
C H A P T E R  O N E

Introduction

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 still seems to
mark the end of an era and the beginning of a new one, even

though we can now see that many of the social, political, economic and
cultural developments of the later twentieth century were only accelerated
rather than produced by the war. The experiences of the war, and espe-
cially of the trench warfare on the Western Front, have entered deeply 
into the language and imagery of the countries of Western Europe1 and
continue to haunt the imagination of writers and artists born years after
the war ended. Its immediate consequences – the Russian Revolution, the
political and social upheavals of 1918–22 all over Europe, the redrawing
of the maps with the emergence of new national states – have determined
the course of history in the twentieth century. This alone would be enough
to account for the continuing interest in the causes of the war, but there
are several other dimensions and perspectives to our views of the crisis 
of 1914.

The immediate origins of the war are better documented than almost
any other question in twentieth-century history. This is largely because
from the start the argument about the responsibility for the outbreak of
war had great political importance; and with the signing of the Treaty of
Versailles in June 1919, the question of war guilt – Die Kriegsschuldfrage
– became one of intense political and emotional significance. The first
reaction in the victorious countries after the end of the war was to put 
the blame for its outbreak on the Germans. Article 231 of the Treaty of
Versailles – the ‘war guilt’ clause – stated that ‘Germany accepts the re-
sponsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage
to the Allied governments and their nationals imposed on them by the
aggression of Germany and her allies.’ Elsewhere in the treaty the moral
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blame was made even more explicit and was attached particularly to 
the person of the German emperor: ‘The Allied and Associated Powers
publicly arraign William II of Hohenzollern, former German Emperor, 
for a supreme offence against international morality and the sanctity of
treaties.’ This individual indictment of Kaiser Wilhelm was the result
partly of a blind instinct for revenge on the part of the public in Britain
and France: ‘Hang the Kaiser’ had been a popular slogan in the British
general election of November 1918. But the demand for a formal trial of
Wilhelm II was also the result of a more considered, though not necessar-
ily more accurate, diagnosis of the role of the emperor and the Prussian
military caste in the origins of the war. Already in 1914 Sir Edward Grey,
the British foreign secretary, was obsessed with the evils of ‘Prussian milit-
arism’,2 and in the armistice negotiations at the end of the war President
Woodrow Wilson had stressed the necessity of getting rid of the kaiser
and doing away with what he called ‘military masters and monarchical
autocrats’.3

During the latter part of 1919 and early 1920 there were vigorous
attempts by the British and French governments to bring the kaiser to trial
and to persuade the government of the Netherlands, where Wilhelm II had
taken refuge, to hand him over. The British and French were extremely
angry with the Dutch, and in the despatches of the British minister at 
The Hague one can see the accumulated bitterness at four years of Dutch
neutrality. David Lloyd George was particularly virulent against the
Dutch and their refusal to see the kaiser’s personal responsibility in the
same light as he did. In the Supreme War Council he ranted against 
the kaiser, and his phrases were embodied in the note sent to the Nether-
lands government demanding his surrender. The kaiser was, Lloyd George
maintained, personally responsible for ‘the cynical violation of the 
neutrality of Belgium and Luxemburg, the barbarous hostage system, the
mass deportation of populations, the carrying away of the young women
of Lille, torn from their families and thrown defenceless into the most
promiscuous environment’.4 The rhetoric was in vain, as were the threats
to break off diplomatic relations with the Netherlands and even to impose
economic sanctions. The Dutch government maintained its dignified refusal
either to surrender Wilhelm II or, on the analogy of Napoleon, to banish
him to Curaçao in the Dutch West Indies.

The attitude of the Netherlands government made the idea of trying
the kaiser and of pinning responsibility for the war on him personally
impossible to realize. The search for responsibility became less immediate
and moved to another level. By the middle of the 1920s the idea was 
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gaining acceptance that the war was the result of a faulty system of inter-
national relations. It was, according to this view, the existence of a system
of alliances dividing Europe into two camps that had made war inevitable,
and the ‘old diplomacy’ was blamed for making sinister secret inter-
national agreements that committed countries to war without the know-
ledge of their citizens. As the Manchester Guardian had put it in 1914: 
‘By some hidden contract England has been technically committed behind 
her back to the ruinous madness of a share in the violent gamble of a war
between two militarist leagues on the Continent.’5 This view had been
strengthened by the policies of the American administration after the United
States had entered the war in April 1917. President Wilson was much
influenced by the British radical tradition which, throughout the nineteenth
century, had criticized secret diplomacy and called for a foreign policy
based on morality rather than on expediency, on general ethical principles
rather than on practical calculations about the balance of power. Thus,
when in January 1918 he enunciated his famous ‘Fourteen Points’, which
were to serve as the basis for a just peace, he stressed the need for ‘Open
covenants of peace openly arrived at, after which there shall be no private
international understandings of any kind, but diplomacy shall proceed
always frankly and in the public view.’ The foundation of the League of
Nations as an integral part of the peace settlement of 1919 encouraged the
belief that a new system of international relations was about to come into
being in which diplomatic bargains and secret military agreements would
be abolished and international relations conducted by consensus before
the eyes of the public and under their control.

