously 
manipulated America’s sense of  cultural inferiority in the face of  European history 
and tradition.13

Meanwhile, British leaders faced their own challenges in their rather thorny 
relationship with the United States. Quite a few US observers portrayed Great 
Britain as an undemocratic regime run by the landed aristocracy. England’s am-
bivalent stand during the Civil War, economic competition, disagreements over 
American tariff s and fi shery interests in the Bering Sea, the British presence in 
Canada, as well as confl icting goals in the Far East and the Caribbean put a strain 
on the “special relationship.”

Curiously, these crises served to foster the will for an intensifying cultural 
rapprochement. British culture had enjoyed a special place in the imagination of  
American elites since the early days of  the republic.14 In the nineteenth century 
Anglo-American Victorianism turned into a transatlantic “middle-class,” English-
speaking culture. It included a set of  values such as Protestantism and an orien ta tion 
toward the future. It thrived on a clearly defi ned behavioral code that encompassed 
self-righteousness and competition. And it embraced common taste, fashion, and 
customs. For all the political disagreements, England was America’s foremost cul-
tural point of  reference. When Americans acquired furniture, selected clothes and 
styles, worried about appropriate behavior and language, or searched for proper 
literature for their off spring to read, they continuously looked to Great Britain.15 
Henry James has immortalized US elites’ craving for a bicultural consciousness in 
classic stories such as The Bostonians. To this day, Frances Burnett’s Little Lord Fauntle-
roy still brings tears to the eyes of  readers (and television viewers).16 An avalanche 
of  lesser Victorian novels abounded with heroes dangling between London and 
Chicago, creating transatlantic liaisons and mutual appreciation. 

Victorianism promoted the popular interest and use of  technological inventions 
such as mass printing. The “Victorian internet”—the telegraph—enabled imme-
diate communication between England and the United States. And the steamer 
made it possible for Anglo-American Victorians to travel back and forth across the 
Atlantic to an unprecedented extent.17 Since the early nineteenth century, British 
actors had engaged in theatrical tours up and down the eastern coast and into the 
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Midwest.US writers like Mark Twain were often hailed across the Atlantic before 
they became acceptable in the United States.18

Anglo-American cultural rapprochment had an impact on the educational sec-
tor as well. Throughout the nineteenth century, American elites had enrolled their 
off spring at German universities. But in search for an ivy-covered education for their 
children, at the end of  the century upper-class Americans sent students increasingly 
to British elite schools rather than to Göttingen or Leipzig. The estate of  Oxford 
philosopher Cecil Rhodes founded a scholarship that enabled, from 1902–03 on, 
more than one hundred US students to study at Oxford in order to solidify, as 
Rhodes called it, “[t]he extension of  British rule throughout the world.”19

On another informal level, marriage and kinship deepened the racial ties be-
tween both countries, as did the British aristocracy’s increasing need of  cash. Mar-
riage brokers on both sides of  the Atlantic matched up British blue blood and 
American money in matrimony.20 For example, Mary Endicott married Joseph 
Chamberlain, Mary Leiter wed Lord Curzon, Consuelo Vanderbilt said “yes” to 
the Duke of  Marlborough, and Jennie Jerome exchanged vows with Lord Ran-
dolph Churchill. We know now that more than one hundred such weddings were 
celebrated during the years before World War I. Every single one of  them pro-
duced enduring political ties between British and American elites.21

German politicians and intellectuals monitored these activities and they in-
creasingly feared that they would lose out in the European cultural courtship for 
American aff ection.22 The language barrier blocked German poetry and literature 
from the broader American public. American students increasingly stayed away 
from German institutes of  higher education. Save for a few exceptions, German 
painters had never made a signifi cant inroad in the United States that could com-
pete with the infl ux of  French paintings. And German counts did not constitute a 
particularly good catch among the wealthy heiresses of  the United States.23

Around the turn of  the century the German imperial government became in-
creasingly interested in cultural contacts to the United States. The Reich’s early 
cultural export eff orts centred on a—rather unsuccessful—academic exchange 
program. The Prussian cultural ministry and the German kaiser created this pro-
gram in the early 1900s. But the exchange did more to alienate American elites 
than to attract them to German culture. Many US students could not attend Ger-
man lectures because they did not speak or understand the language. Worse, much 
to the contempt of  their US colleagues, German professors abroad did not always 
adjust their behavior to local democratic etiquette. Instead they brushed their egos 
and insisted on their scholastic and social superiority.24

The German Reich’s cultural program also contained an art exchange program 
that proved equally worthless. It did not help that Reich offi  cials were divided in 
their interpretation of  such exchanges. Some believed that the function of  art was 
to soothe international frictions, while others, notably the Foreign Offi  ce, had lit-
tle interest in an art exchange.25 On the more practical level, German artists could 
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simply not compete with the French monopoly. Apart from nineteenth century 
painters such as Adolph Menzel, Arnold Böcklin, and Franz von Lenbach, Ger-
man painters had not made signifi cant inroads in the United States. The Impe-
rial (i.e. Reich) government deemed contemporary artists like Max Beckmann or 
Lovis Corinth inappropriate for an international exhibition. Landscapes inspiring 
spectators with the spirit of  Heimat, such as the ones by Ludwig Dill and Gustav 
Schönleber, seemed more appropriate politically to policymakers in the German 
capital.26

Two things matter about all these initiatives in the context of  German cul-
tural diplomacy: fi rst, in their motivation, content, and strategy they did not diff er 
much from French and British activities. As we have seen above, the British, too, 
developed an academic exchange program, the remnants of  which are still with 
us today in the form of  the highly prestigious Rhodes scholarship program. And 
when exporting their art, the Germans simply followed the French model. What 
was diff erent, though, and this is the second point, was that for all their reluctance 
to get involved, German government offi  cials kept a close eye on these initiatives. 
It was precisely this level of  control that may have made these enterprises fail in 
the end. Collectively, the activities of  private individuals and NGOs amounted to 
a political force that worried Reich offi  cials who feared they might do more harm 
than good to Germany’s prestige abroad.27

Curiously state offi  cials remained much more diffi  dent vis-à-vis a third sector 
that in the past had cemented Germany’s reputation as a Kulturnation (nation of  
culture), and that was the case of  “serious” music. Their reluctance coupled with 
the enormous prestige of  the German symphony in the United States explains 
why this particular export received such a formidable press throughout the nine-
teenth century and beyond.

Since the early nineteenth century, music has occupied a special place in Ger-
man history. While until about 1800 music was typically associated with either 
the church or entertainment, after the turn of  the century, music turned increas-
ingly into an end of  itself. Celia Applegate has shown how in the early nineteenth 
century, music became instrumental to the shaping of  German national identity. 
Music loomed large as the centerpiece of  German Kultur, larger than art, painting 
and sculptures ever would.28 During Napoleon’s occupation, when French civiliza-
tion and language seemed to threaten German cultural independence, the com-
positions of  Beethoven’s symphonies consoled millions of  Germans, convincing 
them of  their cultural superiority in the face of  political and military defeat. And 
throughout the nineteenth century, musicians, music critics, and musicologists ar-
gued that German music was vital to the development of  a German national con-
sciousness, long before there was a German national state.29

Yet for all the musical enthusiasm on the part of  the German kaiser and his sub-
jects the Reich government remained lukewarm to proposals for musical exports.30 
Private societies, concert agencies, individual sponsors, and artists appealed in vain 
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to the government to support their cultural aspirations. Venturing tours across the 
world, including all of  Europe, Asia, and the Americas, these NGOs sought to 
spread German music and they hoped to solicit the moral and administrative sup-
port of  local embassies, consulates, and the foreign offi  ces.31 For example, the 
Deutsche Bank of  Berlin expressed a desire to send several military bands to the 
World Exhibition in Chicago in 1893. The bank even authorized Wolf ’s concert 
agency in Berlin to obtain the necessary permission from the emperor, but nothing 
came of  it.32 The primarary reason for the failure of  most proposals was their pre-
sumed lack of  quality or a lack of  qualifi cation on the part of  the organizers. Offi  -
cials were so worried that state-sponsored performances would distort the es sence 
and reputation of  German music abroad that they preferred to stay altogether out 
of  such missions.33

Nonetheless, between 1850 and 1918, classical music composed in German-
speaking countries, German conductors, German musicians, musicology, and music 
pedagogy virtually monopolized the American music scene. Appreciating music was 
synonymous with being German. To be German meant to be musical, to sing, to 
play an instrument, and to master the secret of  conveying emotion through sound.34

While during the fi rst half  of  the nineteenth century, Italian opera and occa-
sionally French composers had fascinated US audiences, after mid century, Ameri-
can audiences increasingly worshipped composers from the northern half  of  the 
European continent, including Wolfgang Mozart, Johann Strauss, Richard Wag-
ner, and others. Before World War I, New York (1842), St. Louis (1879), Bos-
ton (1881), Chicago (1891), Cincinnati (1895), Pittsburgh (1895), Philadelphia 
(1900), Minneapolis (1903), and San Francisco (1911) established permanent 
philharmonics, most of  these under the tutelage of  German conductors like The-
odore Thomas in Chicago or Leopold Damrosch in New York.35

These German conductors were often driven by an almost missionary zeal to 
educate US audiences in classical music, a zeal that echoed the German Reich’s 
increasing propensity to spread Kultur across the globe. “For that alone is it, that 
attracts me to come there,” wrote the Mainz musician Felix Volbach when ap-
plying for the position of  conductor at the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra, in 
1894, “namely to bring our rich treasures of  our great masters there to the world 
of  the future and help that they conquer the world.” Evidently, an army of  Ger-
man musicians saw themselves appointed to trumpet down the walls of  Jericho, 
or rather, the United States, a country that many believed lacked cultural taste and 
refi nement.36

This infatuation with the world of  German music created an array of  spin-
off  eff ects fostering a sympathetic perception, not just of  German artistry but of  
Germany in general. Newspapers and journals were swamped with sketches, biog-
raphies, and photographs of  distinguished-looking pianists, violinists, and singers 
from Germany who, presumably, led a purifi ed life dedicated to “the higher arts.” 
German male performers like Rudolph Ganz or Emil Sauer were idolized to the 
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same extent as were Bono, U2, or the Backstreet Boys, one hundred years later.37 
The image of  the German musician as an attractive man able to express his feelings 
became a symbol for Germany’s cosmopolitan culture. “The waltz king, person-
ally, is evidently a good fellow,” wrote one journalist during Johann Strauss’ visit to 
America. “He talks only German, but he smiles in all languages.”38

In retreating to a preference for German classical music, American audiences 
acted the way Imperial cultural administrators and immigrant musicians hoped 
they would. The art of  “the three Bs” or Wagner evoked the respect for German 
greatness, Heimat, and emotionalism that Reich offi  cials wanted to convey.39 In this 
context it matters little whether or not the organizers and representatives of  music, 
such as Theodore Thomas or Leopold Damrosch, acted under the explicit order 
of  the kaiser. While their eff orts may not have represented a diplomatic act, they 
clearly had precisely the diplomatic eff ect desired by the Imperial government. 
Germany’s informal “sound diplomacy” became its most powerful tool of  cultural 
infl uence and its legacy lasted long beyond the German Kaiserreich.40

The summer of  1914 was sweltering hot in Bayreuth. Of course, the heat could 
not keep away the armada of  Wagner fans. From the United States, conductor 
Karl Muck had arrived to lead his operatic showpiece, Parsifal. Those who knew 
him must have noticed that his performance on 28 July was one of  the most un-
usual ones ever displayed. Muck was a handsome, dashing man in the prime of  
his life. He was also known as the former Kapellmeister of  the Royal Opera in 
Berlin and a personal favorite of  the kaiser. His style originated in the nineteenth 
century: Muck continuously displayed a reserved manner, both in his personal 
behavior as well as his conducting. But on that day, 28 July, Muck conducted the 
orchestra with a rarely displayed air of  emotion. Suddenly, cries of  “War” sounded 
from the audience. A tormentous excitement began. People began running into 
all directions. Women fainted as men threw away their instruments, champagne 
glasses, and evening gowns to report for army duty at once. Muck managed to fi n-
ish Parsifal that day with only a few musicians remaining, then fl ed from Bayreuth. 
His performance was the last rendition that year at Bayreuth. The Festspiele had 
to be prematurely terminated: half  of  the orchestra players and all of  the stage 
hands were soldiers or eligible for military duty.41

Men like Muck did not expect war in the summer of  1914. To him and thou-
sands of  other artists, peace, international audiences, and transportation across 
the open sea was the key to their success. The war ended all of  this. The fact that 
these musicians went to Europe indicates their ignorance—otherwise, they would 
not have chosen to spend their seasonal break in what would soon turn into a 
gigantic battlefi eld. 

In August and September 1914, hundreds of  German and American soloists, 
orchestra players, and conductors who had permanent engagements in the United 
States but spent their vacations abroad suddenly found themselves stranded in Eu-
rope or had just managed to sneak out. When war broke out, twenty-four of  the 
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orchestra players of  the Boston Symphony Orchestra were still in Europe for their 
summer breaks and engagements, including seven fi rst violins, two second violins, 
four violas, four cellos, one bass, two oboes, two clarinets, one fagot, three bass 
winds, and a harp. The manager of  the Symphony personally rushed to Europe in 
order to reassemble the players and, above all, the orchestra’s star conductor who, it 
turned out, was eager to march off  to Belgium but then agreed to return.42 Entire 
orchestras found themselves depleted of  personnel on account of  the war. When 
the 1914–15 season began, the Philadelphia Orchestra announced that of  the 
twenty members of  the orchestra who had traveled to Europe during the summer, 
only four men had been able to return to the United States.43 Many of  those who 
stayed in Europe joined the war eff ort on either one side or the other—and most 
of  them did not have a choice. What began as a summer vacation dedicated to the 
art of  music unexpectedly turned into a four-year inferno with little music other 
than the sound of  gunfi re, gas grenades, and exploding mines.

