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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 

Richard F. Hamilton 

The aim of this chapter is to provide the rudiments of a theory, something 
intermediate between the Big Causes and Ultimate Particularism. The 
initial task is to provide a brief portrait of the decision-making coteries, 
two types of which are easily discerned: those chosen by the dynasts 
and those chosen by party leaders. This account also reviews the con
stitutional question, indicating how the key groups came to be so em
powered. And it considers how those groups saw the world, indicating 
the rationales that led to their key policy decisions. We are dealing with 
patterns of small group dynamics, basically with a social psychology of 
leadership. 

We then consider a third segment, one not present among the decision 
makers, namely, "the bourgeoisie," the leaders of business and finance. 
As opposed to notions of a commonality of views, a sharp divergence 
is seen. Rather than string-pulling or behind-the-scenes operators, we 
have frustrated and helpless magnates (although once the decision was 
made, they were willing to go along, willing to "do their part"). This 
finding indicates the need for consideration of an important counterfac
tual argument: If business had been dominant, if "the bourgeoisie" had 
been in power, the war would not have happened. Put differently, the 
war happened because premodern elites, the dynasts, were still in power. 
The key question, then, is: How could the elites of Austria-Hungary, 
Russia, and Germany have made the decisions that, from the start, would 
clearly have such formidable consequences? How could they justify their 
moves? 
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470 Richard E Hamilton 

Theoretical Options 

Alexis de Tocqueville was quoted in Chapter I, specifically, his comments 
on how history would be written in democracies. His prediction, put sim
ply, was that historians would come to focus on "big causes." That claim 
has been amply confirmed in some eighty years of review and comment 
on the origins of the Great War. Tocqueville made a parallel claim, that 
the previous style of history, the focus on individuals and their linkages, 
would be disdained. Decades later, that approach would be dismissed as 
hardly worth discussion. For the cognoscenti, it was "old Namier-style 
prosopography." For commentators seeking "powerful" generalizations, 
Namier's approach (or that of Ranke) seemed hopeless, providing a welter 
of detail and no end of chance or contingent events. 

The descriptive terms in that reference to Namier - "old" and "style" -
are inappropriate for scholarly work, since times and fashions, by them
selves, have no bearing on the key question, that of empirical adequacy. 
Following that guideline, one should also avoid the fictive generaliza
tion, the declaration not capable of testing, such as, for example, those 
about "mass" opinion prior to the appearance of serious cross-sectional 
surveys, or statements that purport to indicate preferences, intensities, 
and impacts. Following Tocqueville's lead, our preference is to look for 
the useful generalization. "Useful" in this context means a generalization 
that can be empirically verified or refuted. One should look for the gen
eral pattern within the welter of individual events. Should none be found, 
the researcher should indicate that result. One should also - an obvious 
correlate - be willing to signal the contributions of individual actors. I The 
exclusion of that possibility, its rejection as a Rankean heresy, is a kind of 
prejudice, the a priori exclusion of an obvious option. An easy example: 
Nicholas II could have said "no" to the mobilization on 31 July 1914. 

One theoretical framework that appears to be useful in this connection 
is the elitist perspective. As opposed to the notion of a single cohesive rul
ing class - "the aristocracy" or "the bourgeoisie" - this view sees modern 
societies having different institutional sectors, each with its own special
ized leadership group.2 Those leadership groups differ in size and charac
ter, as may be easily seen in the political, economic, religious, military, and 
intellectual sectors. A given elite might consist of a thousand individuals, 

I For an important case study, see Henry Ashby Turner, Jr., Hitler's Thirty Days to Power: 
January I933 (Reading, Mass., 1996). 

2 G. Lowell Field and John Higley, Elitism (London, 1980), esp. p. 20. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 471 

but only a handful could be directly involved in government decision 
making, hence our focus on subsets, on the small groups or coteries. 

One central underlying assumption of the elitist perspective is that 
apart from infrequent revolutionary episodes, "the masses" do not par
ticipate in the governance of nations.3 In contrast to the assumptions of 
Marxism or of the mass society theory, the masses are effectively "out of 
it." Voluntary associations appeared in the course of the nineteenth cen
tury, but they typically enrolled a "thin layer" of upper- and upper-middle 
class citizens. They made demands and attempted to influence, but they 
did not manage the day-to-day affairs of government. Governance was 
much more complicated in 1914 than in 1815. But decision making was 
still, as always, the work of "the few." The key questions, accordingly, 
are: Whose rule? or, in this context, Which elites, which coteries? and, 
With what consequences? 

Constitutional arrangements, formal and informal, stipulate or provide 
guidelines indicating which elites shall rule. Those arrangements, typically, 
are the result of elite settlements, compromises worked out by powerful 
groups seeking to end dangerous or threatening contention. An "identity 
of interest" would be an easy read-in, but an elite settlement might end 
a serious struggle, even though the differences in viewpoint persist, as 
with the 1689 English settlement or with the 1867 Austro-Hungarian 
arrangement. 

A constitution, it should be noted, may make precise specifications 
(allocations of powers), but even the best statement is subject to infor
mal modification. A strong-willed monarch could easily include others in 
the process or could exclude some authorized participants. Likewise, a 
strong party leader might make substantial modifications in the official 
constitutional design. A weak-willed monarch might have extraordinary 
powers under the constitution but choose not to rule, leaving the "affairs 
of state" to favored ministers, as was the case with Vittorio Emanuele III. 
A sudden death, natural or otherwise, would instantly remove a decision 
maker and dramatically restructure "the forces" present within a ruling 

3 The most familiar accounts of those revolutionary episodes grossly distort the actual 
events. Karl Marx has it that "the workers" of Paris rose in arms in June 1848 in an 
attempt to take power, this in the first of the modern class struggles. A detailed study 
of the event revealed a markedly different history. Most Paris workers, the majority, did 
not participate; most sat it out. The insurgent workers, moreover, had "reformist" aims, 
seeking to retain a threatened job-creation program. See Michael Traugott, Armies of the 
Poor (Princeton, 1985); and Richard F. Hamilton, The Bourgeois Epoch: Marx and Engels 
on Britain, France, and Germany (Chapel Hill, 1991), ch. 3. 

The Origins of World War I, edited by Richard F. Hamilton, and Holger H. Herwig, Cambridge University Press, 2003.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1582585.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:13:46.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



472 Richard E Hamilton 

coterie. That was clearly the case with Gavrilo Princip's "removal" of 
Franz Ferdinand. 

Institutional Developments: Change and Continuity 

In the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the societies of 
western Europe were substantially transformed, developing ever more 
complex social arrangements and creating new elites. The new economic 
arrangements, those of industrial capitalism, were built into what for cen
turies had been agrarian societies. A dramatic growth of cities occurred, 
these being the primary centers of the new economy. Gradually, over 
the nineteenth century, the masses received primary schooling: For the 
first time in human history, people, the overwhelming majority of them, 
were taught the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. The presence 
of literate masses made possible another important development: large
circulation newspapers, magazines, and popular books. The masses in 
1800 or 1700 or in any of the previous centuries would have had a very 
limited understanding of the world outside their villages. Their descen
dants in 1900 would have had a much greater knowledge of their societies 
and of the world. 

That "much greater knowledge," however, would have been very lim
ited, a pathetic achievement as compared with that possessed by another 
recently emerging group: the intellectuals, who "were educated," taught 
the various elites and the masses, and produced the content of the new 
"mass media." The intellectuals and their audiences, a very thin layer lo
cated for the most part in the upper-middle classes, would have influence 
like no other groups in previous history. 

Those changes were associated, in one way or another, with a major 
intellectual movement, one that came to be called liberalism.4 The basic 
ideas were that people, generally, should be free to do things not previ
ously permitted and that this freedom would bring substantial improve
ments in the human condition, for individuals and for the collectivity. The 
initial demand, accordingly, was for the removal of restraints or restric
tions. This" liberation" would occur in the economic, social, and political 
realms. The emphases, understandably, differed. Businessmen (many of 
them) sought economic freedom; religious and ethnic minorities sought 

4 For a brief summary, see Richard F. Hamilton, Marxism, Revisionism, and Leninism 
(Westport, Conn., 2.000), ch. 1. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 473 

social liberation, an ending of discrimination; intellectuals sought freedom 
of expression, basically, freedom from the censor. 