The search for an explanation for the outbreak of the war in terms of
the nature of the international system – a view summed up in the title of
an influential book published in 1926, The International Anarchy
1904–1914 by the Cambridge classicist G. Lowes Dickinson – was aided
by the publication by most of the governments involved in the war of
numerous volumes of documents from their diplomatic archives. The first
attack on secret diplomacy in which the publication of documents was
used to discredit opponents was launched before the end of the war when
Leon Trotsky, the first foreign minister of the Bolshevik regime, ordered
the publication of the secret treaties entered into by the tsarist govern-
ment, greatly to the embarrassment of Russia’s allies France and Britain.
Then, after the German revolution of 1918, the republican government
authorized the eminent socialist theoretician Karl Kautsky to prepare a
volume of documents from the German archives on the events immedi-
ately preceding the outbreak of war. Subsequent German governments
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believed that one way to refute the allegations of Germany’s war guilt was
to show the detailed working of the old diplomacy and to demonstrate
that the methods of all governments were much the same and that there-
fore no specific blame should be attached to the Germans. Accordingly,
between 1922 and 1927, 39 volumes of German diplomatic documents were
published under the title Die Grosse Politik der Europäischen Kabinette
(The High Policy of the European Cabinets). This German initiative,
which aimed at countering the allegations of Germany’s war guilt, meant
that other countries felt obliged to follow the example and show that 
they too had nothing to hide. Consequently the British Documents on the
Origins of the War appeared in 11 volumes between 1926 and 1938; the
French Documents Diplomatiques Français 1871–1914 began publication
in 1930, though the last of the volumes did not appear until 1953. Eight
volumes of Austro-Hungarian documents were published in 1930 by the
government of the Austrian Republic, but the Italian documents were 
only published after the Second World War. Members of the Russian
diplomatic service who remained abroad after the revolution published
selections from their embassy archives, and the Soviet government printed
a quantity of archive material in the 1920s and 1930s.6

This mass of published documentary material meant that, even though
the government archives themselves in many cases remained closed until
after the Second World War, historians had a great deal of evidence on
which to base an examination of the diplomatic relations among the powers.
The study of the diplomatic history of the nineteenth century and of the
background to the First World War became one of the most important
branches of historical investigation. A number of distinguished historians
developed the idea of the autonomy of diplomatic history as a branch of
historical study and so seemed to confirm the view of the great nineteenth-
century German historian Leopold von Ranke that it is the foreign policies
of states that determine their internal development and decide their des-
tiny. It is because of this generation of historians and the students trained
by them that we know more in greater detail about the history of the 
relations between states in the years before 1914 than in almost any other
period. Many of these historians were still concerned with the allocation
to the belligerent governments of responsibility in one form or another:
Pierre Renouvin in France and Bernadotte Schmitt in the United States
inclined to put the blame on Germany; another American, Sidney B. Fay,
on Austria-Hungary; the German Alfred von Wegerer on Russia and Britain
(to name only a few). The most monumental of these detailed studies, that
by the Italian journalist and politician Luigi Albertini, appeared only after
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the Second World War had begun and it was some years before it achieved
international recognition; and by then the focus of the discussion was
changing.7

After the Second World War, for which the immediate responsibility
was generally accepted to be that of Hitler and the National Socialist 
government of Germany, the discussion of the causes of the First World
War tended to be linked to the discussion about the causes of the Second.
How far did the Treaty of Versailles, and especially the ‘war guilt’ clause,
contribute to the collapse of the Weimar Republic and the rise of Hitler?8