For most international musicians, the consequences were often devastating, 
both economically and personally. Pianist Ferrucio Busoni, a favorite with Ameri-
can audiences, was forced to cancel a fi fty thousand dollar tour. Polish pianist Leo-
pold Godowski, for six years a resident of  Chicago, fl ed from his Brussels home 
without a cent. Famous pianist Joseph Weiss was now playing at a third class café.44 
Violinist Jacques Thibaud spent nineteen months in the trenches along the Marne, 
the Aisne, at Ypres, Arras, Verdun, and in the Champagne, where he became tem-
porarily half  blind and “as deaf  as Beethoven” due to the explosion of  the new 
French mortars.45 Meanwhile, world-class soprano Johanna Gadski hurried to as-
sure reporters that the war would not aff ect music, and music would not aff ect the 
war because “Musical harmonies have no eff ect on bursting shells.”46

In conclusion, on the eve of  the Great War non-governmental groups and indi -
vidual artists busily traveled on the transatlantic culture circuit. Offi  cials and political 
observers off ered diplomatic advice, attempted to control the arts and aca demic 
exchange sector, then left the bulk of  cultural exchange to non-governmental initia-
tives. In more than one way, German policy followed British and French models 
and no one put this more concisely than the German Reichskanzler, Theobald von 
Bethmann Hollweg, in 1913. He observed that if  the Germans wanted to outdo 
British and French cultural propaganda, not the government but the nation as a 
whole would have to assume a stronger role. “What France and England accomplish 
in this area, is not due to the accomplishment of  their governments but to the 
national whole, the unity and closeness of  their cultures, the unerring desire for 
prestige of  the nation itself. We have not come quite as far yet. We are not yet as 
certain and as conscious of  our culture, our inner self, and our national ideal.”47

To what an extent did cultural exports refl ect or soothe the tensions of  the times? 
Most artists and administrators would agree that the arts should transcend na-
tional borders and constitute a lingua franca designed to build bridges.Words and 
pictures and melodies are beyond mathematical calculations. Their impact cannot 
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be measured the way we measure the eff ect of  trade treaties, military alliances, and 
declarations of  war. 

But what we can say is this: While cultural relations mattered very little to the 
direct outbreak of  World War I—least of  all they were able to anticipate or pre-
vent it—the war, in turn, aff ected these relations very little. French art, particularly 
impressionism and then expressionism, had a profound impact on the emergence 
of  bohemian culture in America after World War I. And while many of  the Anglo-
American Victorian artifacts went out of  vogue after the war, the cultural con-
sensus remained fi rmly in place. Quite a few of  the transatlantic academic fellow-
ships and marriages led to lasting Anglo-American ties, the most famous of  which 
produced Sir Winston Churchill, tireless advocate of  the “special relationship” in 
World War II. As to the case of  German music, America today is the home of  some 
of the most infl uential highbrow musical institutions in the world—Carnegie Hall, 
the Metropolitan Opera, the Juilliard School of  Music, the Curtis Institute—as 
well as a number of  internationally acclaimed orchestras, such as the Boston Sym-
phony Orchestra, all of  whom continue to celebrate the nineteenth-century Ger-
man masters.

Cultural relations lead a life on their own and the nineteenth century has a story 
to tell of  how state involvment is only of  peripheral signifi cance for the results 
of  cultural exchange. Perhaps cultural relations occasionally overlap with but they 
certainly do not merely refl ect political realities. Perhaps we need to consider the 
quality of  every international involvement and every international confl ict on sev-
eral levels, among those the non-military and non-political ones. Perhaps Johanna 
Gadski’s hope that music and shells existed in diff erent universes bore a grain of  
truth. And perhaps Woody Allen was right as well: hearing The Flying Dutchman 
makes audiences want to go places. Which is okay as long as they behave.
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Part V
!

THE PERSPECTIVE FROM AFAR: 
THE OUTBREAK OF  WAR IN EUROPE 

IN THE EYES OF  OTHER CONTINENTS
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Chapter 16

WAR AS THE SAVIOR? 
HOPES FOR WAR AND PEACE IN 

OTTOMAN POLITICS BEFORE 1914

Mustafa Aksakal

!
The West, very soon, will be subject to a terrifi c and big war. Then, 
while weak nations will be destroyed … it will only be strong nations 
which will survive this struggle…. To live is to fi ght.1

Major Ali Fuad, 1908–09

I. Introduction

On 13 July 1914, about two weeks after the assassination of  Franz Ferdinand in 
Sarajevo, the Ottoman grand vizier and foreign minister, Said Halim Pasha, dis-
patched a confi dential note, written in his own hand, to the Ottoman war minister, 
Enver Pasha, conveying the strong possibility of the outbreak of war between Austria-
Hungary and Serbia. Said Halim rang the alarm bells based on information he had 
received from an “authoritative” and “high-ranking” source in the German Foreign 
Ministry itself. The German offi  cial had disclosed remarkable news: “I can tell you 
confi dentially that next week war will break out between Austria and Serbia. … 
We hope that the war is no longer avoidable, because it [a war] is perhaps the 
fi nal chance for Austria to deal with Serbia. But one does not have full confi dence 
that Vienna will demonstrate the energy necessary for this decision.”2 While this 
note may reveal something about the attitudes of  some in Berlin during the July 
Crisis, it also demonstrates that the Ottoman government remained by no means 
benighted regarding the outbreak of  a major European war in late July 1914.
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288 • Mustafa Aksakal

Based on Ottoman internal correspondence, the documents of  the German-
Ottoman alliance negotiations, and Ottoman newspapers, journals, and books ap-
pearing on the eve of  World War I, perhaps few events seemed more probable, 
in the Ottoman case, than yet another war in the near future. By no means do I 
intend to suggest, however, that the Ottoman military and political elite were fa-
talistic in their decision-making or irrational, or, by defi nition, thinking in terms 
that were any less strategic than the decision making elites in any of  the other bel-
ligerent powers. And I should hasten to add that a war seemed very probable in the 
Ottoman context, and not necessarily the world war that in fact ensued.

What considerations, then, determined Ottoman policy in 1914? The parti-
tion of  the Ottoman Empire by 1914 had been discussed for so long, so publicly, 
and so unabashedly, that it is not diffi  cult to understand that the Ottoman leader-
ship saw as its duty nothing less than the task of  saving the empire from dismem-
berment and destruction. In fact, the dismemberment of  the Ottoman Empire 
in many ways had begun already. Thus, the Ottoman political agenda on the eve 
of  the Great War centered on the establishment of  a sovereign, economically and 
politically independent state that enjoyed full membership in the international 
states system and equal status under international law. In some sense, the Ottoman 
Empire had been a member of  the Concert of  Europe since 1856, when the Otto-
man government had been a signatory to the Treaty of  Paris ending the Crimean 
War. In practice, however, Great Power status and membership in this club had not 
prevented the Ottoman Empire from suff ering a long series of  territorial and dip-
lomatic losses throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a series 
of  defeats that left the country utterly demoralized and in fi nancial ruin.

These losses included Cyprus (British administration under Ottoman sovereignty, 
1878); Kars, Batum, and Ardahan (to Russia, 1878); Montenegro, Romania, Ser-
bia (all gaining independence, 1878); Bosnia-Herzegovina (Austro-Hungarian 
occupation, 1878; Austro-Hungarian annexation, 1908); Tunisia (French pro-
tectorate, 1881); Egypt (British occupation, 1882); Crete (Great Powers impose 
autonomy, 1898); Kuwait (British protectorate, 1899); Bulgaria (independence, 
1908); Tripolitania (Italian annexation, 1912), Dodecanese islands (Italian oc-
cupation, 1912); Western Thrace (to Bulgaria and Greece, 1912); Aegean islands 
including Chios and Mitylene (to Greece, 1912); Albania (independence, 1912); 
and Macedonia (partitioned among Bulgaria, Greece, and Serbia, 1912–1913). It 
should also be noted, however, that the great powers intervened on behalf  of  the 
Ottoman Empire at the Berlin Congress of  1878, when the powers stepped in to 
curb Russian expansion by reversing the creation of  a Greater Bulgaria.

In 1914, the July Crisis appeared to off er an escape route from what many Ot-
tomans perceived to be a dead end. With the support and guidance of  the Ger man 
Empire, Ottoman leaders hoped to carry through the kind of  radical transforma-
tion of  the Ottoman state and its people that a modern, sustainable state required. 
Wartime, some of  these leaders believed, presented a suitable, even ideal, environ-
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ment for the realization of  such drastic changes. The Young Turks intended to 
transform the Ottoman Empire into a politically and economically independent, 
modern country by removing foreign control and cultivating a citizenry that would 

Illustration 16.1: Punch, 4 December 1912
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be loyal to the state. These individuals imagined that conditions of  war could off er 
an appropriate pretext for the expulsion of  foreign businesses and the nullifi cation 
of  fi scal and legal exemptions for foreign nationals, the so-called “capitulations”; 
and these capitulations indeed were proclaimed annulled on 9 September 1914. 
Wartime, moreover, presented the state with additional practical tools for the mo-
bilization of  the citizenry behind the Istanbul government.3

This chapter examines the Ottoman political and military culture that provided 
the context for the Ottoman decision for war in 1914. But since this volume is 
meant not only to illuminate the past but to off er also some insight into the state 
of  contemporary aff airs, the deep signifi cance of  the Great War in the history of  
Middle Eastern societies in the twentieth century and now in the twenty-fi rst cen-
tury should be stressed. The Great War in the Middle East and the end of  the 
Ottoman Empire saw the destruction of  a political and cultural system that had 
successfully held together a religiously, ethnically, and linguistically diverse popula-
tion. Admittedly, this Ottoman system had come under increasing strains already 
by the time the Great War broke out, but the complete abolition of  the Ottoman 
system meant the creation of  radically new structures of  social organization that 
have arguably served the region less well.

II. Historiography

The most pressing questions regarding the entry of  the Ottoman Empire into the 
war have received a good deal of  attention from historians. Most such historical 
interpretations have depicted the Ottoman leaders as having been utterly foolish, 
and/or corrupt, in their decision for war in 1914. Instead of  treating the European 
war as an opportunity to concentrate on domestic reforms and to re-strengthen Otto-
man society, the Ottoman leaders pushed the empire into a war it did not want. In 
this depiction of  Ottoman decision making, the Ottoman war minister and acting 
commander in chief, Enver Pasha, has played a crucial role. I will say a little bit more 
about this traditional historical interpretation in general terms, but I would then 
like to present some new evidence on the Ottoman decision for war and off er some 
suggestions for rethinking our understanding of  the Ottoman entry into the war.

Turkish historiography has judged rather harshly the Ottoman leadership whose 
actions led to the empire’s entry into World War I.4 Enver Pasha, in particular, has 
frequently been presented as “selling out” the country to Germany and forcing the 
Ottomans into war for his own lofty personal ambitions.5 The history of  the late 
Ottoman period written after the war was, in a way, itself  a casualty of  the Great 
War, as the tragic outcome of  the war experience defi ned the historiography of  the 
Ottomans at war. In looking back, historians of  the new Turkish Republic were 
eager to break with the Ottoman past and to build a new state; for them, it was 
self-evident to condemn the Ottoman decision as a terrible mistake.
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However, in this case, as is so often the case in the writing of  history, hindsight 
was decidedly not 20/20. Rather, hindsight had a clear political bent, as the new 
Turkish elite sought to distance itself  from the responsibility for bringing upheaval 
to the entire region by waging war on the Allied powers and, of  course, from the 
accusation and responsibility for murdering the Armenian population of  Anato-
lia. In the words of  the father of  modern Turkish diplomatic history, the Otto-
man statesmen who decided for war in 1914 were “below average” and “simple-
minded” individuals.6 He argued that the Ottoman leaders could and should have 
steered a course of  neutrality in 1914 but instead they entered the war “without 
any compelling reason.” In this explanation of  the Ottoman entry into the war, the 
Ottoman war minister, Enver Pasha, received the brunt of  the criticism. Enver and 
the Ottoman leaders were judged guilty of  pushing the empire into war in pursuit 
of  “ideals like Turanism and pan-Islamism,” the unifi cation, in other words, of  all 
Turks and/or Muslims of  Eurasia and Africa under a single state.7

This view has largely persisted down to our own day and shaped scholarship 
outside of  Turkey as well. A recent work published by Harvard University Press, for 
example, posited: “Greed rather than necessity drove the Ottoman Empire into the 
First World War. Its war aim was to realize the imperialist vision of  the powerful 
minister of  war Enver Pasha: a tangled web of  grievances and revanchist hopes geared 
toward reassertion of  Ottoman imperial glory and unifi cation of  the Turkic peoples 
within an expanded empire.”8 In sum, Enver Pasha has emerged in the historiogra-
phy as a military dictator who concluded the secret alliance treaty with Germany 
on 2 August 1914 and subsequently strong armed the Ottoman Empire into war.

From the perspective of  the German archives, Ulrich Trumpener made this ar-
gument as well in an infl uential book and several articles. The eff ect of  Trumpen-
er’s work was to downplay the role Germany played in the Ottoman decision to 
enter the war. In part, this interpretation absolved Berlin from any responsibility 
for Ottoman intervention, and was also a defense against the charge that Berlin 
had forced the Ottomans into the war: not Berlin but Enver Pasha, Trumpener’s 
work strongly suggested, was the reason behind the Ottoman entry into the war.

III. The Ottoman Decision for War

My own view is that in portraying Enver Pasha as a reckless, pro-German war hawk, 
and by placing primary responsibility on his shoulders, both German and Turk-
ish historians have found a convenient method of  explaining away the German-
Ottoman relationship of  1914 and the Ottoman entry into the war. But from 
closer study of  the German-Ottoman negotiations following the Sarajevo assassi-
nation and from Ottoman contemporary publications, a diff erent picture emerges. 
Here, the evidence suggests that the policy so closely and so exclusively linked with 
Enver was shared by his colleagues and by that part of  the Ottoman public that 
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expressed political views through newspapers, journals, and books, and through 
the staging of  political demonstrations.

Said Halim Pasha, who frequently is depicted as having been “duped” and 
“tricked” by Enver and the Germans, was actually instrumental in arranging and 
negotiating the German-Ottoman alliance of  2 August 1914. Nor did the Otto-
mans plunge into the war enthusiastically, moreover. Once the Ottoman leaders 
secured the alliance with Germany that August, the Ottomans did not enter the 
war until 29 October, almost three months later. In the alliance treaty itself, the 
Ottomans had promised to enter the war more or less immediately. While the 
German offi  cials in the Ottoman capital mounted their pressure to get the Otto-
mans to enter the war immediately, the latter, led by Enver and Said Halim, argued 
that they were not yet suffi  ciently prepared to fi ght in the war with any success; 
Enver made this argument repeatedly and asked for more time from Berlin.9

In so doing the Ottoman leaders delayed Ottoman entry into the war in the 
hope that the war would end while the alliance with Germany continued. In fact, 
the evidence strongly suggests that it was this alliance with Germany, initially in-
tended to last until 1918 but then extended until 1920 and 1926, which repre-
sented the great Ottoman objective. In exchange for committing itself  to sup-
port Germany in the Great War, the Ottomans hoped to receive future German 
diplomatic and economic support and desperately needed security in a hostile 
international system. By June 1914, each of  the Great Powers, including Italy, had 
negotiated its sphere of  control in the partition of  the Ottoman Empire, and col-
or-coded partition maps had been drawn up and circulated among the European 
capitals.10 Thus the most important determinants of  Ottoman policy in 1914 
were the Ottomans’ deep concern for the long-term security of  their borders, on 
the one hand, and for sustained economic development, on the other. In this great 
irony, the Ottoman road to peace and stability led only through war.