The liberal movement brought wider and more insistent demands for 
participation in public affairs. An informed (or enlightened) citizenry was 
no longer quiescent, no longer showing unquestioning respect and def
erence to traditional leaders, especially those who owed their position 
to the accidents of birth. The principal demands were for the extension 
of suffrage and for vesting an elected legislature with power. The move
ment also brought advocacy groups, ones that made ever more insistent 
demands on "the ruling classes." One of the freedoms demanded, un
derstandably, was freedom of association. The extension of that freedom 
allowed the appearance of formally organized political parties -liberal, 
conservative, socialist, and religious - and also of pressure groups. Tra
ditional rulers, the monarchs and their supportive aristocracies, clearly, 
faced ever more serious challenges. For them, governance was becoming 
ever more complicated. 5 

This review of the dramatic changes, of the many new developments, 
is somewhat misleading in that it gives no indication of the continued 
existence, and importance, of the previous social arrangements. Mod
ern industry was making significant advances, but agrarian economies 
continued to be present and important in some countries until well into 
the twentieth century. Great cities did appear, beginning with London 
and Paris, but most people, especially on the continent, continued to 
live in the towns and villages. In 1910, only a little more than one
fifth of the population in economically advanced Germany lived in cities 
of 100,000 or more, while more than half were located in communi
ties of 5,000 or less. 6 Mass education did appear, but for most people, 

5 That" participation in government" - the extension of suffrage and increase of powers for 
an elected legislature - does not alter the basic elitist argument: that governance, actual 
rule, is the work of a few, of a coterie. When "the socialists" took office in Britain in 1945, 
for example, that did not mean working-class rule. It meant rule by Labour Party leaders, 
by a new and different coterie. The policies they instituted differed substantially from 
those of previous leadership groups. See Peter Hennessy, Never Again: Britain 1945-195 I 
(New York, 1993); and, more generally, the important work of Robert Michels, Political 
Parties, trans. Eden and Cedar Paul (1915; Glencoe, Ill., 1949). 

6 1. Scott Keltie, The Statesman's Year-Book (London, 1914), p. 889. In France in I9II, only 
one in seven lived in cities of 100,000 or more; more than three-fifths lived in communities 
of 5,000 or less. Ibid., p. 814. Austria-Hungary at that point has been described as "an 
insufficiently developed agrarian state." In Austria, 53 percent of the labor force was 
engaged in agriculture (vs. 23 percent in industry and trade). In the Hungarian "half" of 
the empire, the equivalent figures were 69 and 13; from Eduard Marz, Austrian Banking 
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474 Richard F. Hamilton 

as indicated, the amount was limited, the quality poor, and the impacts 
uncertain.7 

Many accounts of the newly aroused masses, as indicated, focus on 
Vienna, Berlin, and Paris. They portray "people" there passing time in 
the coffeehouses, reading newspapers and discussing the events of the day. 
But most people in those European nations were still living in the towns 
and villages and most were still involved in, or linked to, the agrarian 
economy. Most of them, probably, never set foot in a coffeehouse. There 
is, in short, a serious sampling problem with those accounts. The authors 
are describing urban intelligentsia, an exceptionally literate group (and 
one generously endowed with leisure time) that made up probably less 
than I percent of the total population, and treating that curious collection 
as typical of the entire adult population. Most adults in those societies 
probably spent more time in churches than in coffeehouses.s 

The base of power of the traditional rulers, the monarchs and aristocra
cies, would normally be in the premodern sector, in the agrarian economy 
and in the towns and villages. In those settings they would ordinarily 
be supported by an established church and its clergy. That traditional 
base of power, although clearly in relative decline, was still substantial. 
Armies were recruited, very disproportionately and by preference, from 
the farms, villages, and towns. Biased suffrage arrangements and unre
formed districts artificially extended the lives of those old regimes. The 
sources of power in those regimes differed substantially from the bases of 
the liberal or progressive insurgents. The monarchical regimes depended 
on deference, on a trained belief in the legitimacy of the handed-down 
arrangements. For the liberals, that meant regimes based on ignorance, 
on stubborn prejudice. But the steady advance of "reason," the liberals 
knew, would eventually erode such views. 

Another question of incidence, of frequency should be noted: Mod
ern industry, urbanization, mass education, and intellectual development 

and Financial Policy: Creditanstalt as a Turning Point, I9I3-I923, trans. Charles Kessler 
(London, r984), p. r6. 

7 For a brief summary of the institutional history, see Richard F. Hamilton, Mass Society, 
Pluralism, and Bureaucracy (Westport, Conn., 200r), ch. 4. 

8 Did the farmers, after a day at the plow, leave the fields for newspaper reading and dis
cussion in the coffee houses? Would the workers, after ten hours of physically demanding 
factory work, go off to the coffee houses? And did their wives leave house and family for 
an hour or two of rest and relaxation? Was cost not a factor? Would desperately poor 
families have the money for such diversions? On the question of cafes versus churches, 
social historians pay much attention to the former but, typically, are indifferent to the 
latter. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 475 

were most advanced in western Europe, less so in central Europe, and 
least in eastern Europe. A commonplace observation, but one worth a 
reminder, is that similar west-to-east variations appeared with respect to 
governing arrangements. Constitutional restraints, checks on absolute au
thority, were instituted earlier in western Europe. As seen in the review 
of the powers of George V, Wilhelm II, and Nicholas II, the extent or 
impact of those checks was greatest in Britain, least in Russia. Paul M. 
Kennedy, reviewing the German case, concluded that "Wilhelm's powers 
were closer to, and probably greater than, those of George III than of 
Edward VII."9 

All five major powers in 1914 were constitutional regimes, meaning 
that the four monarchs and the one president were subject to some legal 
or, in the case of Britain, some agreed-upon limits to their power. But 
that categorical formulation, as indicated, hides significant differences. 
Austria-Hungary, Russia, and Germany had written constitutions, but all 
three left important powers in the hands of the monarchy, most impor
tantly, the power of declaring war. Those three, moreover, were not parlia
mentary regimes, since the ministers, in all three empires, were chosen by 
the monarch. The ministers were responsible to the monarch and, when 
no longer in favor, could be dismissed by him. The governing coterie, in 
short, consisted of the monarch and his ministers. The elected legislative 
bodies provided the principal check on the monarch's power. Their mem
bers could initiate legislation and, if they found a majority, could refuse 
the monarch's initiatives. Io The legislature's most important limit on the 
executive's power was financial, namely, the power of the purse. While 
an important achievement, that formal power on some occasions was not 
easily exercised. If the empire faced a hostile or threatening power, a vote 
against a military budget could be a very problematic move. 

With all of the major social developments of the age running against 
them, the authoritarian leaders recognized that "time was running out." 
Britain's Hanoverian kings recognized the "tide of events," compromised, 

9 In his Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism 1860-1914 (London, 1980), p. 404. 
10 These few sentences cannot indicate the complexities of three constitutions. The Rus

sian constitution of 1906 announced the tsar's "supreme autocratic power." One clause 
stipulated that "[t]he initiative in all legislative measures belongs to the Emperor." A 
later clause declared: "The Council of the Empire and the Imperial Duma ... have the 
right to propose the amendment or repeal of existing laws or the enactment of new laws, 
with the exception of the fundamental laws of the Empire, the initiative for the revision 
of which belongs exclusively to the Emperor." From Walter Fairleigh Dodd, Modern 
Constitutions, 2 vols. (Chicago, 1909), vol. 2, pp. 183, 192. 
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Richard R Hamilton 

and accepted the new developments. But the authoritarian rulers on the 
continent continued the fight. Kaiser Wilhelm's first speech after his acces
sion in 1888 was a message addressed to the Prussian army. He spoke of 
the death of his grandfather and father, emphasizing their ties and those 
of many other Hohenzollern ancestors with the army and its glorious her
itage. His conclusion reads: "Thus we belong together - I and the army -
were born for one another, and thus we will remain together forever, 
whether, through God's will, in peace or war." Not too surprisingly, he 
and some of his ministers considered the use of the military, of a coup 
d' hat, to stop or reverse the pervasive tendencies. II 

France, the most progressive of the major powers, had a republican 
regime, the third in its history, after several tries at other arrangements. 
The president named a premier, who chose cabinet members from among 
the parties represented in the legislature. The premier and his government 
were responsible to, and could be removed by, a vote of that legislature. 
The government could also be voted out in a subsequent election. Formal 
constitutional arrangements are one thing; the actual practice could be 
quite another. Formally, the premier headed the government. But in mid
year 1914, as seen, President Poincare was clearly the de facto head of the 
government. 

Great Britain was nominally a constitutional monarchy, but its king 
was a figurehead with very limited powers. Officially, the monarch called 
on a party leader to form a government. That leader, the prime minister, in 
turn chose the other cabinet members from among the elected members of 
his party. That government was responsible to parliament, not the king. 
It could be removed by a no-confidence vote in parliament, or, of course, 
it could be voted out in the next general election. The cabinet, as seen, 
was empowered to take the nation into war. 

Dynastic Elites 

Those constitutional arrangements specified which office holders 
were authorized to make the decisions of July and August 1914.12 In 

II The message appears in Schulthess' Europaischer Geschichtskalender (Niirdlingen, 
1889), new series, vol. 4, pp. 94-5. For their consideration of a possible overthrow, 
see Michael Sturmer, "Staatssreichgedanken im Bismarckreich," Historische Zeitschrift 
209 (1967): 566-615; and Egmont Zechlin, Staatsstreichplane Bismarcks und Wilhelms 
II, 1890-1894 (Stuttgart and Berlin, 1929), pt. I. 

I2 This formulation is perhaps misleading, since by themselves words on paper do not ordi
narily determine anything. The arrangements were established by various elites at some 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 477 

Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Russia, the decision-making coterie con
sisted of the monarch and his chosen ministers. Among the latter one 
would find a prime minister, a minister of foreign affairs, a finance min
ister, a minister of the interior (police), and so on. Those ministers were 
usually civilians. In addition, one would find the war minister, possibly 
the head of the General Staff, and the minister of the navy. Even for these 
people, the chosen ones, no hard and fast rules determined participa
tion. Much depended on the ego strength (and whim) of the ruler who 
could make ad hoc decisions about inclusion. Influence could also be ex
erted in the opposite direction. A capable (or tactically adept) subordinate 
could ingratiate himself and might, possibly, change the monarch's mind 
on some issue. But it was a chancy business, given the monarch's "last 
word" and the deference expected of subordinates. 