To what extent was there a continuity in foreign policy between Wilhelmine
and Nazi Germany? The notion of a continuity in German aims between
1914 and 1939 was familiar enough to Anglo-Saxon historians from 
their reactions to the Second World War – A.J.P. Taylor’s The Course of
German History is one of the best examples – when for some of them,
indeed, the tradition of Germany’s inherent wickedness went back to 
Otto von Bismarck or Frederick the Great or even Luther.9 For many con-
servative German historians, although they were ready to accept German
responsibility for the Second World War, it was extremely painful to face
the fact that the notion of Germany’s ‘guilt’ in the First World War was
still flourishing outside Germany. This partly accounted for the vehe-
mence of the controversy aroused in Germany by the publication of the
Hamburg historian Fritz Fischer’s work Griff nach der Weltmacht in
1961, which showed not only the extent of German annexationist aims 
in the First World War but was also believed by some critics to have 
suggested that the German government deliberately went to war in 1914
in order to attain them.10 Worse still from the point of view of many of
Fischer’s German colleagues, he suggested that there might be some conti-
nuity between Germany’s aims in the First World War and those in the
Second. It did not aid Fischer’s cause or reputation in his own country that
his arguments were applauded by historians working in the communist
German Democratic Republic (East Germany), where one of the leading
historians, Fritz Klein, saw nothing new or controversial in the suggestion
that Germany bore the main responsibility for the outbreak of the world
war and that ‘the demand for extensive war aims was determined primar-
ily by the leading economic circles, and that the aggressive war policy of
the German Reich was merely a continuation of policies pursued long
before 1914.’11 The ‘Fischer thesis’ dominated discussions of the war’s 
origins for several decades. German historians in particular devoted them-
selves once again to dissecting imperial Germany’s foreign policy from
Bismarck to the collapse of the regime in 1918. In comparison, there was
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no new synthesis that generated much enthusiasm, nor was there anything
like the Fischer debate to arouse controversy concerning the policies of
each of the other great powers – in contrast to the debates of the 1920s,
where Russia, France, Austria-Hungary and Britain were individually 
or collectively held responsible. Although the distinguished historians
writing in Macmillan’s ‘Making of the Twentieth Century’ series, which
commenced publication in the 1970s, offered comprehensive inter-
pretations of the foreign policies of Germany (Volker Berghahn), Britain
(Zara Steiner), Italy (Richard Bosworth), France ( John Keiger) and Russia
(Dominic Lieven), they did not assign responsibility – or guilt – to the
states they studied. The publication in 1991 of Samuel Williamson’s
Austria-Hungary and the Origins of the First World War was different;
although he offered a comprehensive and systematic study of Austrian for-
eign policy before 1914, he also argued that it was this policy that caused
the outbreak of a general, European war in July and August. Although 
the book appeared thirty years after the publication of Griff nach der
Weltmacht Williamson had been inspired to challenge the focus on
Germany long before 1991: in an early essay he declared that he wished to
reopen the debate over July 1914 and put Fischer in a ‘less embracing’
context by reminding scholars ‘of what the participants in 1914 readily
perceived: that Vienna, though troubled and possibly anachronistic, was a
great power capable of independent action and decision’.12 Nevertheless,
that argument has aroused no controversy similar to the one inspired by
Fischer – perhaps because the ‘guilty party’, the Habsburg Empire, no longer
exists and no one has a vested interest in defending it against its critics.

One aspect of Fritz Fischer’s work that was particularly important for
the discussion of the causes of the First World War was the suggestion,
made almost incidentally in Griff nach der Weltmacht but developed in
his next book, Krieg der Illusionen, and carried further by several of his
students and followers, that it was domestic political and social pressures
that determined German foreign policy before 1914.13 One of the leading
proponents of this view, Hans-Ulrich Wehler, argued that Germany’s 
aristocratic and industrial elites manipulated the expression of political
opinion by mobilizing interest groups in order to protect their own posi-
tions at the top of society and to mitigate the challenges posed by demo-
cracy and socialism. In Wehler’s view Wilhelm II was merely a cipher, 
a Schattenkaiser (shadow emperor) who merely did the bidding of the 
oligarchs who controlled the structure of German society.14 This ‘Bielefeld
school’ approach has been more strenuously challenged by John Röhl in a
series of works that focus on the kaiser, his personality, and the personalities
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of the men who surrounded him. German policies, he argues, were not
determined by anonymous forces or oligarchies, ‘but by men of flesh and
blood, with all their emotions and vanities’.15 His meticulous scholarship
and careful dissection of the decision-making process has added enorm-
ously to our understanding of pre-war Germany.

Nevertheless, the assertion of the Primat der Innenpolitik in reaction
against the Rankean Primat der Aussenpolitik has made historians look
again at the domestic political situation in Europe before 1914 – and 
certainly each of the books in the ‘Making of the Twentieth Century’
series reflected this new emphasis. The spread of this view was helped by
the fact that in the 1960s many American historians and political scient-
ists were analysing contemporary American foreign policy, including the
origins of the Cold War and of the war in Vietnam, in terms of economic
interests and pressure groups, so that it seemed natural to apply similar
models to Europe before 1914 and to believe that, in Arno J. Mayer’s
words, ‘the decision for war and the design for warfare were forged in
what was a crisis in the politics and policy of Europe’s ruling and govern-
ing classes’.16 These ideas came close to the Marxist explanation that wars
are inherent in the nature of capitalism and that the internal contradictions
of capitalist society had by the beginning of the twentieth century reached
a point where war was inevitable.