The ultimately tragic outcome and long duration of  the Great War led histo-
rians to depict the Ottoman decision for belligerency as a high-stakes gamble or a 
suicidal plunge into the abyss. Yet such a view overlooks the fact that despite the 
militarism and armaments race in Europe many contemporaries believed that a gen-
eral war, if  it broke out at all, might well last no more than “a matter of  months” 
and would have to be concluded by a negotiated peace rather than decisive military 
victory.11 If  the Ottoman leaders could have plausibly expected a shorter con-
frontation, therefore, we might allow for the possibility that they were not seeking 
territorial expansion, as has been charged, but rather that their main goal was a 
long-term alliance with a Great Power, that is, with Germany.

During the summer of  1914, Germany provided the Ottomans with two power-
ful warships (the famous SMS Goeben and the SMS Breslau), a military mission, and a 
naval mission; amounting in total to over one thousand German offi  cers, military 
specialists, and personnel. In addition, the Ottomans received considerable amounts 
of  military equipment and over fi ve million Ottoman pounds. In exchange, the 
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Ottoman government promised Germany’s representatives to intervene in the war 
as soon as Ottoman troops were ready: either in a campaign against Russia, or in a 
campaign against the British in Egypt, or alongside Bulgaria in the Balkans against 
Greece or Serbia. By October 1914, however, Ottoman forces had still not entered 
the war, and the German government had not only stopped any further supply of  
military aid but also had threatened to pull out of  the alliance.12

When the Ottomans fi nally entered the war through the medium of  a naval raid 
led by the Goeben and the Breslau on 29 October against the Russian city of  Odessa, 
they insisted on revising and expanding the German-Ottoman alliance treaty. As 
part of  that revision, the alliance was extended from a duration of  four to twelve 
years. The Ottomans also insisted on a written guarantee from their German al-
lies pledging to support the Ottoman Empire fi nancially “for the entire duration 
of  the war.” And indeed, the German ambassador, Hans von Wangenheim, issued 
such a written guarantee to Said Halim Pasha shortly after the Black Sea naval raid. 
A revised treaty of  alliance, moreover, was signed on 11 January 1915.13

Despite Said Halim’s opposition to the timing of  intervention, therefore, it did 
not take long before the grand vizier rejoined his colleagues in their decision. Top 
Ottoman military commanders such as Kazım Karabekir, Hafız Hakkı, and Ali 
İhsan, who favored a later campaign in Spring 1915, had also called for delay ing in-
tervention.14 In the general decision to win Germany’s long-term support, however, 
the Ottoman leaders were thus united in their decision making in 1914. This point 
is also illustrated in a New York Times interview, appearing on 22 February 1915, in 
which Said Halim declared that in their decision for war the Ottoman leaders had 
been “tired of  the hypocrisy actuating the powers of  the Triple Entente when deal-
ing with Turkey.” The grand vizier added that the Ottoman Empire “knew that 
to enter into relations with Great Britain, France, and Russia would have been a 
harmful factor in respect to the country’s interest.” Finally, the grand vizier stated, 
the Ottoman “people want a chance to work out their destiny.”15 In entering the 
Great War the Ottomans, perhaps infl uenced by common expectations that the 
war would not (in fact could not) last very long, were pursuing a deliberate policy. 
They believed that in the aftermath of  the war Ottoman state and society would 
benefi t from a peacetime alliance with Germany that would off er the Ottomans 
long-term territorial integrity, diplomatic support, and economic development.

IV. Ottoman Political and Military Culture 
on the Eve of  the Great War

My second argument is based on Ottoman publications appearing during and fol-
lowing the Balkan Wars. An examination of  the political literature during this time 
supports the argument that Enver Pasha was not unique in his views of  the inter-
national system and the Ottoman place in it. In Ottoman newspapers, journals, 
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books, and parliamentary remarks, authors frequently expressed the view that an 
alliance with Germany and participation in a general war was a desirable, even pre-
ferred course of  action. Ottoman publications, moreover, refl ected a deep convic-
tion that the country’s survival could eventually only be secured on the battlefi eld.

In such publications, writers employed arguments depicting the Ottoman Em-
pire as engaged in a fi nal struggle of  life and death, and one fi nds a strong linkage 
between the questions of  modernity, liberation, and war. The discussions surround-
ing the creation of  a “new society” and a “new life” (yeni hayat), were intertwined 
with the idea of  waging war and gaining independence from the imperialist pow-
ers: Austria-Hungary, Great Britain, France, Italy, and Russia. Much of  Ottoman 
political discourse preceding World War I aimed at broad segments of  the popu-
lation and intended to mobilize Ottoman society against the state’s external (and 
some allegedly internal) enemies. Intellectuals and politicians alike viewed as their 
role the mobilization and education of  the people, a process to which contem-
poraries, in rhetoric common to nationalists everywhere, referred as the “awaken-
ing” (intibah).16 To overcome the diffi  culty of  spreading their message to country-
men who were often illiterate, popular authors like the sharp-minded critic of  
the dominant Committee of  Union and Progress (CUP), Şehbenderzade Ahmed 
Hilmi, added bylines to their book titles such as “May every patriot read and relate 
this booklet to the Turks.”17 Ahmed Hilmi, whose book appeared between March 
1913 and March 1914, urged his readers to rise up and rally behind the Otto-
man state (Osmanlı Devleti). A new age, he insisted, had opened, and the new age 
demanded that the people unite under one fl ag. Addressing the reader as “Turk” 
(Türk), he explained that the national groups in the Balkans had ended Otto-
man rule there because the peoples of  the Balkans had “awoken after centuries of  
slumber” and were regaining their national consciousness.18 Now, Ahmed Hilmi 
claimed, those nations had “become people of  this age while we have remained the 
people of  a past age,” an age he labeled “the age of  knowledge and struggle” (bilgi 
ve çabalama zamanı). According to the author, such struggle was inevitable and re-
quired the selfl ess eff ort and sacrifi ce of  each and every Turk. “The struggle [in the 
Balkans] is over, but struggle will start again. Living means struggling. Absence of  
struggle can only be found in cemeteries. Only the dead are without struggle.”19

By 1914, the defi ning characteristics of  the age were part of  Ottoman com-
mon knowledge. Darwinian ideas had been elaborated upon and transferred, if  
pseudo-scientifi cally, to the realms of  government and international relations. The 
importance of  this theme, however, that Ottoman society must organize itself  and 
prepare its every aspect for war, cannot be overemphasized; it was the predominant 
theme of  Ottoman political discourse on the eve of  World War I.20 While today’s 
student of  the Ottoman political literature may ask what exactly authors had in 
mind when they referred to “the nation,” some authors, like Ahmed Hilmi, left 
no doubt. The intended audience was the Turkish-speaking Muslim population 
of  Anatolia:
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The Crimea, Rumania, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Serbia, Bulgaria, the Caucasus all went 
one by one. … Finally Tripolitania [in Libya] and three-fourths of  the Balkans also 
were lost. These areas were all rich and valuable places; we gained them at the cost of  
our blood. But those territories, however rich they may be, were not the heart and 
soul of  our homeland [yurdumuzun yüreği] … Anatolia is the heart and soul of  our 
homeland. O Turk! If  we continue in our old ways, if  we face the enemy again in 
slumber, unprotected, then this time the enemy’s sword will come to our [homeland’s] 
heart and soul and kill each one of  us.21

Mobilization and unifi cation of  the people, in other words, topped the agenda. 
In the foreword to the translation of  a French work, the writer Recai made an argu -
ment similar to Ahmed Hilmi’s. Under the title, How Germany Revived and How it is 
Preparing for War, Recai criticized writers and intellectuals for not writing suffi  cient-
ly about topics that could contribute to the formation of  an “Ottoman nation.” 
Novels and plays must never be purely literary or artistic, but needed to fulfi ll a 
social purpose, illustrating didactically the importance and ways of  being a true 
patriot.22 Those intellectuals who put their services in the nation’s interest should 
join together and form a National Literature Association, he proposed.23

Recai, in fact, elevated the task of  writing and thinking in the nation’s interest 
to be a matter of  life and death. Prussian history provided a most instructive lesson 
in this regard, he argued. Following Prussia’s defeat at the hands of  Napoleon Bona-
parte, Prussian writers and poets had given shape to a German spirit capable of  unit-
ing the German people and of  defeating France in 1870–71. The Ottoman nation, 
too, he continued, had to be educated about the meanings of  state and nation, as 
well as about foreign countries and their people.24 In the writings of  the day, a con-
sensus existed that an army could only be as powerful as the level of  education and 
the vitality of  the society it represented. Writing just before the outbreak of  the Sec-
ond Balkan War, Major Hafız Hakkı, who served as Enver’s assistant in the gen eral 
staff  in 1914, argued that “the army may try as hard as it wishes to improve a soci-
ety’s military strength. The army’s offi  cers may be the most skilled in the world, but 
if  the society’s material and moral standards are low, the army will certainly enter 
the battlefi eld in a defi cient and disorderly manner and quickly meet with defeat.”25

Hafız Hakkı decried the crops of  impoverished and uneducated recruits who 
entered the army’s ranks for regular military service year after year and returned 
later as reserves during periods of  mobilization. The army’s problems, he believed, 
refl ected those of  Ottoman society itself: the need for education, economic de-
velopment, and the improved situation of  women.26 Hafız Hakkı argued that the 
Ottoman people needed a shared, supreme ideal that defi ned Ottoman life and to-
wards whose purpose all Ottomans could strive together,27 a purpose that was fre-
quently simply referred to as the “national ideal” (mefkûre-i milliye).28 Hafız Hakkı 
sketched out a vision of  a “people in arms,” as the German general Colmar von 
der Goltz had done before him, and whose book by that title had been translated 
into Ottoman.29 Like Recai, Hafız Hakkı, too, invoked the Prussian example of  
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recovery and victory. Such recovery was available to the Ottoman Empire as well, 
but only provided that Ottoman society, as a totality, prepared itself  for war un-
conditionally during times of  peace.30

Cami [Baykut], a former delegate to the Ottoman Chamber of  Deputies who 
had co-founded in 1912 the National Constitution Party, the fi rst party to be 
openly Turkish nationalist, argued along similar lines. In a work entitled, The Ot-
toman Future: Its Enemies and Its Friends, published in 1913, Cami argued that the 
Ottoman Empire was an Asian country, and that the Balkans, now lost, had been 
colonies separate from the true homeland (vatan). Like Hafız Hakkı, Cami, a for-
mer offi  cer, also was well acquainted with the ideas of  Goltz. Cami praised the 
German general’s suggestion that the empire’s center of  gravity should formally be 
shifted southward by moving the capital to Konya, or perhaps even farther south.31 
When it came to Great Power politics, Ottoman political writers gravitated to-
ward Germany. Together they found a great deal of  irony in the Ottoman di-
lemma, namely that only Europe stood in the way of  the “Turk’s Europeanization” 
(Türkün Avrupalılaşmasına). Through constant interference in Ottoman internal af-
fairs, politically and fi nancially, the Great Powers of  Europe had tied the hands 
of  the Ottoman government and prevented it from implementing lasting reforms, 
despite Ottoman attempts dating back to, at least, the beginning of  the nineteenth 
century. The Triple Entente, and Britain in particular, Cami argued, was waging an 
all-out attack on the Ottomans.32 Cami described this dynamic sarcastically:

“Yes, in order to be friends with Britain we must recognize that the Red Sea 
is a British sea. And we must also cede [to the British the region stretching from] 
Egypt to Syria, [and from] Iraq to India, and permit the British sphere of  infl uence 
in Iran to extend westward, that is, extend to the port of  Alexandretta. And we must 
be satisfi ed with an Anatolian princedom based in Konya. [Once we do all that] we 
can begin to speak of  a friendly British policy towards us.”33 Nothing but harm, 
therefore, could be expected from Britain and its partners in the Triple Entente.

As for Germany, the author expressed a widely held perspective:

Germany is not simply pursuing its economic interests by maintaining the status 
quo in the Near East, but Germany also intends to take advantage of  the Ottoman 
state’s [strategic] position in its [own] hostile relationship with Slavdom. In fact, 
the Slavic world is growing more rapidly than its neighbors and poses a threat in 
Europe to the Germans, Hungarians, and Romanians; and it poses the same threat, 
or perhaps even a greater calamity, to the Ottomans. A strong Ottoman state must 
form an alliance with Germany and take a defensive position against the Russian 
and Balkan Slavs; this is the foundation for a correct policy.34

Further evidence of  public opinion’s orientation toward Germany was off ered on 
the occasion of  the German battle cruiser SMS Goeben’s visit to Istanbul in May 1914. 
It was rumored that the powerful ship might be sold to the Ottoman navy, and 
that in the event of  war between the Triple Alliance and the Triple Entente the 
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Goeben would assume certain duties of  the Ottoman navy, even if  a sale would not 
take place and the ship would remain in German possession.35 Hence, about six 
weeks prior to the assassination of  the Habsburg heir apparent Franz Ferdinand 
in Sarajevo, Ottoman participation in a general war alongside Germany was pre-
sented in a major Istanbul daily as a reasonable and acceptable course of  action.