Something needs to be said about the formative experiences of those 
decision makers. Most of them were drawn from the aristocracy. While 
an accurate statement, that clue is misleading. Most aristocrats were 
landowners, persons involved in agriculture and estate management. 
The civilian ministers left the estates at an early age, might have studied 
law, and then would have undergone a long apprenticeship moving up 
the ranks within the government. The military ministers joined the forces 
at an early age and normally spent their entire lives there. The estate
owning aristocrat, the inheritor, was the de facto ruler within his domain. 
The aristocrats in government, in contrast, were subordinates during their 
entire professional careers. Many were tough-minded, many of them ar
rogant, but all, to some degree at least, had to "play the courtier." This 
was especially the case at the topmost level, for those directly responsible 
to the monarch. 

The training of monarchs, what might be called the social psychology 
of monarchy, has been generally neglected by both the historical and social 
sciences. Heirs apparent are subjected to one of the most unusual child
rearing programs in the entire repertory. Given the careers for which they 
are destined, they are typically subjected to very demanding and insistent 
routines, this in the palace nursery under the direction of carefully chosen 
tutors. Later, in the early teens, the male inheritors were given a military 
rank and assigned to a unit under the supervision of some trusted officer. 
Here the young man would find some easy-going companions who, not 

prior point. Those agreements were still in place, still honored, still generally accepted at 
the time of the 1914 crisis. 
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surprisingly, were deferential, supportive, and very helpful in attending to 
his needs and wishes. 

That early training, accordingly, involved two sharply contrasting ex
periences. Initially, there was the set of heavy, unyielding demands. Two of 
the heirs, Frederick (later called "the Great") and crown prince Alexei (son 
of Peter the Great), found it so oppressive they ran away from home (with 
horrendous consequences). Rudolf, the son of Emperor Franz Joseph and 
Empress Elisabeth, committed suicide. Edward backed away from his very 
demanding parents, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert; Wilhelm backed 
away from his very demanding parents, Friedrich and Vicky (Victoria's 
daughter). Both of the disaffected sons, Edward and Wilhelm, sought and 
found more pliant, more supportive companions elsewhere. In the course 
of growing up, the heirs gradually discovered an exceptionally permissive 
environment, one in which almost all wishes would be granted. Given 
their early experience, many of the heirs identified with the military, feel
ing "at home" with the men, traditions, and values of this institution. 

Coming of age within that exceptionally permissive environment gave 
rise to two problematic character traits. Few of those companions would 
challenge the prospective monarch, neither contradicting nor correcting 
his utterances. For him, accordingly, there would be no serious "reality 
testing." One result would be an unusual assurance, or certainty, about the 
validity of his judgments. With no controlling logic to govern his thinking, 
another result was irresolution, vacillation, continuous, and unpredictable 
change of positions. Both pathologies were found, in especially egregious 
form, in the mental processes of Kaiser Wilhelm II. 

Finally, something needs to be said about the outlooks, mind-sets, or 
mentalites of the monarchs. Given their training, given the focus on the 
state, it should come as no surprise that the national interest would figure 
prominently in their thinking. The power, prestige, or influence of the 
nation, on the continent and in the world, had a central place in their 
thinking - as may be seen in the justifications they offered during the 
I9I4 crisis. That expression, "national interest," is misleading in its sug
gestion of realism, as if one were dealing with an objective reality (such 
as troop strength, industrial capacity, or food supplies). In fact, how
ever, those interests are definitions, declarations of perceived needs and of 
appropriate actions, plus some ordering of priorities. In some instances, 
those needs are declared to be urgent imperatives. A striking feature of the 
coteries of the three threatened monarchical powers is the high degree of 
consensus evidenced with respect to "the imperatives" presented by the 
July Crisis. All three coteries "recognized" that a demonstration of their 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 479 

nation's power was necessary. And all three signaled they were willing to 
take enormous chances or, more precisely, willing to pay enormous costs 
for the sake of that aim. 

Party Elites 

The decision-making coteries in Britain and France had a strikingly differ
ent composition. The members were, basically, party leaders, men heading 
the dominant party or party coalitions plus some others who had shown 
some degree of competence, enough for them to be entrusted with cabinet 
positions. The war and naval ministries in Britain were usually headed by 
civilians. In France, those offices were usually held by members of the 
military, but there they had little say in governance. The chiefs of staff 
were not ordinarily members of the governing coterie. France, of course, 
had no monarch. The British monarch was, essentially, "off stage." One 
indication of the difference here: Wilhelm initiated much of "the action" 
in the July Crisis, including an important last-minute message to Nicholas. 
In Britain, Asquith and Tyrrell, Grey's secretary, initiated a similar last
minute letter to the tsar, getting the king out of bed for this late-night 
effort. 

The British and French decision makers came to their positions through 
routes that differed significantly from the paths of three dynastic coter
ies. All of them were elected officials, members of parliament or of the 
National Assembly. An individual's presence among the decision makers 
depended on three processes: first, that his party won favor with the vot
ers; second, that it was chosen to form the government; and third, that 
the party leader (or leaders) then chose that individual for a cabinet po
sition. Ordinarily, the successful official would have held several cabinet 
positions, being promoted to more demanding posts as he accumulated 
experience. Asquith, a prosperous lawyer, was elected to parliament in 
1886. He was named as Home Secretary by Gladstone in 1892. The re
turn of the Conservatives in 1895 put him in the opposition until the 
change of government in late 1905 followed by the sweeping Liberal vic
tory in 1906. At that point he was named, by Campbell-Bannerman, to 
be Chancellor of the Exchequer. Two years later, following a heart attack, 
the prime minister resigned and Asquith, at age fifty-five, took his place. 

For the British and French ruling coteries, party and party advantage 
were high-priority continuing concerns. They, too, like the dynastic co
teries, like rulers everywhere, would be concerned with "the national 
interest." But their definitions of that interest differed substantially from 
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the obsessive concerns of the dynastic regimes. One difference deserves 
special emphasis: In Britain and France, military elites were not ordinar
ily part of the ruling coterie. Asquith, Grey, and Lloyd George had no 
military experience. No prestige-obsessed monarch was present in their 
decision-making circle and there was no Conrad or Moltke insistently 
pressing military needs and objectives. In contrast to the obsessive con
cern with power, prestige, and military affairs in the monarchic regimes, 
one biographer reports that Asquith, at least in the early years of his 
government, "was generally lax about defence issues." He regarded the 
Committee of Imperial Defence, established in I903, "with indifference 
and only on occasion set it to work on central issues." This Liberal govern
ment chose for its central tasks an important series of domestic reforms.13 

Lloyd George describes those efforts in his memoirs, pointing to "a se
ries of controversies on home affairs, each of which raised more passion 
than any dispute ... within living memory." He also points up an impor
tant correlate: "During the eight years that preceded the war, the Cabinet 
devoted a ridiculously small percentage of its time to a consideration of 
foreign affairs." Some ministers, those who attended the Committee of 
Imperial Defence, were familiar with "certain aspects of foreign policy" 
but "the Cabinet as a whole were never called into genuine consultation 
upon the fundamental aspects of the foreign situation."14 

The French and British strategic concerns were markedly different from 
those of the "threatened" powers. These two nations reacted to events 
rather than initiating them. The French leaders knew, long prior to the 
fact, of the German plan to attack, leaving them a basic choice: to resist or 
to concede. Since the latter was never a serious option, the key choices re
maining, as Kiesling reports, involved "presentation." The principal task 
was to influence events so as to yield the most positive reading, for French 
citizens and for audiences elsewhere; basically, show France as the victim 
of unprovoked aggression. The German threat provided the agenda and 
set the basic directions for the French cabinet. Under Poincare's direction, 
a consensus was achieved on the major policies. Because of the direct 
threat, that consensus was achieved with much greater ease than in the 
case of Britain. 

Unlike France, Britain was not directly threatened in that "distant" 
struggle. Germany's leaders, in fact, were desperately providing assur
ances, doing all they could to discourage its intervention. For many 

13 George H. Cassar, Asquith as War Leader (London, 1994), pp. 6 and 4. 
'4 David Lloyd George, War Memoirs, I9I4-I9I5 (Boston, 1933), pp. 43-4. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 

Liberals, war was an alien, inappropriate procedure, one that had no 
proper place in the modern age. That view was an integral part of the 
liberal world view, a heritage going back at least as far as Adam Smith. I5 

As seen, it was a view shared by a substantial minority of the cabinet. 
The party leaders who argued for intervention were constrained both by 
constitutional and party considerations. They could not initiate anything 
without substantial cabinet support. And that support was not available 
until Germany moved into Belgium and into France. Here, too, as in 
France, there was an important "style" element. For public consumption, 
most especially in the case of Lloyd George, emphasis was placed on the 
violation of Belgian neutrality. The cabinet discussions, however, centered 
on France. I6 Britain could not let France fall; it could not allow German 
dominance on the continent. That was the view advanced by Asquith, 
Grey, Churchill, and, later, by Lloyd George. The German advance across 
the Meuse, belatedly, brought a majority of the cabinet to accept their 
view, that intervention was necessary. Their justification, their rationale 
was to maintain the continental balance of power. 