Such explanations can take us very far away from the immediate 
situation in 1914 and involve us in a consideration of the entire economic
and social development of Europe for several centuries. One historian has
attempted to embed Mayer’s argument in the July crisis itself, by suggest-
ing that the men in positions of responsibility during the crisis were those
from the governing classes who had been born into the pre-industrial
Europe of the mid-century, that they had been educated in schools that
taught traditional values at a time when traditions were rapidly changing,
and that, particularly in Austria-Hungary, the tremendous stress that 
the assassination placed them under led them to react emotionally and 
irrationally.17 Ideally, no doubt, an account of the causes of the First
World War would lead to a moment of profound Hegelian insight in
which everything in the world would be related to everything else and all
the connections and patterns would become clear. However, this book 
has a more modest aim and will attempt to look at some of the reasons
that have been suggested as to why this particular war occurred at this
particular time.

Our explanations form a pattern of concentric circles, starting with the
immediate decisions taken by the political and military leaders in the crisis
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of July 1914, decisions in which their characters and personal idiosyn-
crasies necessarily played a part. But these decisions were themselves 
limited both by previous choices and by the constitutional and political
framework within which they were taken. They were influenced by recent
international crises and by the diplomatic alignments contracted over 
the previous forty years. They were the result of an intricate relationship
between the military and civilian leaders and of long-term strategic plans
and armament programmes. They were subject to domestic political pres-
sures, in both the short and the long term, and to the conflicting influences
of different economic groups. They depended on general conceptions 
of each nation’s vital interests and of its national mission. Moreover, the
decision to go to war had to be acceptable and comprehensible to the 
public and to the soldiers who were going to fight; the reasons for going to
war had to be expressed in language that would meet with an emotional
response. And that response depended on long-standing national tradi-
tions and the constant repetition of national myths.

The aim of this book is to look at the decisions of July 1914, decisions
that determined the outbreak of this particular war at that particular time,
and then to consider some of the factors that inspired those decisions and,
perhaps more important, limited the options available. When we read 
an account of the crisis of July 1914, we often feel that the reasons the
politicians themselves were giving are somehow inadequate to explain
what was happening and we are tempted to look for some deeper and
more general cause to explain the catastrophe. We are often struck, as
Albertini was, when he considered the decision-makers of 1914, by, as 
he put it, ‘the disproportion between their intellectual and moral endow-
ments and the gravity of the problems which faced them, between their
acts and the results thereof’.18 This is perhaps unfair in so far as they did
not and could not know what the results would be or realize that the war
they decided to fight would not be the war that actually followed, and that
it would turn out to be longer and more destructive than any of them had
ever imagined. It is pointless to speculate whether they might have chosen
differently if they had known what the consequences of their choice would
be. Their decisions must be examined within the context of what was open
to them in 1914. As Isaiah Berlin wrote, ‘What can and cannot be done 
by particular agents in specific circumstances is an empirical question,
properly settled, like all such questions, by an appeal to experience.’19 The
difficulty is, however, that the evidence we have about the factors deter-
mining what could or could not be done in the specific circumstances of
July 1914 is vast, and it is not easy to decide which factor was dominant
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in any particular decision. All we can do is to look at the kinds of explana-
tion that have been suggested and try to see how far they account for the
decisions actually taken. Accordingly, this book discusses some (but by no
means all) of the suggested ‘causes’ of the war and tries to see how much
each contributed to the development of the crisis of 1914.

As we have seen, many people in the 1920s blamed the international
system, the existence of rival alliances, the armaments race and the evil
influence of the ‘old diplomacy’, and this indeed set the scene within
which the crisis developed. Once it started, the freedom of action of the
civilian ministers was limited, often more than they realized, by the strat-
egic plans and decisions of the general staffs and the admiralties, and these
in turn were linked to the vast arms programmes that were a feature of the
period immediately preceding the war. While some have seen the cause of
the war in the international system or the plans of the military and naval
authorities, others have blamed financiers and industrialists and the whole
economic structure of international capitalism. What were the economic
pressures for peace and for war? Then again, should we accept the idea of
the Primat der Innenpolitik and look for the causes of the war in the
domestic social and political problems of the belligerent countries and the
belief that war might provide a solution to them and avert the threat of
revolution?

The war of 1914 has seemed to some the climax of an era of imperial-
ism: many have believed that it was imperial rivalries that led inevitably to
war, so we must also attempt to analyse what part these played in creating
the situation in July 1914. Finally, we can try to see how the mood of
1914 – the political, intellectual and moral beliefs of the age – helped to
make war possible and provided a scale of values to which governments
could appeal once they had decided on war. In what follows, each chapter
is devoted to a different type of explanation. This list is by no means
exhaustive, but if we try to see how far each explanation fits what happened
in July 1914, how far the different categories of historical phenomena
relate to the decisions taken during the crisis, we may begin to form, not a
complete picture of the causes of the First World War, but at least a sketch
of the complex and multifarious factors that contributed to it.
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