Among Ottoman political writers, the Balkan Wars were increasingly regarded 
as proof  that coexistence of  Christians and Muslims in the Ottoman Empire was 
no longer possible, as Muslim writers perceived many Christians to be sympathetic 
to the Balkan powers, especially the Greek Orthodox population (Rum, or Rumlar). 
In fact, relations between Greek and Turkish Ottomans had turned so violent in 
certain areas that Greek Ottomans were compelled to leave the Ottoman Empire 
forever, particularly those Greek Ottomans living in Izmir and Thrace.36

V. The Journal Büyük Duygu (The Great Longing)

The emotional and intellectual environment that emerged during the Balkan Wars 
can be illustrated by the journal Büyük Duygu. Its fi rst issue appeared in Istanbul 
in March 1913, and was followed by twenty-fi ve further issues before publication 
came to an end in January 1914. Subtitled “The Turk’s Journal,” Büyük Dugyu 
employed nationalist rhetoric throughout its articles on politics, history, and lit-
erature. The journal’s fi rst issue declared as its purpose the fostering of  awareness 
of  Turkish history and of  national consciousness. These needed development, it 
was argued, because the Turks would soon be taking their place on the battlefi eld, 
where they would fi ght for their national survival. Women, in particular, were ac-
corded a major role in the formation of  the new society.37

What did the journal’s title, “the great longing” refer to? Was it “revenge” (inti-
kam duygusu), as the title of  several lead articles seemed to suggest?38 Or did it refer 
to a perceived need to “return” to a primordial Turkish identity (türklük duygusu)? 
Whichever facet one might want to emphasize, there can be no doubt that the 
journal sought to grip its readers with gory descriptions of  the recent past and to 
instill a deep sense of  violation in an attempt to build a collective identity. The 
unity of  the nation, the editors proclaimed, was the only reliable foundation for 
its survival. Continuous “battle” (kavga), moreover, constituted the essence of  any 
meaningful existence. “Peace and tranquility” could only be found in death.39 The 
journal continued in social Darwinian terms: “Only the nation armed with nation-
al feelings (milliyet duygularıyla) can participate in the struggle and gain as a result 
of  it the right to remain alive. But let us not spend much time on the word ‘right,’ 
for there is no one left who does not believe that ‘right’ (hak) is anything other than 
‘might’ (kuvvet). ‘The most obvious truth is that those who do not crush will be 
crushed.’ The inevitable place of  those who do not heed this proverb is the cemetery 
and history. Thus in order to live we must not strive for ‘right’ but for power.”40
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Throughout the issues of  Büyük Duygu, the authors’ message was unequivocal. 
Everything rested on self-reliance and the ability to assert oneself: “Right can only 
be derived from power, civilization only from power, happiness only from power. 
Power is everything.”41 The views of  Ottoman intellectuals in this respect coincid-
ed with the views of  their statesmen. In a letter of  8 May 1913 Enver Pasha wrote: 
“My heart is bleeding.… If  I could tell you all the atrocities which the enemy has 
committed right here at the gates of  Istanbul, you would understand the suff erings 
of  the poor Muslims farther away. But our hatred is intensifying: revenge, revenge, 
revenge, there is nothing else.”42

Typical of  the authors in this genre, Büyük Duygu’s editors were mobilizers and 
activists, and far from being resigned to Ottoman demise. To illustrate their argu-
ments, such writers turned to history for examples of  peoples that had reemerged 
successfully from defeat.43 Successful recovery demanded an active, not a passive 
policy. “Crushed and defeated nations must rise up without delay and act swiftly 
… crying Revenge, Revenge!” As a nation that had reasserted itself, Germany, in 
particular, served as the example to be followed. Thus the writers of  Büyük Duygu 
called their readers to action: “Oh Turkish nation! … Has the blood of  Oğuz, 
Genghis, and Fatih [Mehmed the Conqueror] dried up in your veins? Will you for-
get the blows that have been dealt against your Turkish soul (Türklüğüne]), will you 
forget the wounds that have been infl icted upon your heart?!”44 Evidently, some 
parts of  the Turkish elite in Istanbul believed not only that the Ottoman Empire 
faced a historic military confrontation in the near future, but that the Ottomans 
should seek out that confrontation rather than passively await its appearance.

While the size and make-up of  Büyük Duygu’s readership remains unknown, it 
is signifi cant that the journal supported public lectures and meetings in an eff ort 
to involve broad segments of  the populations. One such meeting was held in an 
Istanbul suburb in early April 1913, organized by the local women’s branch of  the 
Society for National Defense (Müdafaa-i Milliye Cemiyeti), another prominent and 
very popular organization that promoted the values of  the publications under dis-
cussion. At the meeting, the Branch Chairwoman, N. Sebiha, delivered an address 
that was subsequently published in Büyük Duygu. The topic of  Sebiha’s address, 
that the people were “still asleep” and must be awakened to the dangers facing the 
empire, was also the defi ning theme running through the contemporary political 
literature and the public discourse in the capital. She called on her listeners and 
readers to demonstrate to the Europeans that Turks were strong enough to “face 
the Europeans head-on, both militarily and economically.”45

VI. Conclusion

Although it remains impossible to gauge the importance and appeal of  each of  
the works examined here, this sample of  contemporary publications refl ects a deep 
conviction in the necessity of  fi ghting a “war of  independence” and demonstrates 
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that this conviction had become a widely-discussed, if  not an accepted, reality.46 
In holding that sentiment, the views of  the Ottoman elite did not diff er from the 
outlook held by War Minister Enver Pasha. Because of  its recent historical expe-
rience and the continued expansion of  European power worldwide, and because 
of  the weak place it occupied on the margins of  the European states system, the 
Ottoman Empire and its leaders viewed their involvement in war in the near future 
with great probability. There is little to suggest, however, that the Ottoman leaders 
anticipated the world war that broke out in August 1914.

Tragically, the outbreak of  World War I became the opportunity through 
which Ottoman hopes for restoring a militarily powerful and politically indepen-
dent empire could be achieved; the Ottoman Empire had entered a crucial point 
in its history between salvation and destruction. Nations and states were thought 
to exist in a Darwinian struggle that no one could escape, and by 1914 a broad 
consensus had formed around these issues, at least in the Ottoman capital.

Like the drive to modernize its armies beginning in the late eighteenth century, 
nascent Turkish nationalism on the eve of  World War I stemmed from the external 
imperative to gear up the country for military confl ict. In promoting this mobili-
zation movement, the Ottoman elite created an environment in which war was in-
creasingly seen as an inevitable and potentially unifying and liberating experience. 
In 1914 Ottoman public life was charged with feelings of  despair, and of  violation 
at the hands of  the Great Power system. These strong emotions also imbued Ot-
toman diplomacy. The empire’s statesmen sought revenge against an international 
system that they thought had betrayed them, while at the same time imagining that 
war would set the stage for national renewal and reinvigoration. The assassination 
of  the Austro-Hungarian heir apparent on 28 June 1914 in Sarajevo unleashed a 
new international dynamic that aff orded the Ottomans an historic opportunity 
for self-assertion. While the empire’s demise after the war has been understood as 
a sign of  the Ottoman leaders’ failure, the tenets by which they operated did not 
die with them. Militarism, nationalism, and modernism continued to defi ne the 
political landscape of  the Turkish nation-state that emerged after World War I.
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Chapter 17

THE VIEW FROM JAPAN
War and Peace in Europe around 1914

Frederick R. Dickinson

!

Far from the principal locus of  activity on the Western front, Japan seems an un -
likely arena to weigh cultures of  war and peace in August 1914. But Japanese 
observers closely followed events in Europe and participated passionately in specu-
lation over the causes and probable consequences of  the war. Although Western 
historians have subsequently crafted a more comfortable Western-centric vision 
of  the confl ict, Western belligerents, in turn, eagerly sought Japanese participation 
in hostilities. Few World War I buff s will recall how fervently British, French, and 
American policy-makers appealed for direct Japanese aid.1 At their most ambi-
tious, these requests envisioned up to fi ve hundred thousand Japanese troops in 
the Balkans.2

Tokyo would ultimately decline all requests for Japanese troops to fi ght in Eu-
rope. But Japanese participation in the war was not negligible. Responding to his 
ally Britain’s request to hunt down German armed merchant cruisers in Chinese 
waters, Foreign Minister Kato Takaaki by 8 August persuaded the Japanese cabinet 
and elder statesmen to issue an ultimatum to Berlin.3 The Japanese cabinet subse-
quently declared war on Germany on 23 August.

Although Japanese operations against the kaiser paled by comparison with those 
of  their European allies, Japan would eject the German navy from the Marshall, 
Mariana, and Caroline Islands (German Micronesia) in the South Pacifi c in Au-
gust 1914, defeat German ground forces at Qingdao, Shandong province (China) 
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by November 1914 and ultimately play a critical role ferrying British Common-
wealth troops from the Pacifi c to the Indian Ocean, hunting German U-boats in 
the Mediterranean, and sending badly-needed arms aid to Russia.

Japanese participation clearly had much less eff ect upon the outcome of  the 
war than Allied leaders had hoped. But the reverse—the impact of  the confl ict on 
Japan—was, as recent research has shown, profound.4 Most importantly, the new 
wave of  internationalism that swept the post-war world had a momentous eff ect 
upon Japanese politics, diplomacy, and national culture.

From the perspective of  Tokyo, in other words, the twelve thousand kilometers 
that separated the Japanese archipelago from the Western front belied the actual 
proximity of  the “European War” in Japanese national aff airs. An examination of  
material contributions in World War I reveals critical Japanese support with a fer-
vent Allied desire for more. Likewise, a study of  the Japanese national discussion 
immediately before and after the outbreak of  hostilities provides an intriguing new 
perspective on the cultures of  war and peace in Europe and Japan in 1914.

I. Japanese Adaptation of  a European Pattern

A member of  the Japanese Upper House, Viscount Tani Kanjo, best captured the 
mood of  Japan in August 1914 in what is commonly referred to as the Tani Me-
morial. Tani urged the authorities to “encourage and protect the people at home, 
and then wait for the time of  the confusion of  Europe which must come eventu-
ally sooner or later, and although we have no immediate concern with it ourselves 
we must feel it, for such an event will agitate the nations of  the Orient as well, 
and hence, although our country is not mixed up in the matter, so far as Europe 
is concerned, we may become the chief  nation of  the Orient.”5 Submitted in res-
ignation after an internal dispute over Japan’s “unequal treaties” with the powers, 
the memorandum is extraordinary for its calm and calculating attitude toward 
the “confusion” that Tani considered probable in Europe. Most remarkably, Tani 
penned the brief  in 1887.

Although submitted less than ten years after the advent of  modern Japan (the 
Meiji Restoration of  1868) and almost three decades before the assassination of  
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, Tani’s memorial anticipated three critical elements in 
the general Japanese response to war in 1914: a sense of  predictability, an exagger-
ated portrayal of  the principal belligerents, and anticipation of  an exceptional op-
portunity. Each of  these trends mirrored developments in the capitals of  Europe. 
But Japan’s special geographic and political circumstances guaranteed important 
divergences. These departures would have a momentous eff ect upon the cultures 
of  war and peace in post-World War I Japan.
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II. Shock of  War

Despite the impressive speed with which the Japanese cabinet declared war on 
Germany in August 1914, most Japanese policy makers and pundits echoed their 
European counterparts in their initial shock at the suddenness and scale of  the 
confl agration in Europe. The president of  the largest party in the Japanese parlia-
ment (the Seiyukai [Association of  Political Friends]), Hara Takashi, described 
the confl ict as “an unexpectedly large disturbance.”6 And the semi-offi  cial jour-
nal of  the Japanese Foreign Ministry, the Diplomatic Review (Gaiko jiho), expressed 
alarm at the “great world disturbance like never before in history” that “has come 
circling like an unstoppable ring of  fi re.”7

As in Europe, war appeared to come suddenly to the Japanese because of  as-
sumptions held before August 1914. Commentators in Tokyo were as familiar as 
their European counterparts with the animated European discussions regarding 
the probability of  war and with the many eff orts aimed at guaranteeing peace. 
“There are few sudden events as unpredictable as this European War,” declared 
Japanese Christian and president of  Aoyama Gakuin University, Takagi Mizutaro, 
in November 1914. But in light of  Norman Angell’s hope that war would disap-
pear with the realization of  its economic costs and the peace eff orts of  such men 
as Alfred Nobel and Andrew Carnegie (founder of  the Carnegie Foundation for 
Peace), “the enormous surprise of  the world” was understandable.8 Referring to 
the writings of  the pacifi st Ivan Bloch, peace conferences in Holland and Russia, 
and the work of  the Carnegie Foundation, the conservative bi-weekly Japan and the 
Japanese (Nihon oyobi Nihonjin) noted wryly that, “soon after the construction of  
these temples to peace, we see Europe plunge into war.”9

As in Europe, incredulity in Tokyo was accentuated by the unprecedented scale 
of  the confl ict. Seiyukai president Hara described it as possibly “the largest war 
since Napoleon I.”10 Waseda University historian Kemuyama Sentaro noted that 
although European history had been a history of  wars, none of  these confl icts had 
reached beyond the continent. The present clash was the fi rst “world war,” possible 
only after a certain level of  political development.11

Closer to home, the popular mouthpiece of  political reform in Japan, the Osaka 
Daily News (Osaka Mainichi shinbun), described the Great War as the largest mili-
tary engagement, up to that point, in modern Japanese history. It found a violence 
that “far outstrips that of  the Russo-Japanese War.”12 Accentuating the novelty of  
the situation in Japan, the daily Peoples’ News (Minpo) noted at the end of  August 
that “these days, even the most remote countryside is animated by the talk of  war. 
… Even dogs get excited when a newspaper extra is delivered.”13 In downtown 
Tokyo, major department stores marked the occasion with displays of  military 
accoutrements and images of  aerial bombings and sieges.14
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III. Explaining the Outbreak of  War

If  Japanese politicians, pundits (and pets) marveled at the suddenness and scale 
of  events in August 1914, like their counterparts in Europe, they were not caught 
entirely unawares. Modern Japan was forged in the last three decades of  the nine-
teenth century from political, military, and economic models painstakingly stud-
ied and transported from Europe to the Japanese archipelago. And most Japanese 
statesmen were painfully aware of  the axiom enunciated by the founder of  the 
modern Japanese army, Yamagata Aritomo, in 1895, that “the aff airs of  the world 
are decided in Europe.”15 Japanese political and opinion leaders, therefore, faith-
fully kept abreast of  developments in the heart of  the Western world. As Viscount 
Tani’s memorial indicates, they were well aware of  the persistence of  European 
rivalries.

As recently as January 1914, the semi-offi  cial publication of  the Japanese For-
eign Ministry warned of  “great change” (dai hendo) to visit European politics in the 
near future. Citing the French poem “La Marche de l’Est,” the editors of  Diplomatic 
Review mistakenly identifi ed the likely source of  disturbance as an international 
struggle over Africa.16 But commentary following the outbreak of  general hostili-
ties referenced more relevant recent discussion in Europe. The September issue of  
Diplomatic Review noted a 1913 publication by a French general predicting an immi-
nent Austro-Russian War accompanied by a Franco-German confl ict. The former 
German Chancellor von Bülow had, moreover, promised to “surpass the other con -
tinental powers and take on Britain.”17 Anyone who had heard the pronouncements 
of  retired German cavalry offi  cer Friedrich von Bernhardi before 1914, declared 
liberal journalist Kayahara Kazan in Japan’s most popular monthly journal, Central 
Review (Chuo koron), “would have no need for surprise [by the war].”18

If  the persistence of  European rivalries gave the great “European war” a certain 
tinge of  predictability, so too did the massive military build up before the war. 
Retired Major General Yamaguchi Keizo characterized the confl ict as something 
that he had “absolutely no doubt” would occur. Since the Franco-Prussian War, 
he explained, peace in Europe had been maintained by a balance of  power between 
Russia and France on the one hand and Germany, Austria, and Italy on the other. 
But as Britain joined the Entente and Italy began to drift from the Central Powers, 
the balance disintegrated into an arms race. When the competition became too 
onerous, the powers decided to act.19 Another Japanese general, writing anony-
mously in the pages of  the popular bi-monthly, Sun (Taiyo), argued that “Europe 
seemed preoccupied with preparations for an inevitable war and decided that this 
was the perfect time for a fi ght.”20

The sense of  predictability expressed by Japanese commentators following the 
outbreak of  war in Europe related closely to a larger discussion of  reasons for the 
confl agration. If  observers located a high probability of  confl ict in the breakdown 
of  a balance of  power and in a pre-war arms buildup, it was to those factors that 
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many naturally attributed the principal causes of  war. Echoing the comments of  
General Yamaguchi, the editors of  Japan and the Japanese highlighted the annual ex-
pansion of  armaments before the war and described peace as “simply an interval for 
[war] preparation.”21 The 1 August Osaka Daily News off ered a feature on the En -
tente and the Central Powers to underscore the centrality of  alliances. Peace had 
been maintained as long as there had remained a balance of  power between these 
two camps.22

IV. Cultural Explanations for the European War

Japanese explanations for the outbreak of  war in Europe were, of  course, varied. 
But just as European pundits accentuated the sinister distinctiveness of  their new 
battlefi eld enemies, Japanese observers fashioned their own images of  diff erence. 
Given their cultural distinctiveness from the Western powers, Japan’s version of  
wartime branding covered an impressive range. For many observers in Tokyo, the 
war was the direct result not of  the peculiarities of  one or two nations but of  an 
entire European culture.