Business Elites: The Bourgeoisie 

An agreement that a given coterie will rule is obviously an agreement 
that other coteries will not, that they would be excluded. Concretely, that 
means the choice of a monarchical or party coterie excludes industrial 
and financial leaders, press lords, religious leaders, labor leaders, heads 
of advocacy groups, intellectuals, and so on. That conclusion, effectively 
a truism, is substantiated in the previous chapters, where, with rare ex
ception, those other groups simply do not appear. 

The exclusion of other coteries, to be sure, does not necessarily mean 
opposition or even indifference. Collusion is an easy and often-alleged 
possibility. Those in power, for example, are sometimes said to be acting 
in the interest of other groups. Or, in another familiar image, those others, 
working behind the scenes are said to be pulling the strings. That presumed 
identity of interests, supposedly, explained the bourgeoisie's acceptance 
of arrangements led by old regime elites. In its most familiar formulation, 
those "in power" were acting in the interests of industrialists, bankers, or, 

IS A. J. A. Morris, Radicalism against War (London, I972); and Michael Howard, War and 
the Liberal Conscience (London, I978). 

16 Bentley Brinkerhoff Gilbert, David Lloyd George: A Political Life, vol. 2: Organizer of 
Victory 1912-1916 (Columbus, Ohio, I992), p. 109. 
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more generally, of the bourgeoisie. 17 The argument, as applied to World 
War I, would go as follows: Industrialists were seeking raw materials 
and new markets; bankers were looking overseas for new investment op
portunities. When blocked in those endeavors by the other powers, war 
was the "obvious" or "necessary" solution. In this reading, the choice 
of Weltpolitik and, specifically, the choice of war by Wilhelm, Bethmann 
Holweg, Moltke, and a few others served the needs of Germany's business 
interests. 

While plausible, one should recognize the immediate difficulties. Since 
with rare exception, alternative arguments are always possible, one must 
look for evidence to allow assessment of the competing offerings. The key 
questions here: Do we have documentary evidence showing that business 
groups shared and supported the views of the decision-making coteries? 
Do we have evidence demonstrating their influence with the governing co
teries? If we do not, then obviously we should look for such evidence and, 
at the same time, we should consider those other hypotheses, the other 
"plausible logics."18 One immediate possibility would be that "business" 
generally did not want war. Put simply: War would be bad for business. 
A case in point: In September 1914, Jack Morgan, head of the famous 
banking house, saw the war bringing "the most appalling destruction of 
values in securities which has ever been seen in this country."19 

One distinctive characteristic of the accounts provided in the preced
ing chapters is the absence of business elites, of "the bourgeoisie." There 
were no bankers or financiers, no industrial magnates, no representa
tives of commercial interests, no press lords, and no arms manufacturers 
among the decision makers. If they were "operating behind the scenes," 
if they were "pulling the strings," that should be evident somewhere in 

17 For a critique and commentary on the most famous of these representations, see Richard F. 
Hamilton, The Bourgeois Epoch: Marx and Engels on Britain, France, and Germany 
(Chapel Hill, I99I). 

18 For a useful statement on this subject, see T. C. Chamberlin, "The Method of Multiple 
Working Hypotheses," Science I48 (I965): 754-9. 

19 Ron Chernow, The House of Morgan (New York, I990), p. I85. In the I930S, Joseph 
Kennedy was one of the richest men in America, an entrepreneur and speculator in many 
fields. Later, when serving as ambassador to Britain, he formed a close friendship with 
the prime minister, Neville Chamberlain. The two were "of one mind" on the necessity 
of avoiding war. One prime concern for Kennedy was familial: "I have four boys and 
I don't want them to be killed in a foreign war." He also "dreaded the economic and 
political consequences of war." A friend reported that" Joe thought war was irrational 
and debasing. War destroyed capital. What could be worse than that?" From Richard 
J. Whalen, The Founding Father: The Story of Joseph P. Kennedy (New York, I964), 

P·234· 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 

the extensive documentary record. Big-business representatives do figure 
prominently beginning with the first weeks of the war. They would over
see the sudden demands for weapons, munitions, vehicles, uniforms, and 
so forth. But those activities occur after the fact, after the decision for war 
had been made. In that initial decision making, however, in the choice of 
war, their voices were absent. The bankers and industrialists of all partic
ipating nations did of course have opinions, and in one way or another 
their views were communicated. But here one discovers lessons for which 
most school-trained intellectuals are not prepared. 

The decision for war in the Dual Monarchy, as seen, was made by a 
coterie consisting of the monarch, his ministers, and his military leaders. 
The literature on the decision, reviewed in Chapter 5, reports practically 
no representation from business and financial leaders. One might think 
this was due to laggard development, advanced capitalism not yet having 
made its appearance. But that conclusion would be erroneous. Both in
dustry and finance were developing rapidly within the Dual Monarchy. 2.0 

We have some hard evidence attesting to the attitudes of investors 
generally. This would include businessmen, bankers, some wealthy 
aristocrats, and some wealthy middle-class retirees. In the days immedi
ately following the assassination, one author reports, the Vienna Bourse 
"viewed the situation with some uneasiness ... but without intense 
alarm." Traders, it is said, assumed "the need for peace in the Monarchy 
had increased" and that little change in government policy was expected. 
Stock prices, accordingly, "dropped but little." But then, the calling of a 
meeting of the Council of Ministers on 7 July "had a depressing effect on 
the market." Although the substance of those discussions was not known, 
the meeting itself resulted in a "sharp fall in values," these reaching levels 
lower than they had known since the outbreak of the First Balkan War. 
The subsequent publication of the note to Serbia, it is said, "wrought 
havoc on the Bourse." Investors, clearly, did not see war as serving their 
interests. 21 

20 Richard L. Rudolph, Banking and Industrialization in Austria-Hungary (Cambridge, 
1976); Bernard Michel, Banques et banquiers en autriche au debut du 20e siecle (Paris, 
1976); Clive Trebilcock, The Industrialization of the Continental Powers I78o-I9I4 
(London, 1981), ch. 5; and Miirz, Austrian Banking. 

21 Jonathan French Scott, Five Weeks: The Surge of Public Opinion on the Eve of the Great 
War in New York (New York, 1927), pp. 48-9. Nathaniel Rothschild, head of the London 
branch of the banking house, commented on the crisis in a message to the Paris house: 
"All the foreign Banks and particularly the German ones took a very large amount of 
money out of the [Vienna] stock exchange today." From Niall Ferguson, The House of 
Rothschild: The World's Banker I849-I998 (New York, 1998), p. 432. Stock market 
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Bernard Michel provides a detailed picture of the relationship be
tween "the banks" and "the government" in Austria-Hungary. The Dual 
Monarchy, he points out, avoided "the wave of militarism" that broke 
over Germany, opposition to that course being found, more than any
where else, from the major banks ("la grande bourgeoisie bancaire").22 In 
the eyes of the financial bourgeoisie, "the army constituted a reserved do
main of the aristocracy, a world totally foreign to the banking universe." 
Banks had ties with arms manufacturers - Skoda and Vitkovice are 
mentioned - but it was the firms that maintained the relationships with the 
military, not the banks. The bankers, Michel reports, were "profoundly 
pacifist," not hiding "their hostility to every warlike enterprise." And as 
for their governmental contacts, he writes that "the bankers exercise no 
real influence on the aristocratic Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The diplo
mats live in a totally different universe from theirs, one in which they [the 
bankers] are rarely admitted."23 

Miirz confirms those judgments and adds other supporting evidence. 
His summary conclusion is that: "The financial world's most prominent 
representatives were as good as debarred from influence on the nation's 
foreign affairs. These remained the province of the dynasty and a small 
exclusive group of the higher nobility .... " Rudolf Sieghart had held an 
important position in the government (he was in charge of the Office of 
the Council of Ministers) prior to his appointment as governor of the 
Creditanstalt. But those connections yielded little information and less 
influence. His view was that "hostilities could, indeed must, be avoided." 
His account provides a striking contrast between this banker's mindset 
and that of the "small exclusive group" setting policy: "To the last mo
ment I did not believe that war would happen. I could not imagine that 
Austria-Hungary, of all the Great Powers that with the weakest periph
ery, with an exposed situation on several fronts, and with the magnetic 
attraction exercised by numerous nations beyond its borders on their 
co-nationals inside them, would plunge into so risky an adventure. I 
still do not understand the folly of the erstwhile rulers, and least of all 

movements provide a useful index to the views of investors, many of them members of 
"the bourgeoisie." Those movements constitute a sensitive "public opinion poll" for the 
views of investors. But they are rarely reported in accounts of the war's origins. The 
general public in many settings, so it is said, reacted with jubilation or euphoria. For 
investors, the predominant reaction appears to have been consternation. 

22 Michel, Banques, p. 363. My translations. 
'3 Ibid., p. 364. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 

their childish faith that Austria-Hungary would be dealing solely with 
Serbia." 24 

The year I9I4 seemed very promising for the Austrian bankers, who 
at this point anticipated "peace and general reconciliation." They were 
collaborating with "French capital" and "German capital of the Reich" 
in the Balkans. In the entanglement of interests there, Michel declares, 
banking capital ignored the political blocs. That truth, he added, had 
never been clearer than on the eve of the war. For the Austrian banks, 
I9I4 was the year of reconciliation with French capital, the Paris mar
kets about to be opened to Austrian securities. On 20 July, the Austrian 
banker negotiating in Paris announced that Viviani favored a financial 
rapprochement with Vienna and that the Austrian loan would be sold 
in French markets that autumn. Michel's conclusion: "[I]f the banks had 
had as their sole objective their own interests and their profits, they had to 
declare themselves against the war."25 The bankers, Michel reports, were 
upset by the murders of Franz Ferdinand and his wife. At a memorial 
ceremony held at the Credit Anstalt on I July, the archduke was referred 
to as "the prince of peace." Even on that occasion, the words spoken 
stressed conciliation and contained no suggestion of hatred or vengeance. 
The Serbs were not even mentioned. 26 

"The decision to intervene," Michel concludes, "was taken in the 
military and diplomatic circles and in the Common Council of Ministers 
which was staffed, almost exclusively, by the nobility. It was not the 
capitalists or the bankers who had to choose between peace and war, 
but the Austria of the aristocrats." This theme is elaborated on at length, 
detailing the aristocratic presence among the decision makers, all of this 
put in contrast to the "inability of the bankers" to intervene. "None of 
them," Michel declares, "appears to have been consulted and no name 
of a banker, no mention of influence by the press, or that of the bourse 
appears in the official documents." His summary conclusion reads: "It 
was the Austria of the diplomats and the generals, not the Austria of the 
bankers, who, at the end of July I9I4, pulled central Europe into the 
war."27 

24 Quoted in Miirz, Austrian Banking, p. 103. For the original, see Rudolf Sieghart, Die 
letzten Jahrzehnte einer Grossmacht (Berlin, 1932), p. 168. 

25 Michel, Banques, p. 366. 
26 Ibid., p. 367. 
27 Ibid., pp. 367, 369. This rich source contains much more information and docu

mentation on banks, bankers, and their relations with the press and with political 

The Origins of World War I, edited by Richard F. Hamilton, and Holger H. Herwig, Cambridge University Press, 2003.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1582585.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:13:46.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Richard F. Hamilton 

More information is available on the German business leaders. For 
them, too, their presence and contacts with the decision-making coteries 
are best described as fugitive. The key question is, What was the character 
of the contacts between the political leaders and big business? 

We may begin with an instructive case study, that of Albert Ballin, 
the manager of the Hamburg-American Line. Called the HAPAG, it was 
the world's largest shipping firm, one which for obvious reasons would 
be central to any German Weltpolitik. 28 Ballin knew and "drew close 
to" the Kaiser. He "was the only Jew, and one of the few businessmen, 
whom William saw regularly and whose friendship he obviously valued 
and enjoyed." But there was a problem in that Ballin was Jewish and 
Wilhelm was an anti-Semite. 29 

Ballin was called upon by the decision makers in the course of the 
July 1914 crisis. Rumors had been circulating earlier in the year about 
Anglo-Russian talks aimed at a military pact, and at this point, as seen, 
the question of British intentions became a critical issue for Germany's 
leaders. On 15 July, after Sarajevo and after the Hoyos mission, Jagow 
wrote to Ballin, thinking he might be able to gain the needed intel
ligence through his British contacts. Subsequently, it was agreed that 
Ballin should make a personal visit to Britain. Jagow then added an
other, more important agenda item: that he undertake extensive probing 
of "his English friends' views as to what course England would take in 
the event that the Serbo-Austrian situation led to a general war on the 
continent." 30 

Ballin arrived in London on 20 July, ostensibly on a business trip, 
and on the 23 rd, the day of the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum, had dinner 
with Grey, Lord Morley, and Haldane. Two days later, the day of the 
Serbian reply, he dined with Churchill. The conclusions Ballin drew from 

elites. See, esp. ch. II, "Le vie socia Ie des banquiers," and ch. 12, "Les banquiers et la 
politique." 

28 For a wealth of detail on Hamburg, its major firms, and its business leaders, see Niall 
Ferguson, Paper and Iron: Hamburg Business and German Politics in the Era of Inflation 
1897-1927 (Cambridge, 1995). 

29 For discussion of Wilhelm's relationship with Ballin, see Lamar Cecil, Albert Ballin: 
Business and Politics in Imperial Germany, 1888-1918 (Princeton, 1967), pp. 102-9 
(quotation on p. lOS). For the kaiser's anti-Semitism, see Lamar Cecil, Wilhelm II, 2 vols. 
(Chapel Hill, 1996), vol. 2, pp. 56-7. Some of his utterances: "The Jews are the curse of 
my country"; "The Jews are the parasites of my Empire." And to Edward Grey in 1907: 
"They want stamping out." For much more detail, see John C. G. Rohl, The Kaiser and 
His Court: Wilhelm II and the Government of Germany (Cambridge, 1994), ch. S. 

30 Cecil, Albert Ballin, pp. 204-5. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 

these meetings were generally positive, a reading that reflected his own 
preferences. He reported to Berlin that no Anglo-Russian agreement had 
been signed and that British intervention on the continent was unlikely. 
His British sources subsequently disputed his account of their statements, 
arguing that Ballin had misread them. Another factor contributing to his 
optimistic reading was "the manifest pacifism of large segments of the 
English population" and the fact that "many financial leaders in the City, 
with whom he probably talked ... were opposed to any involvement in 
a continental war." 31 Ballin, the business leader, clearly was not directing 
the political leaders. Just the opposite was happening: They were using 
him as their agentY 

Ballin's reaction to the war was one of shock. It was, Cecil writes, "a 
war he loathed." Ballin now regretted the many things he might have 
done differently. He felt he should have argued more strenuously against 
Tirpitz's naval plan, one which "could only end in war." In 1915, com
menting on naval and commercial realities, he declared that his ships "did 
not need the protection of a German fleet." At that point, he recognized 
his contribution, and those of other business leaders, to the catastrophe: 
"I should have emphatically said so to the Kaiser. But I could never sum
mon the courage to do so .... We were all too weak toward the Kaiser. No 
one wished to disturb his childlike, happy optimism, which could shift at 
once into an almost helpless depression if anyone criticized one of his pet 
projects [Lieblings-Themen]. And among these, the fleet was the greatest. 
Now we have the result of our lack of courage!"33 

Britain's declaration of war was a disaster for the firm. For the 
Hamburg-America Line, Cecil writes, there seemed little to do but "to 

create a moth ball fleet and station it permanently on the Elbe."34 Al
most half of HAPAG's 25,554 employees were called for military service. 
Some 4,000, those stationed abroad or at sea when war began, were in
terned. Ballin's principal task at this point was to provide for the families 

31 Ibid., pp. 206-8. 
32 Ballin was used by Germany's political leaders on a later occasion, this for propaganda 

purposes, for an attempt to shift blame away from Germany. The effort was exposed 
causing him some embarrassment. For this, see Henry Wickham Steed, Through Thirty 
Years, 1892-1922 (Garden City, N.Y., 1924), p. 26. 

33 Cecil, Albert Ballin, p. 212. 
34 Ibid., p. 214. Many of HAPAG's ships were at sea or in ports elsewhere and, as a result, 

never reached the Elbe. Half of the American soldiers "transported to France by the V.S. 
Navy sailed on converted German liners"; from Holger H. Herwig, "Total Rhetoric, 
Limited War: Germany's V-Boat Campaign," in Roger Chickering and Stig Forster, eds., 
Great War, Total War (Cambridge, 2000), ch. 10, p. 193, n. 18. 
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Richard E Hamilton 

of those called to the military and for the 8,000 remaining employees. In 
late August, Ballin said, "[M]y life's work lies in shreds."3s 

In December that year, Ballin told Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg 
to his face: "I have spent my entire life building up something which has 
been of immense value to the German Reich, and then you come along 
with a couple of others and destroy it all." Ballin "rejected all Bethmann's 
protestations and excuses as fairy tales which he should be ashamed to 
tell."36 On the first anniversary of the July Crisis, Ballin told Jagow that 
he, the foreign secretary, "must carry the terrible responsibility for the 
stage-management of this war which is costing Germany generations of 
splendid people and is throwing it back 100 years." In 1916, Ballin refused 
to meet Jagow on the grounds that he "wanted to have nothing further to 
do with a man who bore the responsibility for this whole dreadful disaster 
and for the deaths of so many hundreds of thousands of men."37 

Ballin clearly saw the political and economic elites as having markedly 
different interests and aims. The growing antagonism between Germany 
and England, in his view, was not the work of merchants and traders but 
was due to "misguided princes, ambitious admirals, and inept diplomats." 
He recognized that economic competition sometimes created friction and 
bad feelings, but thought those problems soluble were it not for the contest 
in armaments. The clash came" because of the expansionist naval program 
pursued by Admiral Tirpitz and his confederates in Berlin .... "38 

Max Warburg was the head of a major family-owned banking house 
that, like HAPAG, was also based in Hamburg. Ballin and Warburg knew 
each other and had many ties. Ballin put Warburg on HAPAG's board of 
directors and also on the board of Blohm and Voss, the nation's leading 
shipbuilder. Ballin helped arrange Warburg's first meeting with the kaiser, 

35 Cecil, Albert Ballin, pp. 214-15. Eighty-three HAPAG ships were caught in neutral ports, 
35 of them in the United States. Their maintenance cost the firm two to three million marks 
a month; see pp. 218-19. 