In describing the importance of  a balance of  power, for example, the most pop-
ular monthly, Central Review, characterized it as a “peculiarly European phenom-
enon.”23 It was neither apparent in current relations between the United States and 
Canada nor characteristic of  diplomacy in ancient China, where, despite a history 
of  wars between states, the norm remained a unity of  the realm under one mon-
arch. “Given that the maintenance of  a balance of  power in Europe is the guaran-
tor of  the powers’ existence,” the editors declared, “destruction of  this balance is 
the public enemy of  Europe.”24

Likewise, according to some Japanese observers, European culture was distin-
guished by its materialism and lack of  spirituality. A member of  the Sun editorial 
staff , Asada Emura, credited the “dazzling luster of  European civilization” for 
maintaining peace for forty years. And he had no doubt of  the superiority of  
standards of  living in Europe. But the Europeans, he insisted, remained “ardent 
believers in Machiavellism.”25 The president of  the private Methodist university, 
Aoyama Gakuin, asked rhetorically how it was possible that all of  the main bel-
ligerents in the European confl ict were Christian. Modern European civilization, 
Takagi Mizutaro off ered, had diverged enormously from Christianity, “The pres-
ent war does not mark the bankruptcy of  Christian civilization. It marks the bank-
ruptcy of  anti-Christian civilization, that is, materialist, individualist civilization. 
It is the bankruptcy of  modern civilization that developed over the last three hun-
dred years and reached its apex in the nineteenth century.”

Although there were many positive elements to this civilization, there was also 
one great defi ciency: “the absolute disregard for spiritual aspects.” The result was 
the ruinous war.26
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V. Racial Explanations for the European War

European belligerents accentuated the diff erences between themselves and their en-
emies by making frequent references to race, whether it be to the German “Hun” 
or to “Slavic” hordes. Likewise, Japanese observers often prioritized race. In a 1 
August article for the daily Tokyo Asahi News (Tokyo Asahi shinbun) titled, “The 
Slav Spirit,” an anonymous Japanese military offi  cer noted that “Slavs are a kind of  
mysterious race, seemingly capable and incapable—impossible to tell whether they 
are asleep or awake.” But because they could be “astonishingly clever with one blow 
of  the wind,” they had to be watched. Russia had been obstructed in its long desire 
to expand south into the Balkans and now spied a chance for “the development of  
the Slav race against Austria.”27 The daily Osaka Asahi News (Osaka Asahi shinbun) 
predicted that “the confl ict between the Slav and Teutonic peoples will increas-
ingly threaten the peace of  the Balkan peninsula and Europe.”28 With the outbreak 
of  full-scale war, the editors of  Japan and the Japanese confi rmed that it was “a battle 
between the Germanic and Slav peoples.”29 Likewise, retired Tokyo University law 
professor Tomizu Hirondo located the long-term cause of  the war in “the compe-
tition between the Germanic and Slavic races in the eastern Balkans.”30

But while many in Japan subscribed to the Germanic-Slav distinction propa-
gated in some quarters in Europe, Japanese visions of  race, like Japanese percep-
tions of  European culture, often accentuated the fault lines not within Europe but 
outside it. Given Japan’s status as the only Asian power among a host of  Western 
imperial powers and in light of  increasing opposition in the United States and 
Australia to Japanese immigration, some Japanese continued to brood about their 
country as a racial outlier in world politics. Thus, the September Japan and the Japa-
nese hinted that developments in Europe were not simply a war between two Euro -
pean “races,” but also a harbinger of  more directly threatening battles to come: “The 
great trend of  the twentieth century is racial war. The cause of  this Great Euro pean 
War absolutely lies here. Even though we are in the Far East, they (the Euro peans) 
will certainly not look cheerfully upon the sudden rise of  the yellow peoples.”31

Even more outspoken about the implications of  a European race war was one 
of  Japan’s most infl uential policy makers, Field Marshal Yamagata. As the most 
powerful of  the four Japanese “elder statesman” (genro), Yamagata remained a for-
midable political force in 1914. In the 8 August genro-cabinet deliberation on 
Japanese participation in the war, Yamagata made a powerful case for “fi rm” rela-
tions with China in anticipation of  an eventual East-West confl ict. “Although the 
current European war has many causes,” he allowed, “we must identify racial com-
petition as the principal motive.” Echoing earlier assessments, Yamagata described 
a war between the Germanic peoples and the Slavs. It was, admittedly, a struggle 
between two Caucasian “races.” But given British discrimination against Indians in 
Britain, South Africa, and Canada, and in light of  American persecution of  Japa-
nese on American soil, “we cannot say that [those races] will not come together.” 
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Yamagata foresaw in the not-so-distant future “a contest between the yellow and 
white races.”32

VI. Admiring Kaiser Wilhelm

If  the outbreak of  war in Europe spurred an animated discussion in Japan over the 
causes of  the confl ict, it also focused ample attention on the primary protagonist, 
Germany. From the beginning, a consensus in Tokyo identifi ed Germany as the 
principal instigator of  hostilities. As the Diplomatic Review declared on 15 August, 
“We have no hesitation in locating Germany at the center of  present events. Ger-
many must bear responsibility for being the ‘power behind the veil,’ pushing Aus-
tria toward an uncompromising attitude.”33 And Japanese observers condemned 
Germany and Kaiser Wilhelm II for all manner of  sins: a lack of  caution, im-
patience, political ineptness, prevarication, arrogance, and political backwardness. 
“No matter what the outcome of  this great European disturbance,” declared Ger-
man language specialist Muko Gunji in September, “it will surely carry a great 
lesson for world history,” namely, “the extent to which absolute monarchy is an 
anachronism in the twentieth century.” Wilhelm II had resorted to “rash behavior” 
(keikyo modo) because he considered himself  a servant of  God, above the will of  the 
people.34 A political cartoon in the same September issue of  Japan and the Japanese 
portrayed Germany as a devil behind a mask of  civilization.35 

But despite a certain antipathy in Japan for Germany’s pivotal role in disturbing 
world peace, there remained abundant appreciation for its impressive accomplish-
ments. The sheer audacity of  Germany’s initiatives left many observers breathless. 
Reacting to German persistence in the face of  great losses at the Battle of  Liège, 
the Osaka Daily News marveled at “the power of  a losing Kaiser!”36 Given the enor-
mous stakes involved, the German monarch’s gamble, argued Papal law authority 
and Lower House MP Tomizu Hirondo, “is not something an average person 
could accomplish.”37 By November, rapid advances by the German army had To-
mizu hailing German power as “magnifi cent” (subarashii).38

This power was all the more conspicuous in light of  Germany’s very recent 
development. As political historian Kemuyama Sentaro noted, although the Ger-
mans, like their French and British counterparts, counted among the “civilized” 
peoples of  Europe, as a modern nation-state, Germany was relatively young. Ger-
man development had, moreover, reached a level of  “ferocity” (domo) since unifi ca-
tion, despite being surrounded and pressured by great powers.39 Japanese observers 
hailed Germany most often for its military and technological accomplishments. 
But many also applauded German prowess in the realm of  culture and in the cul-
tivation of  the spirit.40

If  Japanese pundits were struck by German power, culture, and rapid devel-
opment, they were particularly fascinated by the principal embodiment of  those 
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Illustration 17.1: Nihon oyobi Nihonjin (Japan and the Japanese), 15 September 1914, 154
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accomplishments, Kaiser Wilhelm. The Japanese media highlighted Allied lead-
ers from French president Poincaré to Belgian king Albert. But they paid special 
attention to the head of  their erstwhile foe, Wilhelm. Like the German empire 
itself, Wilhelm II captivated Japanese analysts for his sheer will. “Even if  he is an 
enemy,” declared Upper House MP Nakashoji Ren in a special issue of  the Central 
Review dedicated to the German monarch, “one must praise someone with the 
qualities of  an outstanding leader.” In particular, Nakashoji urged his countrymen 
to “devote ourselves single-mindedly to the object of  avoiding defeat,” following 
the “perfect model” of  Wilhelm.41 According to liberal journalist-cum-politician 
Tagawa Daikichiro, the talents of  this “most extraordinary hero” (fuseshutsu no 
eishu) were many. He was highly perceptive, exceedingly cultured, good at paint-
ing and oratory, a fan of  learning, an afi cionado of  military aff airs, and deeply 
religious.42

Although most observers recognized the diffi  culty of  the Kaiser’s current posi-
tion against the Entente, they considered him symbolic of  the formidable suc-
cesses already recorded by Imperial Germany. As noted by Japan and the Japanese, 
the German empire “was constructed, maintained and expanded by the two Wil-
helms.” And although Wilhelm I was the most exalted founding father of  Imperial 
Germany, his grandson “must be seen as just as important a fi gure.”43

For Japan, Wilhelm II’s leadership role was more than just an academic matter. 
At the heart of  Japanese fascination with Germany and its supreme leader lay the 
close historical affi  nity between Imperial Germany and Japan. Like Germany, Japan 
was a late-developer. The founders of  Imperial Japan had, in fact, looked to an 
earlier generation of  German leadership for inspiration in constructing some of  
Japan’s most important political and military institutions. Two of  modern Japan’s 
founding fathers, Ito Hirobumi and Yamagata Aritomo, had met Otto von Bis-
marck on fact-fi nding tours of  Europe and had subsequently incorporated Ger-
man principles into the Japanese constitution and modern army, respectively.

It is no surprise, therefore, that some Japanese analysts found Kaiser Wilhelm 
very familiar. The editors of  Japan and the Japanese described the legacies of  Wil-
helm I and II as being very similar to the pivotal role played by the fi rst and third 
shoguns, Tokugawa Ieyasu and Tokugawa Iemitsu, in establishing the foundations 
of  Tokugawa Japan (1600–1868).44 Journalist and Europhile Gorai Motokawa 
viewed Wilhelm II as an “Asian-style emperor,” sharing many of  the principles 
found in the reign of  Japan’s own monarch: the emperor as a living god and as the 
father of  his people, and the important place of  both spirituality and militarism in 
the national polity. Echoing forecasts of  an eventual East-West split, Gorai found 
such a division already a reality in the battle between Germany, as the embodiment 
of  “Asian-style” rulership in Europe, and the liberal polities represented by the 
Entente.45
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VII. War as Opportunity

Despite such sympathy in Japan for the kaiser, the Japanese cabinet, as we have seen, 
wasted no time in issuing an ultimatum to Germany at the beginning of  August 
1914. The man most responsible for Japan’s decision for war, Foreign Minister 
Kato Takaaki, hoped to join the battle against Germany, in part, to solidify Japan’s 
alliance with Great Britain. Kato had served as Japan’s minister, then ambassador to 
the Court of  St. James and had played a pivotal role in crafting the Anglo-Japanese 
alliance in 1902.46 But Japanese ties to Britain were only one of  a host of  issues 
raised by Japanese commentators as they debated Japan’s response to the war.

As in European capitals, the Japanese debate accelerated with the realization 
of  the gravity of  the situation in Europe. And, as with their European counter-
parts, Japanese observers expressed great enthusiasm for an opportunity in the 
fi rst months of  confl ict. According to elder statesman Inoue Kaoru, “The present 
great disturbance is the divine aid of  the new Taisho era for the development of  
the destiny of  Japan.”47

In its most limited sense, the war off ered an opportunity for revenge. As the 
fi rst-page editorial of  the 15 September issue of  Japan and the Japanese noted, “the 
current [German] emperor’s pressure [on Japan] nineteen years ago to return Lia-
odong is still fresh in our memory.”48 Indeed, a “tri-partite intervention” of  Rus-
sia, France, and Germany had forced Japan to retract its demand for China to cede 
the Liaodong peninsula (southern Manchuria) following the Sino-Japanese War. 
This was a golden opportunity to repay the favor.

But it was not simply that Berlin had conspired with the powers against Japan in 
1895. As the popular monthly Central Review reminded its readers, Germany had, 
immediately thereafter, laid claim to territory in Shandong province, thus begin-
ning the scramble for spheres of  infl uence in China that had not only threatened 
to tear China apart, but had also sparked the Russo-Japanese War. Germany’s 
subsequent economic development and militarization of  the Kiaochow concession 
in Shandong meant that “just as Germany is the root of  evil [kongen] in Europe, 
Kiaochow is truly the bane of  the Far East.”49

The opportunity to eject Germany from Kiaochow was only a small part of  a 
larger desire to expand Japanese infl uence in Asia. Japan had astounded the world 
by militarily defeating China and Russia in 1895 and 1905, respectively. With 
those victories, Japan catapulted from the status of  victim of  great power imperi-
alism to an imperial power in its own right. Japan had acquired a formal colony in 
Formosa in 1895 and established a foothold in China for the fi rst time with the 
transfer of  Russian interests in South Manchuria in 1905.