36 Quoted in John C. G. Riihl, "Germany," in Keith Wilson, Decisions for War 1914 (New 
York, 1995), ch. 2, p. 28. He was quoting from Theodor Wolff, Tagebucher 1914-1919, 
Bernd Siisemann, ed. (Boppard, 1984). 

37 Riihl, p. 28. 
38 Cecil, Albert Ballin, p. 166. These are Cecil's quotations. On the afternoon of 8 November 

1918, revolutionaries, then in control of Hamburg, threatened Ballin "with arrest and 
bodily harm." Obviously shaken, he walked home and there "swallowed a large number 
of sleeping tablets." The efforts of his physician and a nearby clinic could not save him; 
he died a few hours later. His friends were divided, whether it was an accidental death 
(an ulcer aggravated by the pills) or a suicide. Ibid., p. 345. Ferguson reads the death as 
a suicide in Iron and Paper, p. 156. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 

in I903, at the behest of the chancellor, Prince Bulow, who thought it 
"desirable, perhaps even necessary" that the kaiser receive a lecture on 
a needed financial reform. A series of such meetings followed, but the 
kaiser's relationship with Warburg was never as close as that with Ballin. 
The banker was rather outspoken; he did not show the proper defer
ence. Warburg and the kaiser met each year after the regatta dinner in 
Cuxhaven. In addition, on one occasion, Warburg was invited to the 
palace in Berlin. That appears to have been the extent of their contact: 
some ten after-dinner meetings plus the Berlin visit,39 

Warburg spoke with the kaiser, again after a Cuxhaven dinner, on 
2I June I9I4, a week before the assassination of Franz Ferdinand. 
Wilhelm was disturbed by the Russian arms efforts and by the con
struction of railroads there, seeing these as preparation for a war that 
could break out in I9I6. He wondered if it would not be better to 
"cut loose" (loszuschlagen) instead of waiting. Much disturbed by these 
views, Warburg replied that he saw things differently, that "Germany 
will become stronger with every year of peace. Waiting can bring us only 
advantage. "40 

Warburg's meetings with the kaiser involved discussions of finances, 
an area in which businessmen would obviously have some expertise. But 
with respect to international relations, in particular, the events leading up 
to the Great War, we find no business involvement. Prince von Bulow, 
the man who initiated the War burg contact, reported in his memoirs that 
Germany's decisions leading up to the war were taken in "hermetically 
sealed rooms in the Foreign Office, without once consulting a diplomat 
of experience, or any intelligent businessman informed on international 
economics. Albert Ballin, Max Warburg, and others - all might have been 
asked."4 1 Lamar Cecil's two-volume biography of Wilhelm contains no 
index reference to Warburg. 

A consideration of business influence must also consider the relation
ship between Kaiser Wilhelm and the Krupps, owners of Germany's lead
ing arms manufacturing firm and the nation's richest family, richer even 
than the kaiser. Friedrich Krupp (called Fritz) and the kaiser developed a 
close relationship, with the latter being a regular visitor at Villa Hugel, 

39 Max M. Warburg, Aus Meillell Aufzeichllul1gell (Gliickstadt, 1952), pp. 30-1. 

40 Ibid., p. 29. 
41 As quoted in Ron Chernow, The Warburgs: The Twelltieth-Celltury Odyssey of a Re

markable Jewish Family (New York, 1993), p. 153. For the original, von Biilow, Memoirs, 
vol. 3, p. 198. 
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490 Richard E Hamilton 

the industrialist's estate in Essen. The relationship was very one-sided 
and, on occasion, troubled by serious differences. Their first meeting, in 
1890, was initiated by Krupp, who wished to see some changes in the 
young ruler's recently announced social policies. Granted an audience, 
the industrialist raged against the Kaiser's Sozialprogramm. The Kaiser, 
however, "wouldn't budge."42. Later, during the Boxer Rebellion, it was 
discovered that German forces had been fired on by guns produced by 
Krupp. The outraged Kaiser sent Fritz a telegram: "This is no time, when 
I am sending my soldiers into battle against the yellow beasts, to try to 
make money out of so serious a situation."43 The relationship cooled for 
a month or so but then revived. 

Krupp supported Admiral Tirpitz's naval expansion program, 
"contributing heavily" to the Navy League. The firm bought a shipyard 
in Kiel and built nine battleships, five light cruisers, and thirty-three de
stroyers "for Tirpitz." But again, as in the Boxer episode, the economics 
and technology of the weapons industry had unexpected consequences. 
Through a "primitive munitions trust" with an American firm, Krupp re
ceived $45 per ton for armor plate "used in the fleets of England, France, 
Japan, Italy, and the United States."44 

Some years later, on the evening of 6 July 1914, just after the critical 
Hoyos meeting and just before setting off for his northern voyage, the 
Kaiser met with Fritz's successor, Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach. 
As Fritz Fischer reports, the Kaiser "communicated to him" the crucial 
conversations and their result. Wilhelm, it will be noted, was telling the 
industrialist, after the fact, what had been done. He then added that "he 
would declare war immediately if Russia mobilized." The conversation 
appears to have been largely one-way. The major lesson, one repeated 
three times, was that this time he, the Kaiser, would not weaken: "This 
time I will not cave in." Fischer gives no indication that Krupp provided 
any advice.45 

Hugo Stinnes (187°-1924), another major figure in the German busi
ness world, was also based in the Ruhr, and his initial efforts were 
also in coal and steel. Later he acquired a major producer of electric 

41 William Manchester, The Arms of Krupp I587-I968 (Boston, 1968), pp. 2.10-11. Lamar 
Cecil's two-volume biography of the Kaiser contains only two minor passing mentions 
of the Krupps, one of them in connection with sailing and yachts. Another important 
source that makes only passing references to the man is Rohl, Kaiser and His Court. 

43 Manchester, Arms of Krupp, p. 217. 
44 Ibid., pp. 221-4. 
45 Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht (Dusseldorf, 1964), p. 65; and, also Fischer, Krieg 

der Illusionen (Dusseldorf, 1969), p. 692. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 49 1 

power, and still later he was involved in commercial shipping. Stinnes had 
holdings in Luxembourg, French Lorraine, Normandy, Belgium, Wales, 
St. Petersburg, and the Ottoman Empire. Prior to the war, Gerald Feldman 
points out, there was "a remarkable lack of militarism and imperialism 
in Stinnes's behavior." Despite the many international difficulties, he "in
vested a great deal in his Russian facilities ... using the floating docks 
and barges there to sell [English] coal to the Russian navy."46 He did take 
extensive precautionary measures to protect his foreign properties in the 
event of war, basically through ownership by trusted foreign nationals. 
But his basic expectation, expressed to Heinrich Class, the Pan-German 
leader, was that the peaceful economic expansion would continue, to his 
benefit and that of Germany. Class reports his comments as follows: "Let 
things develop quietly for three or four years and Germany will be the 
uncontested economic ruler of Europe. The French have remained behind 
us; they are a nation of petite rentiers. And the English are too work-shy 
and without the courage to undertake new enterprises. Otherwise, there 
is no one in Europe that can compete with us. Therefore, only three or 
four years of peace, and I can assure you the silent attainment of German 
predominance in Europe."47 

Stinnes's business policies, Gerald Feldman writes, were "geared to
ward a long period of peace." In the summer of I9I3, he wrote his wife 
of his hope that "the people in the Balkans will soon settle down .... 
Then one can hope for a decade of peace .... " At that point he "acquired 
new mining interests in ... Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire with the 
obligation to develop the mining interests involved." Early in I914, his 
firm "signed a contract specifying prices for the sale of this coal to 
branches of the Stinnes firm throughout Europe and the Near East." 
Stinnes was very poorly informed about the political developments during 
the July crisis. On the 22nd, his son wrote from London reporting that 
"the relationship between Germany and England gets better from day 
to day. The Conservatives as well as the Liberals are in a very friendly 
mood to Germany." On the 28th , Stinnes and his colleagues were still 
"hopeful that the war between Austria-Hungary and Serbia would be 
localized." 48 

46 Gerald D. Feldman, "Hugo Stinnes and the Prospect of War before 1914," in Manfred 
Boemeke, Roger Chickering, and Stig Forster, eds., Anticipating Total War (Cambridge, 
1999), ch. 4 (quotation on p. 81). 

47 Ibid., p. 84. For the original, Heinrich Class, Wider den Strom: Vom Werden und Wachsen 
der nationalen Opposition im alten Reich (Leipzig, 1932), pp. 217-18. 

48 Feldman, "Hugo Stinnes," pp. 85-6, 91. Much relevant information in these themes 
appears on pp. 86-90, these reviewing the relationship of economic and political elites 
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49 2 Richard F. Hamilton 

Feldman sees Stinnes as "an important case" and senses also that his 
"behavior and attitudes ... appear to be typical." His conclusions, some
what abbreviated, are that 

the great industrialists and the great bankers showed very little interest in prepar
ing for war and did not want to think about it. Excessive military expenditure, 
high taxes, and reduced credit were all viewed as threats to economic development 
and prosperity .... [When) they did think about war, it was as a potential social 
and economic catastrophe that might be bearable if it were of short duration. 
The great chemical industrialist Carl Duisberg, who, like Stinnes, was to end up 
heavily engaged in war production and an annexationist, hoped for peace to the 
last minute and believed that the war would set back German economic develop
ment for a decade .... Germany's extraordinary economic growth in the prewar 
period depended on increasing international trade and interdependence and on 
international stability .... In the end, politics ruined economics.49 

Walther Rathenau was a leading executive in the Allgemeine Elec
trizitats Gesellschaft, basically, Germany's equivalent of General Elec
tric. In 1915, on the death of Rathenau's father, who founded the firm, 
he became its head. Rathenau was an industrialist, but that term alone 
would understate the man's considerable accomplishments. He was also a 
banker, politician, and intellectual. He was acquainted with the kaiser.5° 
Rathenau's diary jumps from 13 March to August of 1914, thus giving 
no hint of his position or role in the July decision making. In that period, 
Rathenau wrote seven longer articles, which were published in Vienna's 
Neue Freie Presse, six of them appearing before the outbreak of war. 
Among the subjects "repeatedly touched" were "the lack of qualities of 
leadership in Germany." Soon after the beginning of the war, he offered 
Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg his services, one proposal calling for a 
customs union between Germany and Austria-Hungary. A union of this 
kind, he thought, would be desirable for industry and also would reduce 
"the nationalistic hatred of the states." Those struggles, he believed, were 
linked to questions of "power, imperialism and expansion." If Europe's 
"economy merges into a community - and that will happen earlier than 
we think - politics will merge too. That would not mean world peace, 

with respect to the naval program, taxation (paying for armaments), the Morocco crisis, 
and bank reserves. 

49 Ibid., pp. 92-3. 
50 Hartmut Pogge von Strand mann, ed., Walter Rathenau: Industrialist, Banker, Intellec

tual, and Politician: Notes and Diaries I907-I922 (Oxford, 1985). See pp. 182-3 for a 
diary entry describing the Kaiser's erratic, one-way conversational style. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 493 

nor disarmament, nor slackening, but the moderation of conflicts, the 
saving of energy and a joint civilization." His proposal for a German
Austrian union was clearly a small step in that direction. The chancellor, 
faced with many other pressing tasks, passed the memorandum on to 
Clemens Delbriick, the Secretary of the Interior, who rejected the plan. 
Among other things, he "did not agree with Rathenau's emphasis on the 
importance of industry." 51 

Rathenau expressed his doubts about the Great War in a letter to a 
friend of December 1914: "There is a dissonant note in this war; it is not 
1813, not 1866, not 1870. Necessary or not, higher power or not, it did 
not have to happen as it did here."52 

In July 1914 in Great Britain, David Lloyd George was Chancellor of 
the Exchequer and, from that position, was in touch with many lead
ing businessmen. Of all those in the cabinet, he was the most likely to 
be directly contacted for expression of "the business viewpoint." He 
reported that on Saturday, the first day of August, "the Governor of 
the Bank of England called on me, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, to 
inform me on behalf of the City that the financial and trading interests 
in the City of London were totally opposed to our intervening in the 
War." 53 

Lloyd George did not end his narrative with the representations of a 
single individual claiming to speak on behalf of all his peers. He reviewed 
two hypotheses, the first being that it was "a war intrigued and organised 
and dictated by financiers for their own purpose." He responded to this 
hypothesis with one of the strongest formulations possible: "I was Chan
cellor of the Exchequer and, as such, I saw Money before the war; I saw 
it immediately after the outbreak of war; 1 lived with it for days, and did 
my best to steady its nerve, for 1 knew how much depended on restor
ing its confidence; and 1 say that Money was a frightened and trembling 
thing: Money shivered at the prospect. It is a foolish and ignorant libel 
to call this a financiers' war."54 The second hypothesis, one put forth "in 
Germany and amongst the friends of Germany in other lands," holds that 
the British intervention was due to "a growing jealousy of Germany's 

51 Ibid., p. 184. Cecil's biography of Wilhelm has no index reference for Rathenau; 
Manchester's volume on the Krupps has a single reference to the man, that to the events 
of 1922. 

;2 Quoted in Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Grossmachtstellttng lind Weltpolitik (Frankfurt am 
Main, 1993), p. 321. 

53 David Lloyd George, War Memoirs, 19I4-1915 (Boston, 1933), vol. I, p. 61. 
54 Ibid., p. 68. 
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494 Richard R Hamilton 

strength and prosperity." British politicians were presumably eager for 
"an opportunity to destroy this redoubtable rival." Lloyd George's re
sponse is that "big businesses everywhere wanted to keep out of it .... 
Here were no eager men praying for the hour to arrive when they could 
strike down a great commercial rival."SS 

Lloyd George is a notoriously unreliable source. But in this case, there 
is ample evidence attesting to the same conclusion. Asquith, on 30 July, 
wrote, "The City, [which] is in a terrible state of depression and paralysis, 
is for the time being all against English intervention." The next day he 
wrote that "the general opinion at present - particularly strong in the 
City - is to keep out at almost all costs. They are having a black day 
there." On the same day, Sir Eyre Crowe, assistant under-secretary in the 
Foreign Office, wrote of the "panic in the City."56 

Some striking evidence bearing on the issues discussed here appears 
in the autobiography of Henry Wickham Steed, the foreign affairs editor 
of the London Times. On 28 July, the Times indicated its unambiguous 
advocacy of intervention, declaring that if the nation's friends were forced 
into a continental war, "England will ... support them to the full." The 
lead editorial the next day reiterated the theme, specifying also the key 
concern, that England cannot "afford to see France crushed by Germany, 
or the balance of power upset against France .... " The financial markets, 
in all major European capitals, were in disarray, security prices falling dra
matically as investors sought to unload their foreign holdings, especially 
those in likely enemy nations.57 

On 31 July, the "head of one of the chief financial houses of the City" 
asked the financial editor of the Times, Hugh Chisholm, to call on him. 
Although unnamed, from internal clues and from other sources the man is 
easily identified as Lord Nathaniel Rothschild. The banker "denounced" 
the newspaper's policy and "insisted that the leading articles must cease 
at once, and that The Times should advocate neutrality." Chisholm 
"resented intensely so gross an impropriety" and consulted with Lord 
Northcliffe, the paper's owner, and with the editor and Steed. All four 
men agreed to reject the demand, and the editorial on Saturday, I August, 
again made a strong argument for intervention: "The policy to be adopted 
by Great Britain in the last resort remains clear and unmistakable .... We 

55 Ibid., p. 69. 
56 H. H. Asquith, Letters to Venetia Stanley (New York, 1982.), pp. 136--8. 
57 Steed, Through Thirty Years, vol. 2., pp. 4-8. 

The Origins of World War I, edited by Richard F. Hamilton, and Holger H. Herwig, Cambridge University Press, 2003.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1582585.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:13:46.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



On the Origins of the Catastrophe 495 

dare not stand aside with folded arms and placidly watch our friends 
placed in peril of destruction." 58 

That afternoon, Northcliffe conferred with Steed and two other lead
ing members of the firm to discuss the paper's position on these matters. 
Their discussion was interrupted when Northcliffe was called out for an 
urgent meeting with some important people who, it turned out, were 
Rothschild and his younger brother. They had received information that 
Germany's "overwhelming military and naval strength" was such that if 
England went to war, "the British Empire would be swept off the face of 
the earth in a few weeks." They "implored" Northcliffe "to use his influ
ence to keep England neutral." They had made "similar representations" 
to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd George. Earlier, on the 28th , 

Rothschild had also visited the prime minister. Paul Cambon, the French 
ambassador, thought some cabinet ministers "had been influenced by ... 
important men in the City" in favor of neutrality.59 

The lesson is clear: Britain's leading financiers, the leaders of 
Finanzkapital, were unambiguously opposed to intervention, a position 
communicated directly to the nation's highest political leaders. Their po
sition was communicated directly on two occasions to Lord Northcliffe, 
the nation's leading press lord. The business leaders of the nation were 
saying, "No, don't do it." But the press lord continued his course without 
change. And the political leaders "did it." It should be noted, moreover, 
that they did so with impunity. No evident penalties or retribution came 
from "the City." 60 

The Rothschild firm experienced serious losses as a result of the war. 
It "lost close to £1.5 million in I9I4 - an immense sum equivalent to 
23 per cent of its capital." Britain had been the central lender in previous 

58 Ibid., pp. 8-9-
59 Ibid., lQ-II. The visit with Asquith is mentioned in Asquith, Letters, p. 131; for Cambon's 

statement, see Steed, Through Thirty Years, vol. 2, p. 14. Rothschild also sent "a personal 
appeal for peace" to another political leader, Kaiser Wilhelm; Ferguson, House of 
Rothschild, p. 434. Rothschild's attempt to influence the Times is reviewed there briefly 
on p. 433. 