Despite these impressive gains, the post-Russo-Japanese War years brought sig-
nifi cant setbacks to Japanese regional infl uence. Tokyo was unable to steer China 
toward a constitutional monarchy in its own image following the 1911 Chinese 
Revolution. And the Taft administration’s “dollar diplomacy” aggressively chal-
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lenged Japan’s newly acquired interests in South Manchuria. The fi rst reaction of  
the Diplomatic Review to the outbreak of  war in Europe was, therefore, to cheer the 
opportunity for Japan to take charge on the continent, “As long as China remains 
under the guarantee of  several powers, we must forever be prepared for disturbanc-
es. To cut this root of  evil, we must build an irrevocable foundation of  unity with 
this old country. Today is the perfect opportunity to push this through.”50

Nationalist politician Nakano Seigo echoed this sentiment when he noted that 
Japan could mobilize troops against Kiaochow with “no danger of  attack from the 
enemy.” The eff ect upon Japanese commerce and trade would, moreover, be lim-
ited. “A disturbance in Europe means a perfect opportunity to expand our capabili-
ties in Asia.”51 Liberal journalist-cum-politician Ishikawa Hanzan could not help 
but “welcome” news of  “the great European War, contemplate its eff ect upon the 
East, and wish for the Japanese people to seize this opportunity for great action.”52

A critical component of  the aspiration for expanded Japanese infl uence in Chi-
na was the hope for increased commercial opportunity. Although the immediate 
impact of  the war in Japan was, as in the capitals of  Europe, negative, more than 
a few observers spied ample potential rewards. As legal scholar Watanab Manzo 
noted, given the disruption of  European trade and shipping, this was the time to 
“energetically establish and expand our commercial supremacy [shoken] in Chi-
na.”53 Among the early opportunities making the news was the dramatic headway 
made by Japanese breweries. The war radically reduced British and American beer 
exports and forced the suspension of  operations in Japan’s two greatest competi-
tors in Asia, Union Breweries of  Shanghai and Qingdao Breweries of  Qingdao. By 
the end of  September, the daily Central News (Chuo shinbun) reported a practical 
Japanese monopoly on beer sales in China, the Russian Far East, the Philippines, 
Thailand, and Borneo.54

If  a fl urry of  Japanese analysts spied opportunity for increased market share 
in China, many also anticipated a boon for Japanese shipping. Given the dramatic 
reduction of  European bottoms east of  the Suez Canal, educator Wada Kikuo 
urged Japanese shipping to “great activity.” National interests, he argued, should 
“increasingly reclaim the sea lanes from the European powers, and seize control of  
the seas.”55

The most fundamental foreign policy aspiration of  Japanese observers in Au-
gust 1914 was for Japan to seize the opportunity, once again, to increase its inter-
national status. Such had, indeed, been the ultimate consequence of  both the Sino- 
and Russo-Japanese Wars. Japan’s 1895 victory over China had inspired Western 
onlookers to describe the nation as the “pioneer of  progress in the Orient.”56 The 
1905 victory over Russia famously drove President Theodore Roosevelt to exclaim 
that “this is the greatest phenomenon the world has ever seen.”57 And it prompted 
the powers to raise their legations in Japan to full-fl edged embassies.

But despite Japan’s victory over both the principal East Asian hegemon and a 
major European empire, not even Japanese commentators in August 1914 ven-
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tured to place the country in the ranks of  the world’s great powers. Writing from 
Paris on the eve of  the war, Kyoto University professor Kanbe Masao noted that 
“the farther abroad one peers from at Japan, the lower one feels (its international 
status).” To Kanbe, Japan stood clearly below Europe in both a material and spiri-
tual sense. But what vexed him most was the fact that, while in some ways Western 
powers viewed Japan as an equal, there remained a clear atmosphere of  prejudice.58 
As if  to confi rm this bias, word spread in Tokyo on the eve of  the Great War of  
a caustic report about Japan written by the correspondent of  the London Times in 
Tokyo. “Although the Japanese emerged on the world stage ten years ago as a peo-
ple with unbelievable courage,” read the Times, “as the eff ect of  the war dissipated, 
so too have those singing Japan’s praises. Japan is now completely forgotten.”59

If  Japan’s international status left much to be desired, even more so did the 
place of  Asia in the world. Chronicling the history of  Western colonization of  
Asia and Africa from the sixteenth century, the Diplomatic Review lamented several 
months before Sarajevo that an “Asia for the Asians” would not materialize for 
another “several hundred years.”60 On the eve of  war, the Central Review urged its 
readers to “understand the fate of  the Asian peoples, think of  the opportunity 
of  a major turning point in world history and strive from now on to energetically 
cultivate our power.”61

In this context, many in Japan understandably viewed the outbreak of  war in 
Europe as the historic turning point that might fi nally grant Japan and Asia the 
international status they deserved. “The day our troops disembark in Shandong,” 
proclaimed Uma Kakunari in early September, “will be a time of  great honor for 
our people.”62 Commenting on Japan’s recent declaration of  war, an anonymous 
writer in the Central Review rejoiced that “We are truly on the road to victory. This 
is a sense of  honor that our people have not felt since the founding of  our em-
pire.”63 Referring explicitly to the most recent humiliation of  Japan, journalist Shi-
bukawa Genji insisted that, “the Taisho era, which the London Times criticized as 
an age of  Japan on the decline is, from today, again on an upward slope of  hope.”64 
As for Asia, Japanese governor-general of  Korea and soon-to-be prime minister 
General Terauchi Masatake wrote excitedly to Vice-Chief  of  the Army General 
Staff  Akashi Motojiro at the end of  August that, “although we will not insist upon 
excluding Europeans and Americans, it is proper to inform the Westerners that, 
up to a point, Asia should be under the control of  Asians.”65

VIII. Conclusion

As in the principal European belligerents, Japanese reactions to the outbreak of  
war in Europe were varied. National discussion in Japan, in fact, mirrored familiar 
patterns of  debate long discussed by historians of  Europe. If, on the one hand, 
Japanese policy makers and pundits marveled at the suddenness and scale of  the 
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confl ict, they also greeted it with a certain presentiment. And they shared with 
European prognosticators both trepidation and hope for the opportunities gener-
ated by general confl ict.

Japan’s geographic and cultural remoteness from the heart of  battle and rela-
tively light level of  participation guaranteed a distinct twist in Japanese percep-
tion. Rather than simply censure their wartime enemies, many in Japan highlighted 
the inadequacies of  European culture overall. Although Tokyo had been quick 
to declare allegiance to the Allied cause, Japanese observers were, moreover, as 
likely to echo German concerns over the expansion of  “Slav” power as they were 
to condemn German “militarism.” German criticism of  the lack of  spirituality 
in Western Europe found expression in a larger Japanese condemnation of  the 
materialism of  modern European civilization. And numerous commentators in 
Tokyo marveled at both German power and the accomplishments of  its “heroic” 
monarch. This robust interest in Germany off ers more indirect evidence that one 
of  Foreign Minister Kato Takaaki’s principal motives in moving so swiftly for a 
declaration of  war against Berlin may have been to head off  a counter initiative to 
act in concert with the Kaiser.66

Tokyo was not, on the eve of  the Great War, poised for another continental ini-
tiative on the scale of  the Sino- or Russo-Japanese Wars. But most Japanese policy 
makers and opinion leaders in August 1914 were eager to seize the opportunity to 
further Japan’s most critical long-term foreign policy goal: boosting the continen-
tal presence that would, in the words of  Viscount Tani, make Japan the “chief  na-
tion of  the Orient.” Historians continue to revile Foreign Minister Kato Takaaki 
for his ambitious attempt to negotiate a comprehensive list of  Japanese “rights” 
in China in the fi rst half  of  1915 (the notorious “Twenty-One Demands”).67 But 
these must be understood in the context of  this “culture of  opportunity” in Tokyo 
in the late summer and fall of  1914.

Tokyo’s “culture of  opportunity” mirrors a similar phenomenon in capitals 
throughout Europe in 1914. But while European expectations of  benefi ts quickly 
dissolved in the appalling carnage of  the Western front, Japanese hopes received 
no such chastening. Rather, Japan became the only power that saw all initial ex-
pectations of  opportunity not only fulfi lled but surpassed. Japanese forces handily 
dispatched Germany from Kiaochow, China, and German Micronesia by Novem-
ber 1914—at a cost of  less than two thousand dead. Seven months later, Beijing 
signed a treaty granting sweeping new rights to Japan throughout China (in re-
sponse to the “Twenty-One Demands”). As anticipated by many, the war provided 
a major boost to Japanese trade, shipping and, in turn, to the economy. By 1916, 
Tokyo enjoyed a balance of  payments surplus and could fully participate in the 
vital game of  international fi nance for the fi rst time. Japanese fi nanciers eagerly 
fl oated loans to Russia, France, Britain, and China. At the Paris Peace Conference, 
Japanese delegates sat at an international conference, for the fi rst time, as equals of  
those from the four greatest world powers.
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Japan’s rise to the status of  global power in 1919 was predicated upon a strong 
identifi cation with the new internationalist trend of  the world. Despite signifi -
cant wartime Japanese fascination with Germany, post-war Japan was dominated 
by men such as Doshikai party elder, Shimada Saburo, who had in 1914 viewed 
Kaiser Wilhelm II as “the epitome of  old authoritarian monarchy, an anachronism 
in the twentieth century.”68 For Shimada and those fi ghting for an end to the mo-
nopoly privileges of  Japan’s established elite, the battle against Germany was, fun-
damentally, a fi ght to ensure more representative rule at home. To engage Germany 
at Kiaochow had been to “destroy the land and sea defenses, which commemorate 
the dangerous [militarist] thought of  Germany.”69

Although Shimada and his allies in the political party movement prevailed in 
1920s Japan, compliance with the new internationalist world order did not go 
uncontested. For every reproach of  German “militarism” during World War I, 
there had been those like Lieutenant General Izu Tsuneo who hoped the confl ict 
would “breathe life into patriotism and military preparedness.”70 General Izu and 
his friends among the military-bureaucratic establishment continued in inter-war 
Japan to challenge every new step toward democracy and internationalism.

The dramatic 1920s turn toward retraction of  empire, arms reductions, eco-
nomic expansion, universal male suff rage, and political party rule indicated that 
Izu and his allies waged a losing battle throughout the decade. But given the real 
benefi ts of  Japanese involvement in the Great War, the “culture of  opportunity” 
of  August 1914 remained. “The Japanese like war,” remarked the Chief  of  the 
War Ministry’s Military Aff airs Bureau Koiso Kuniaki in August 1931. “If  the 
guns start fi ring, they’ll all jump in for a good fi ght.”71 One month later, members 
of  the Japanese army in Manchuria deliberately set an explosion along the South 
Manchuria Railway that demonstrated the devastating consequences of  Japan’s 
“culture of  opportunity.” Hailed in Tokyo as the beginning of  new possibilities,72 
the Manchurian Incident, in fact, ushered in fourteen years of  war that would 
ultimately invite the destruction of  Imperial Japan.
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Chapter 18

WAR, PEACE, AND COMMERCE
 The American Reaction to the Outbreak of  

World War I in Europe 1914 

Fraser J. Harbutt

!

Europeans naturally look back to August 1914 as an irredeemable moment, tragic 
in all its consequences and implications.  The decline of  Europe as a primary force 
in the world, notwithstanding its turbulent second wind in the inter-war period, is 
reasonably dated from this point. For Americans too there was necessarily at the 
time, if  only by virtue of  their multifarious associations with the old continent, a 
tragic dimension. But for the United States, in the long run of  history, 1914 may 
be said to mark a new beginning, opening up for the fi rst time as a realizable pros-
pect, the ascension of  the Republic to a position of  hegemonic, global power. 

There was not, however, in the classic political sense, any discernible American 
will to power in August 1914 or any widespread expectation of  it. Most Europe-
ans were shocked and surprised by the sudden onset of  war, although a few had 
long anticipated it and the excitement with which some greeted it suggests a sense 
of  relieved tension. Americans, with very few exceptions, had not expected war 
and, viewing developments from afar, they were stunned by the sudden abdication 
of  reason and diplomatic sophistication so clearly on display. The historian John 
Milton Cooper remarks: “The outbreak of  the World War in August 1914 pro-
voked comparison with a natural catastrophe or a supernatural occurrence.”1 Even 
as the war intensifi ed and it began to seem that the Great Powers were engaged in a 
kind of  suicidal death struggle, few Americans saw this as a political opportunity 
for the United States. That would come later with full belligerency in 1917 and 
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Woodrow Wilson’s vigorous post-hostilities diplomacy. In 1914 the opportunity 
Americans saw, dimly at fi rst and then beckoning brightly was, as any close student 
of  American history up to that moment might have predicted, almost exclusively 
economic in character. 

In the end both economic and political impulses would propel the United 
States into the struggle. And in retrospect we can easily enough identify certain 
structural factors that, even before the war began, made it likely that America 
would line up with the Allies. Here, after all, were its primary economic partners, 
long used to communicating directly and profi tably across the open Atlantic. Here 
too was both the geopolitical rapprochement with Britain, carefully consolidated 
since the Venezuela incident of  1895, and a persisting emotional tie to the French 
ally of  the Revolutionary War.

This lack of  political inappetence may seem, from our vantage point today, 
rather surprising. After all, many Americans had from the founding of  the Repub-
lic, and indeed long before that, taken a Promethean view of  their destiny. Foreign 
observers from Simon Bolivar to Alexis de Tocqueville in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, had predicted America’s eventual emergence as a dominating world power.2 
The British writer W. T. Stead’s famous book, The Americanisation of the World, pub-
lished in the United States in 1902, registered an accelerating European awareness 
of  this process.3 The facts seemed to confi rm the impression. As early as the 1870s 
the United States, already embarked on its remarkable, rapid industrialization, was 
by far the world’s leading producer of  steel. And the expansionary impulses associ-
ated with the 1898 war with Spain and its imperial outcome, as well as the robust 
subsequent leadership of  Theodore Roosevelt, all seemed to many Europeans to 
point toward a fuller, more assertive engagement with the world. 

Yet much of  this was deceptive. The power, at least latently, was there. The 
will to power was another matter entirely. The 1898 adventure had in fact divided 
Americans, revealing deep reservations about empire, about the use of  the military, 
and about following European modes of  international politics. There was, largely 
as a result of  the burgeoning industrialism and the surge of  immigration that char-
acterized the pre-war years, a growing and distracting concern about the coherence 
and unity of  American society and consequently, counterpointing the new but still 
limited interest in world aff airs, a growing preoccupation with domestic problems. 
This was particularly true of  the new Democratic administration of  Woodrow 
Wilson that took power at the beginning of  1913. The brief  era of  Republican 
assertiveness in foreign aff airs that had begun with McKinley in 1898 and had 
shone brightly with Theodore Roosevelt and even to some extent with William 
Howard Taft, was now passing into what one historian has aptly called “a twi-
light.”4 The Wilsonians were bent on curbing the interests, on domestic reform, 
and on moral regeneration. Roosevelt’s chronic lament from August 1914 onward 
was that fate had capriciously cast him aside in this moment of  supreme challenge 
and left Woodrow Wilson, the supposedly thin-blooded academic from Princeton 
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University, to lead the country. But the fact is that the Rooseveltian moment was 
by 1914 very much a thing of  the past. 

What then, to come now to specifi cs, do we see in the American response to 
the outbreak of  war in 1914? The fi rst reactions of  the Wilson administration 
are well known: a fi rm, express commitment to neutrality together with a strong 
assertion of  neutral rights; a determination not to get politically involved; and a 
concern for political and economic stability at home. In the nation generally three 
impulses were clearly visible. First, there was a widespread attempt to stamp some 
defi nitional imprint upon the shocking event. Then there was, inevitably, a preoc-
cupation with the likely economic repercussions. And third, much less noticeable 
at this stage and confi ned to a tiny politico-academic elite, there was an early fl urry 
of  interest in the possibilities of  some regenerative American initiative to mediate 
the dispute or lay some basis for a better post-war world. And while the overlap-
ping character of  these impulses, and the fast-moving nature of  the crisis itself, 
counsel against any overly schematic explanation of  their signifi cance we may iden-
tify two dominating practical concerns. One was the threat of  a divided society. A 
vast number of  Americans, without demonstrating any desire to participate in the 
struggle, quickly identifi ed with one of  the two great warring alliances in Europe. 
The larger of  these, refl ecting the ethnic/ancestral background of  most Ameri-
cans (especially in the more Anglicized South) sided with the British and French 
allies. But the sizable German-American community, notably in its mid-Western 
stronghold, naturally inclined to the Central Powers, as did many Irish, deeply an-
tagonistic to Great Britain, and Jewish-Americans who were strongly hostile to Im-
perial Russia. It was therefore more from a down-to-earth determination to ensure 
American domestic solidarity than from any abstract aspirations to Solomonic 
equilibrium that President Wilson (distracted in these early days by his wife’s ill-
ness and death on 6 August) declared the nation’s neutrality and urged additionally 
that “We must be impartial in thought as well as in action.”5 

The more immediate initial concern was with the economic outlook. The 
prevailing emotion in the commercial community upon the outbreak of  war was 
alarm, and inevitably in some sensitive sectors a degree of  panic. Contemporary 
observers put it that history gave no example of  such a general interruption of  
trade and all other international intercourse. Already in the last days of  July, fear 
of  war had suddenly driven commodity prices up sharply. It was of  course under-
stood immediately that unprecedented disruptions were likely. There was a hu-
man side to this. It was estimated that about one hundred thousand American 
tourists were suddenly stranded in Europe—unable to cash their checks or have 
their drafts honored, unable in many cases to arrange convenient passages home, 
or even to communicate with their families. Two extraordinarily vivid letters to 
Wilson Ambassador Walter H. Page described the chaos in London as thousands
of Americans sought assistance in turbulent scenes that were repeated at United 
States embassies in Paris, Berlin, and Vienna. The impact on fi nancial markets at 
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home was dramatic, involving very large withdrawals of  gold and capital as Euro-
peans called in their holdings. The New York Stock Exchange was forced to close 
to arrest an accelerating decline. On the other hand, wheat and corn prices soared 
in anticipation of  an increased European demand for foodstuff s. Innumerable 
businesses, however, especially importers, were suddenly deeply compromised, 
their assets often frozen or otherwise at risk, their contacts severed and their future 
dubious in the extreme.6

As Americans struggled to adjust to these disruptions they were also, after a few 
days of  what one contemporary called “bewilderment,” trying to defi ne the causes 
and character of  their new dispensation. A certain amount of  respect was paid, at 
least by government spokesmen, to Wilson’s injunction to be “impartial.” In the 
press it was honored mainly in the breach. Historians have tried somewhat incon-
clusively to capture the precise character of  the media response. Most newspapers 
expressed some contempt for Europe in a general way. But the majority appear 
to have gathered rather quickly around a pro-Allied explanation. Thus, the New 
York Globe, as representative as any, blamed Germany. It found (as many historians 
have since) a moral and political culpability in the kaiser’s having licensed if  not 
encouraged Austrian pressure upon Serbia, even though he knew, or should have 
known, that Russia, and therefore France, would intervene. It was for these reasons 
that The Literary Digest’s review of  the American press found on 15 August that 
“American opinion is almost solidly arrayed against Germany as the aggressor.” 
This judgment seems in retrospect to have been something of  an exaggeration. 
For the press in the mid West was in fact deeply skeptical of  British and French 
motives and there was considerable sympathy there for the German dilemma in 
the face of  the supposed Russian or Slavic menace. Nevertheless, the weight of  
American sentiment was almost from the start strongly pro-Allied.7

The dramatic German advance through Belgium and northern France substan-
tially reinforced that tendency. This is hardly surprising. Whatever its justifi cations 
Germany was, after all, the obvious aggressor in Western Europe. Along with the 
invasion of  Belgium came the Imperial chancellor’s provocative characterization of  
the treaty (to which Germany was itself  party) that guaranteed that country’s neu-
trality, as “a scrap of  paper.” To a people schooled during the Progressive era to a 
belief  in the morality and effi  cacy of  international law this was shocking, and it 
led directly to the epidemic charges of  German “militarism” one fi nds throughout 
the United States in the fi rst days of  the war. In a press review article on 22 August 
entitled “Blaming Germany for the War” the Literary Digest drew attention to the 
imbalance. It found a tendency among both newspapers and weekly magazines to 
distinguish between the honorable German people and their immoral government, 
which they were inclined to hold responsible for the war. The prevalent American 
imagery of  German conduct thus moved through August from an initial percep-
tion of  gross illegality, then to charges of  unrestrained militarism, and fi nally to 
accusations of  “barbarism.”
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What weight then should be given to the well-documented British eff orts to 
manipulate news reports and propagate exaggerated atrocity stories in the early 
days of  the war? Historians have argued about this. John Bach McMaster, profes-
sor of  history at the University of  Pennsylvania, wrote in 1919 of  the German 
advance in Belgium, “Everywhere their path had been marked by murder, raping, 
brutality, and crime. The details of  what was done need not be retold. The whole 
world knows it.”8 This appears to be the authentic voice of  the wartime genera-
tion. But modern historians have been skeptical about the impact in 1914 of  these 
allegations. Ernest May concludes that “Long before biased news or propaganda 
could possibly have any eff ect, the public had demonstrated its profound sym-
pathy for Belgium, and the Allied cause had come to seem righteous in the eyes 
of  a large number of  Americans.” Another scholar, John Milton Cooper, credits 
Arthur Link (long the dean of  Wilson era historians) with having “demolished” 
the idea that London’s sophisticated atrocity propaganda was a primary infl uence 
with American opinion.9 The decisive opinion-forming element, on this view, was 
not only the German violation of  a treaty but also the destruction of  such iconic 
monuments as the famous Library at Louvain and Rheims Cathedral as well as a 
considerable degree of  well-attested aggressive behavior at civilian expense. It was, 
in short, the overt reality of  German action, not British propaganda, that was most 
infl uential with Americans.10 

Nevertheless, British infl uence was a signifi cant factor. For one thing London 
was, so far as European events were concerned, America’s “newspaper capital.” Few 
newspapers before the war had maintained correspondents on the continent. The 
common practice was to establish a well-stocked London bureau from which almost 
all European news, often augmented by material taken straight from British pub-
lications, fl owed directly to the United States. As soon as hostilities broke out 
journalistic travel to the continental fronts was almost entirely confi ned to offi   cially 
approved British correspondents. A strict censorship was also imposed by the Lon-
don authorities. And to ensure the absence of  a competing narrative the Royal Navy, 
on the day after Britain entered the war, dredged up and cut the German cables to 
North America. The plain intention, so far as information about the war was con-
cerned, was to lock the American audience into a kind of  British echo chamber. 
Some newspapers were able to draw on assigned or roving correspondents of  vari-
ous nationalities to give some semblance of  the Central Powers’ perspective. But 
in its crucial early stages the war was seen by Americans very much as the British 
wished them to see it. And it was within this controlled journalistic environment 
that the fi rst and lasting images of  German behavior were indelibly established.11

The German government and its American supporters fought back as best 
they could. So far as Belgium was concerned a steady stream of  explanatory and 
exculpatory material issued from Berlin. Only fragments reached the American 
people but at least they were made aware that some sort of  defense case was be-
ing presented. The Wilson administration was aware of  the news imbalance and 
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Secretary of  State William Jennings Bryan, exceptional among Cabinet members 
in his concern for equal treatment, took a personal hand in the negotiations that 
kept two German radio stations in operation for American listeners. The heart 
of  the Germans’ eff ort was both to try and put a better light on their Belgian 
activities and more generally to fi x blame for the war itself  on Britain and France, 
who had—it was alleged—opened up a road for the barbaric Slavic invasion of  
Europe. German publicists, relying a great deal on racial justifi cations, referred 
incessantly to their necessary mission of  defending their superior civilization (and 
Europe’s) from the Tartar and Mongolian hordes pouring in from the east. At the 
same time, even as they raised the specter of  Russian “barbarism” they endeavored 
in their approach to the United States to exploit chronic Anglo-American griev-
ances, reminding Americans of  Britain’s “imperial egotism” and commercial self-
ishness. As the British, eager from the start to restrict German and Austrian com-
merce, had as early as 6 August presented their fi rst list of  contraband items to an 
outraged State Department, this was a promising line of  argument. For the British 
had already upset the Wilson administration by refusing to abide by the terms of  
the 1909 Declaration of  London, which they had themselves largely shaped, and 
which took a very expansive view of  neutral rights and a correspondingly narrow 
interpretation of  contraband. Now they came up against the wish of  American ex-
porters, supported by their government, to trade worldwide with only minimal con-
straints. Bitter charges of  “unfair treatment” at British hands came from German-
American newspapers and institutions and German-American individuals of  high 
standing. By late August, as British economic controls in the Atlantic began to trench 
severely on American freedom of  action, these charges began to have an impact 
upon moderate opinion.12 

A curious feature of  these early struggles to defi ne the alarming new realities 
and establish responsibility for the war was a bitter debate between distinguished 
British and German intellectuals that was fully ventilated in the United States and 
drew a variety of  philosophers, professors, and writers into the argument. Here 
too the British were quicker off  the mark. Among the fi rst protagonists was the 
writer H. G. Wells who published in the New York Times on 5 August an elaborate 
justifi cation of  the crucial British declaration of  war as a necessary response to 
“that tramping, drilling foolery in the heart of  Europe that has arrested civiliza-
tion and darkened the hopes of  mankind for forty years—German imperialism 
and German militarism. Never was a war so righteous as is the war against Ger-
many now.”13 A stream of  similar articles from such patriotic British luminaries as 
Rudyard Kipling, John Galsworthy, Arnold Bennett, and many others, poured out 
from the British government’s propaganda offi  ce near Victoria Station to waiting 
American journalists who were frustrated by the wartime censorship and desperate 
for something to satisfy the expectancies aroused at home by the war. These pas-
sionate, transparently sincere, and well-written essays were widely disseminated in 
the United States.14 
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Gradually the answering charges of  distinguished German philosophers, his-
torians, and writers found their way across the Atlantic. They echoed the Ger-
man press in stressing the Slavic threat and took their stand on the superiority 
of  German culture. Their wrath fell especially upon Britain for encouraging, as 
the poet and playwright Gerhard Hauptmann put it, “the assault of  Mongolian 
Cossacks upon European civilization.” The writer Ludwig Fulda addressed Ameri-
cans directly, stressing that what the British maliciously called German “milita-
rism” was simply “the iron commandment of  self-preservation” in the face of  “the 
Mongolian people, the most dangerous enemy of  the white race and its culture.” 
“America,” he asked rhetorically, “does your racial feeling, at other times so sensi-
tive, remain silent in view of  this unexampled shame?” In September, somewhat 
more temperately, several dozen German professors published a statement ad-
dressed “To the Civilized World.” They identifi ed themselves as “heralds of  truth” 
condemning the lies and calumnies spread by the Allies. “Have faith in us” they 
concluded, “Believe that we shall carry on this war to the end as a civilized nation, 
to whom the legacy of  a Goethe, a Beethoven, and a Kant is just as sacred as its 
own hearths and homes.”15

What is particularly striking here is the stridency, especially among the Ger-
mans, but also among several of  the British, of  these culture-oriented eff usions, as 
well as the extraordinary patriotic solidarity of  men hitherto accustomed to con-
sider themselves sophisticated international fi gures. This sudden cleaving to the 
national cause, so dramatic in the vigorous public displays of  patriotic emotion in 
the streets of  Berlin, Paris, London, and Vienna, so familiar to us also in the case 
of  the hitherto supposedly international socialists, is no less remarkable here. One 
senses, in the almost hysterical patriotism on view, a high degree of  anxiety as well 
as excitement, and, on the part of  the German intellectuals at least, a premonition 
of  disaster and a felt need to fi x blame well in advance of  a dreaded denouement. 
Above all one has a poignant sense of  a general awareness among all these lumi-
naries of  a collapsing civilization. “Christianity has been thrown to the dogs,” one 
American church leader declared, “and the nations have gone mad.”16

These Anglo-German arguments were widely read in the United States and 
stimulated a similar debate among American intellectuals. Refl ecting general trends 
already established in the political and newspaper arenas, most American academ-
ics and intellectuals appear to have favored the Allies. Here a prominent, authorita-
tive fi gure was Charles W. Elliot, emeritus president of  Harvard. In a series of  ar-
ticles in the New York Times early in the war, Elliot, while paying elaborate tribute to 
Germany’s cultural achievements, castigated its military “barbarism” and insisted 
that Britain and France were “fi ghting for freedom and civilization.”17 His lead was 
followed by David Starr Jordan, the former president of  Stanford University, who 
claimed that “The Germany of  today is an anachronism. Her scientifi c ideals are 
of  the 20th century. Her political ideals hark back to the 16th.” These were repre-
sentative intellectual views, refl ecting a general cultural critique that fi rmly resisted 
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the invitation of  the German professors to meditate on Goethe and Beethoven. It 
came to focus rather on the “might is right” and “blood and iron” formulations of  
Bismarck’s day, then on the kaiser’s greed, vanity, and irresponsibility, often com-
ing to rest fi nally on a trinity of  suspects—General Friedrich v. Bernhardi, the evil 
inspiration of  German militarism, Heinrich v. Treitschke, the hyper-nationalistic 
historian, and of  course Friedrich Nietzsche, still in the early stages of  his career 
as one of  the twentieth century’s favorite intellectual scapegoats.18 

From the other side, somewhat belatedly and defensively, came an array of  
commentators, some of  non-German ancestry, favoring the Central Powers. The 
eminent Columbia philosopher and political scientist John W. Burgess passion-
ately defended the kaiser and his policies. His colleague, the historian William 
Sloane, called for a “stricter neutrality” and presented a detailed explanation of  
the roots of  German militarism, which he saw as the necessary defensive posture 
of  an exposed, vulnerable nation surrounded by hostile powers. A number of  Ger-
man professors working in American universities also published heartfelt defenses 
of  the Fatherland, variously condemning Russian savagery and British deceit. The 
leading Jewish-American banker, Jacob Schiff , also declared himself  pro-German 
and entered into a polite controversy with Elliot in the columns of  the New York 
Times.19 

By mid September, however, the fi rst, visceral mostly pro-Allied reactions were 
spent. America was beginning to adjust to the new situation and we may iden-
tify a new, more sober stage in its defi nitional response. The German protests of  
misrepresentation were now beginning to come through. Reports came in from a 
group of  American journalists who had been stranded in Belgium and thereafter 
accompanied the German troops, declaring that they had witnessed no atroci-
ties. Some embarrassed British offi  cial acknowledgments that their reports of  early 
German excesses had been exaggerated were circulated, as were reminders that the 
Schlieff en Plan, which had openly anticipated the violation of  Belgian neutrality, 
had been no secret and had in fact been common knowledge in Europe for several 
years. Another moderating infl uence at this time was the leading German religious 
institution, The Evangelical Lutheran Church of  North America, which issued a 
statement noting that all the contending nations had long been actuated by rivalry, 
fear, and jealousy and shared responsibility for the disaster.20 

It is a question whether these more measured and balanced assessments ap-
pearing in September were due to deep thought or to a growing awareness that 
there was a good deal of  political manipulation in the news, or to the quite sud-
den realization, especially among those in the mercantile community, that “the 
European war” (as it was very properly called in America during its early stages) 
might after all have a positive dimension for the United States. What is clear is 
that by early September many businessmen were beginning to catch the sweet scent 
of  economic recovery and beckoning opportunity. Yes, there had been brief, tem-
porary disruptions, and some of  these were expected to continue. But wheat and 
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coal were now in immediate demand in Europe. A boom in cotton seemed likely. 
The early outfl ow of  capital to Europe was already being tempered by an infl ow 
from non-European sources seeking security in a country, as one observer put it, 
“4000 miles from the crossed bayonets of  Europe.” Some importers would cer-
tainly suff er. But exporters, farmers, industrialists, and American shipping would 
surely prosper. The fi rst regular commercial shipment on 18 August through the 
newly opened Panama Canal was enthusiastically celebrated and seemed to many 
an augury of  America’s brilliant globally-oriented future.21 

Many of  these very upbeat scenarios looked to what one leading economist 
called “the beginning of  a new commercial and industrial era in the United 
States.”22 The growing expectation, expressed in much political and press com-
ment, was that as the apparently suicidal Europeans moved out of  South America, 
Africa, and Asia, the United States would move in. Certainly an augmented mer-
chant marine would be needed. But the ultimate result was easily predicted. The 
Columbia economist E. R. A. Seligman pointed out the connection between war 
and economic progress. British command of  the seas dated from the Napole-
onic wars; Germany’s industrial and commercial rise followed the war of  1870. 
The present war, he felt sure, would launch the United States into a position of  
primacy. By October there was some solid evidence to sustain the bright new 
mood. The Wall Street Journal reported “Indications are multiplying that a turning 
of  the fi nancial tide is in sight.” The 1 October settlements showed record food 
shipments overseas, a rise in cotton exports, and an easing in the money markets. 
Wheat, fl our, and corn were now selling at two and a half  times their 1913 prices. 
Meat was in demand. Thousands of  horses were already being shipped, whether 
for food or other purposes, to the belligerent powers. The New York Sun reported, 
“All talk of  stagnation in our export trade has ceased and alarm over the settle-
ment of  our debts to Europe is disappearing as millions of  credits are transferred 
to New York to pay for the huge purchases that England, France, and Russia are 
making or planning to make here.”23 

The signifi cant words here are “England, France, and Russia.” It was perhaps 
inevitable that trade with them rather than the Central Powers would predominate 
from the start. The Allies and their possessions had accounted for 77 percent 
of  United States trade during 1913, Germany and its allies for only 13 percent. 
Moreover, ships of  British registry typically carried over 60 percent of  American 
transatlantic freight compared with Germany’s 17 percent share. Furthermore, the 
initial British contraband list, though it provoked complaints, was comparatively 
modest in early August, only becoming more restrictive as British trade with the 
United States became more commercially binding for both parties.24 

The Wilson administration, despite early reservations and later spasms of  an-
ger over British policy, was more than pleased with the turn of  events. For all the 
pious commitments to “impartiality” the president himself, both in private state-
ments (except for occasional exasperated criticisms of  the Royal Navy’s excesses) 
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and in his policies (again with occasional, mostly inconsequential, exceptions) was 
fi rmly pro-Allied and inclined to follow in this, as he thought, about 90 percent 
of  American opinion. Thus he stood strongly against the German-American and 
pacifi st campaign for an arms embargo that could have crippled an increasingly 
lucrative trade with the Allies. He did not complain when the Royal Navy mined 
the North Sea and, quickly reversing the initial ban on loans, he systematically 
eased the ability of  the British to raise the necessary fi nancial credits in the United 
States in order to sustain the fl ow of  material. All these measures helped the Allies 
and also seemed to many commentators to serve American interests. The Investor’s 
Chronicle, representatively ebullient, thought the United States was about to enter 
“the greatest era of  prosperity in its history. … We will capture the major portion 
of  the trade opportunities abandoned by the belligerents and repay ourselves for 
our losses many times over.” The Europeans, it predicted, would dissipate their 
capital. American capital on the other hand, “will go through the war unscathed. 
As a result we shall become the dominating fi nancial power of  the globe. The 
fi nancial center of  the globe will move from London to New York.” From Lon-
don came the reinforcing affi  rmation of  Norman Angell, more successful in this 
prophecy than in his pre-war insistence that globalized commerce had made war 
impossible, declaring that “New York will henceforth be the center of  credit.”25

All this did of  course come true in the end. But not without a price. The price 
would turn out to be nothing less than American involvement in the war itself. 
This had been predicted by some of the calmer heads in August 1914. The Saint Louis 
Globe-Democrat, for instance, had pointed out that “the risk we run of  being dragged 
into Europe’s wars is no idle dream. No mere declaration of  neutrality safeguards 
us. If  the war is prolonged the desperation of  the combatants … might easily lead 
us into complications with one or more of  the warring powers.” Similarly The Bal-
timore News warned that complications were inevitable “for our relations with each 
country, if  advantageous to her, are as distasteful to her enemies.”26 

But these were lonely voices in the summer of  1914. For what is most striking 
in all the swelling optimism of  September and October, as the exciting range of  
new economic opportunities seemed to open up, is the almost complete absence, 
with only a few exceptions, of  any awareness of  the possible political implications 
for the United States of  the growing stream of  trade that was already fl owing 
strongly toward the Allies and away from the Central Powers. As we have seen, 
there was an initial American expectation that full neutral rights, notably the right 
to trade with all belligerents except in the restricted contraband enshrined in the 
Declaration of  London, would be accepted by all parties. Only in March 1915, 
with the transformation of  an ad hoc policy of  graduated restrictions into a full 
British blockade of  Germany, did this give way to a reluctant acceptance of  the 
fact that Britain would not permit this expansionary conception and had the pow-
er to prevent almost all American trade with Germany and its allies. But by that 
time the American economy was fi rmly attached to the Allied cause. 
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The blockade policy, especially in its fully developed form in early 1915, was, 
of  course, risky for the British. The United States government might be tempted 
to move beyond its habitual protests to some embargo or, more plausibly, targeted 
restrictions on the fl ow of  supply to the Allies. Historian Ernest May notes of  
Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey’s diplomacy that “During the autumn of  1914 
… the policy of  preserving American friendship at almost any cost was not Grey’s 
alone but that of  virtually the entire government.” But by 1915 the experience of  
what was now clearly going to be a drawn-out war of  attrition argued the need for 
the much tighter blockade powerfully urged on London by its ever more desperate 
French and Russian allies. The British Cabinet now judged that the United States 
was suffi  ciently yoked to the Allied economically to accept the new situation.27 To 
make their increasingly restrictive policies palatable to the Wilson administration 
the British relied on two elements. The fi rst was a sharply self-interested but ener-
getically maintained conception of  international law. Grey worked hard and, for 
the most part, successfully to drive the sometimes acrimonious Anglo-American 
exchanges into a mutually congenial, courtly arena of  negotiation, contract, equity, 
and familiar common law precepts that was intended not only to achieve British 
goals but also to make a telling contrast with the supposed German practice of  
naked power politics.  

This carefully constructed legal arena was essentially a facilitating instrument. 
The principal incentive the British put before the Wilson administration was a 
willingness, on the part of  its allies as well as itself, to buy almost all America had 
to off er even if  it meant going deeply in debt to American bankers and bondhold-
ers. For this, to be sure, the British would pay the profound price of  submission 
at last to the rising economic and fi nancial transatlantic hegemon. But by a skillful 
policy of  calculated blockade maintenance, by carefully measuring at each stage 
how far the restive Americans could be made to comply, on the one hand, and by 
keeping up an extraordinary, more than compensatory volume of sustained demand 
for American goods and credit on the other, the British and their allies were able 
to achieve their short-term objective.  

In truth, though, a kind of  nemesis seems already in 1914 to have been stalking 
all the powers—pushing the United States into a honeyed politico-economic trap 
that would result in a largely unforeseen belligerency, and driving Britain toward a 
respected but severely diminished place in the world. In the short term, certainly, 
the heaviest price would be paid by Germany. The fi rst serious crisis in her relations 
with the United States came in early 1915. It was at this point that the Brit ish 
contraband rules were beginning to bite hard and to antagonize American export-
ers who, compromisingly engaged already with the Anglo-French war eff ort, never-
theless wanted to infl ate their profi ts by trade with the Central Powers. A serious 
upset came in late October 1914 when the Royal Navy suddenly seized three Amer-
ican tankers bound for Denmark. As these seizures multiplied, Anglo-American 
tensions rose. But the Germans then botched the opportunity by announcing a 
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blockade of  the British Isles. The British took advantage of  this perhaps clumsy 
(and at this stage in the early build-up of  the U-boat fl eet, not very meaningful) 
move to declare and justify in March 1915 their full blockade, eff ectively shutting 
off  almost all prospect of  substantial American commerce with Germany. This 
nevertheless created a storm of  protest from almost all the American political 
establishment and press. It seemed for a few weeks that there might indeed be a 
serious Anglo-American rupture.28 

Once again, however, a German error came to the rescue. For it was in the midst 
of  this unresolved dispute, on 7 May, that the British-owned Lusitania was sunk by 
a U-boat with the loss of  128 American lives. This sensational event transformed 
the situation. Two more years of  argument and occasional tensions lay ahead in 
Anglo-American relations. But these paled in comparison with the bitter emotions 
set in train by the destruction of  the Lusitania. From May 1915 the British abridg-
ment of  American commercial rights, its impact already veiled by international 
law and softened by the rising prosperity associated with the ever-growing traffi  c 
from the United States to the Allies, came to seem to most Americans much less 
censurable than the very apparent German willingness to violate human rights and 
to carry out seemingly murderous policies on the high seas, a willingness that re-
inforced and perhaps crystallized for millions the already preexisting images of  
German barbarism.29 

May 1915 then, as a practical matter, seems to mark the end of  the compara-
tively fl uid early stage in American relations with the warring European powers, a 
kind of  diplomatic analog to the early mobile phase in the war itself. But it is not 
quite the end of  our brief  review here. For in addition to the various attempts to 
defi ne the war, and to seize the economic opportunities it off ered, there was a third 
impulse in the American response to the outbreak of  the war that deserves at least 
a passing mention. This was the notion that the United States might have a lead-
ing part to play in mediating an end to the struggle, and laying some groundwork 
for an improved post-war international order. 

President Wilson was, as is well known, eager to assume a peace-making respon-
sibility. He had upon the outbreak of  war off ered all the belligerents his “good 
offi  ces.”30 Finding virtually no response he drew back, reemerging tentatively in 
1915 with the fi rst wartime House mission and then much more vigorously as the 
confl ict intensifi ed in 1916. The point to note here is that this constructive ten-
dency was visible from the earliest stages of  the war and was exhibited not only by 
the president but by many other Americans. This is signifi cant because it qualifi es 
to some extent the various notions prominent in the historiography of  American 
diplomacy in this period that the United States was either basically self-interested 
in pursuing its own interests and in exploiting the opportunities presented by the 
crisis, or alternatively was the sleepwalking victim of  calculated manipulation by 
Sir Edward Grey and his colleagues in London. It reminds us that there was, in 
other words, along with the exaggerated legalism and moral complacency and the 
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commercial opportunism, a distinctive high-minded strain in the early American 
response, one that emphasized peace and a progressive internationalism. 

Indeed the diff erent elements of  what we have come to view as the Wilsonian 
dispensation were appearing here long before the president himself  took up the 
cause publicly. As early as August 1914, John Milton Cooper reminds us, Wilson 
was already privately advocating “an association of  nations, all bound together for 
the integrity of  each, so that anyone breaking this bond will bring upon herself  
war: that is to say, punishment, automatically.”31 Secretary Bryan was eager from 
the outset to launch mediation eff orts. Meanwhile, Charles W. Elliot fulminated 
robustly in the latter months of  1914 against the arms traffi  c, against secret di-
plomacy, and against the violations of  international law now so openly on dis-
play in Europe. He called for a federation of  the European states, backed by an 
“overwhelming” international force that would be subject to the orders of  an in-
ternational tribunal. David Starr Jordan urged “the rule of  law,” as did the distin-
guished international jurist John Bassett Moore who was already in 1914 busying 
himself  preparing and publishing a series of  annotated reports of  the pre-war 
international arbitration tribunals so that governments and judges would have a 
record of  decided cases which, in the anticipated post-war nirvana of  law and 
institutionalized reason, could be used as precedents. Meanwhile the eminent so-
ciologist Franklin Giddings called for a new Europe founded on “the rise of  de-
mocracy,” while Columbia’s Nicholas Murray Butler looked to a “United States of  
Europe.”32 Thus, even as President Wilson was stepping forward tentatively as a 
would-be peacemaker, many respected Americans—offi  cials, editorialists, pundits, 
as well as professors—were trying not only to defi ne the issues of  the war but to 
off er characteristically American solutions for the post-war world. 

At this point, of  course, the principal focus of  attention was not upon the 
minds of  visionaries and pedagogues but on the Western Front and on the Atlan-
tic. By the spring of  1915 the war was settling into its own destructively enduring 
rhythm. As one commentator surveying the stagnation on the Western Front aptly 
put it, “the time is past when the issue can be decided by the tiger’s leap.” It would 
now, he said, “be decided by stupendous attrition rather than by brilliant strokes 
of  arms.”33 In other words it would in the end be a struggle of  material at least as 
much as of  human resources. In that struggle the United States, its political op-
tions critically narrowed by the way in which it had defi ned the war and responded 
to it in its fi rst months, would nevertheless come to be the decisive instrument.  

Historians trying to reconstruct American reactions in the fi rst months of  the 
war face a familiar professional dilemma: how to strike a balance between the 
dramatic and richly causative events that capture attention very easily on the one 
hand, and on the other the less visible but enduring structural impulses we noted 
briefl y earlier as constituting a congeries of  foundational prompts to association 
with the Allies rather than the Central Powers. Some of  these were economic, such 
as the comparative primacy in volume of  a long-standing Anglo-American com-
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merce that still seemed, in these early stages, to be conveniently protected by Brit-
ish sea power. Some were political, notably the Anglo-American diplomatic rap-
prochement of  the 1890s and the accompanying intimacy of  the two elites. Some 
were cultural. Bismarck’s celebrated aphorism about the dominating signifi cance 
in international politics of  the fact that Britain and the United States shared a 
common language can be properly cited under this head. It should perhaps be 
reinforced with a corollary of  peculiarly 1914 vintage, namely that the specialized 
language of  the Anglo-American conception of  international law proved, in these 
early months, to be an almost perfect facilitating and legitimizing medium for the 
consolidation of  an already logical collaboration.   
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