60 One might expect that a leading banker would figure prominently in the memoirs and 
biographies of the political leaders. Lloyd George's War Memoirs give him one fugitive 
mention (p. 104). Bentley Brinkerhoff Gilbert's biography of Lloyd George makes no 
mention of the man; David Lloyd George: A Political Life, 2 vols. (Columbus, Ohio, 
1992), vol. 2. No mention of the Rothschild interventions appears in the following: 
Keith Robbin, Sir Edward Grey: A Biography of Lord Grey of Fal/odon (London, 1971); 
or in George H. Cassar, Asquith as War Leader (London, 1994). 
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wars. In the Great War, that centrality shifted from London to New York. 
Niall Ferguson summarizes as follows: "[W]hat united the Rothschilds 
after I9I4 was decline - and it was a decline that was to continue for at 
least half a century."6r 

No discussion of the Great War would be complete without some dis
cussion of the arms merchants, or the Merchants of Death. The Roth
schilds had investments in arms manufacturing firms, but they were a 
small part of the family's total holdings. A war might yield profits in that 
field, but the losses for their total investments, as just indicated, were 
immense. An arms manufacturer - such as Krupp - might make a lot 
of money, but other options are always possible. A firm might sell more 
armaments at home but lose most or all of its foreign market, leaving a 
negative balance. The Krupp firm, Manchester reports, was one of the 
losers: "At the outbreak of the war Krupp had been I30 million marks 
in the black; the day the chimneys stopped he was 148 million in the red, 
and the first year of peace was no help - at the end of I9I9 the firm had 
lost another 36 million. ,,62 

The dominant rationale of the business elites differs considerably from 
that of the dynasts or the party leaders. Putting profits ahead of national 
power or prestige and ahead of party advantage, they seek steady eco
nomic growth, extending their activities to wherever it appears to be to 
their advantage. That means they could manufacture, trade, or invest 
across borders. Other things equal, for them questions of power and pres
tige would be matters of indifference. Those "other things," however, are 
never equal, and where those "larger" national issues come into play, most 
businessmen would be concerned. Both war and the rumors thereof would 
threaten their foreign activities, reducing profits or, in the extreme case, 
bringing confiscation of holdings. Increased arms expenditures in peace
time, moreover, would pose some threat to profits in that someone has to 
pay the costs. Tax increases are usually a source of domestic unrest. Those 
added taxes might be charged to the businessmen themselves. If charged 
to others, however, to the middle classes, workers, and/or farmers, higher 
taxes would mean a reduction of aggregate purchasing power that in turn 
would mean, for most businesses, reduced profits. The manufacturers of 

61 Ferguson, House of Rothschild, pp. 436-7. 
62 Manchester, Arms of Krupp, p. 321. For an intelligent well-documented review and 

critique of the British experience, this focused on what the author calls a "literature of 
vilification," see Clive Trebilcock, "Legends of the British Armament Industry 1890-
1914: A Revision," Journal of Contemporary History 5 (1970): 3-19; for more detail, 
see his The Vickers Brothers: Armaments and Enterprise 1854-1914 (London, 1977). 

The Origins of World War I, edited by Richard F. Hamilton, and Holger H. Herwig, Cambridge University Press, 2003.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1582585.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:13:46.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

3.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



On the Origins of the Catastrophe 497 

guns and ammunition might increase their profits, but other firms and the 
vast majority of businessmen would be among the losers. 

Three coteries have been delineated to this point - the dynasts, party 
leaders, and business leaders - each operating with markedly different as
sumptions. Those operating assumptions have been given various names, 
mindsets, mentalites, or Weltanschauungen. In each instance, we are deal
ing with a logic or rationale. Some theoretical discussions, unfortunately, 
limit consideration of such questions by use of the singular, as if a given 
logic were the unique, patently obvious option. But here we see diverse 
rationales, each appearing plausible (or logical) to their bearers. Thus, 
rather than imposing or reading in an "obvious" logic, the tasks for the 
analyst are to discover the rationales being used and to indicate the cir
cumstances making them plausible. 

The dynastic coterie - the monarch, ministers, and military - gives 
precedence to a distinctive conception of the national interest. This group's 
concern is with the nation's historic territory, with its defense and, per
haps, its extension. Its policies seek, in one way or another, to demonstrate 
that nation's prestige and power. In the view of this coterie, a threatening 
or competing "upstart" must be "put down." Austria-Hungary's leaders 
in July 1914 provide the key example: It was obvious to them that Serbia 
must be "taught a lesson." Similar orientations were seen in the efforts of 
German and Russian decision-making coteries, who also recognized the 
urgent "need" for the defense of the threatened empire. 

There are some obvious correlates of this mindset. The dynasts give 
strong emphasis to autarchy; a proper defense of the territory requires self
sufficiency. Theirs, accordingly, is essentially a fortress mentality. They, 
understandably, give considerable emphasis to the military, viewing war 
(or the threat thereof) as proper and legitimate means for achieving their 
goals. The dynastic decision makers, civilian and military, see the nation's 
economy as serving the requirements of those higher goals of power and 
prestige. Their preferred design for the economy emphasizes autarchy as 
opposed to free trade and interdependence; the economy should provide 
ample and secure funding for the needs of the fortress. They would, at 
best, advocate a "national liberalism," as did Friedrich List, rather than 
the free trade and world markets commended by Adam Smith. 

Those dynasts were last seen in 1917-18, some four score years ago. 
Our history books tell of their various activities and their roles in bring
ing on the catastrophe. Many accounts talk about the "old regimes" but 
provide no serious account of their dynamics, that is, how they func
tioned. The rationale guiding their thinking seems completely foreign to 
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the generations born and trained decades later. The dynasts' views were 
given plausibility by virtue of long and exclusive training. Its members 
typically formed a small and isolated group. The monarch was "chosen" 
by accident of birth. The other members were chosen by him (or on oc
casion, by her), the criteria being loyalty to the group and its world view 
and technical ability, that is, ability to implement aspects of the group's 
program. Within the group, the prevalent nationalist views would be sed
ulously reinforced; and with equal system, alternative views would be 
denigrated or excluded. That insularity made possible, protected, and 
sustained the rationale that made the initial steps toward war possible. 
That distinctive logic justified the extraordinary risks involved: For the 
dynasts, it was right and appropriate that, to save the nation, they would 
hazard the lives, welfare, and property of millions of human beings. 

The party leaders, the decision makers in France and Britain, like the 
dynastic leaders, were also autonomous, proceeding independently of big 
business. But they were operating on different principles, following a 
different rationale or logic. They combined concerns for "the national 
interest" with the requirements of party (or coalition) support. A signif
icant difference appears in this connection: Where the dynasts initiated 
events, the party leaders were reacting, responding to others' initiatives. 
The French leaders were responding to the threat of a German attack. The 
British leaders were also responding, not to direct threat, but to the more 
extended implications of the July events, to that of a powerful continental 
hegemon. The British case involved the entire cabinet, which contained 
several important factions, interventionist, neutralist, and pacifist. In con
trast to the high cohesiveness of the dynastic coteries that made quick 
decisions possible, the British decision to intervene took several weeks. 

The third elite delineated here, the leaders of the economy, are often re
ferred to as "the bourgeoisie." In July-August 1914, as seen, these people 
were not present in the decision-making circles.63 And, just as impor
tant, their urgent demands to avoid war were given no serious attention. 

63 For a useful summary portrait of the position of big business in the Kaiser's regime, 
see Peter Hayes, "German Businessmen and the Crisis of the Empire,» in Volker Durr, 
Kathy Harms, and Peter Hayes, eds., Imperial Germany (Madison, Wis., 1985), pp. 46-
61. Between 1900 and 1910, five major industrialists rejected offers of ministerial posts. 
Businessmen showed "little interest in gaining access to, or even socializing extensively 
with, the landed nobility.» Many of them, the most eminent of the lot, "refused proffered 
ennoblement.» Few of them showed interest in acquiring a country estate. As for political 
influence, Hayes writes of "the political irrelevance of industrial leaders in the decisive 
moments of August 1914 and January 1933» (p. 58). 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 499 

It is an unexpected lesson, since many intellectuals give much empha
sis to the power of big business. The logic is easy: Industrialists and the 
bankers have immense resources; the anxious and deferential politicians, 
supposedly, must respond to their demands. But in this case, the political 
leaders, whether dynasts or party chieftains, proceeded with sovereign 
indifference to their demands and chose war.64 From one perspective, the 
limited power of big business is easily explained. Unlike tsar and kaiser, 
the bourgeoisie would, at any time, have only modest police forces and 
no army at its disposal. Paraphrasing a famous question, one may ask: 
How many troops did big business have?65 

Big business, as seen, was internationalist and, as such, opposed to 
notions of national autarchy. Their preferred procedures created inter
dependencies: Steel was exported and grain imported, finished products 
were exported and raw materials imported, and so forth. This had the con
sequence, a basic economic truth, of maximizing the "wealth of nations." 
But that truth ran up against the competing truth: The power-and-prestige 
preferences of the dynasts that led them to seek protection for both the 
domestic steel and grain producers in turn meant higher prices and, in the 
aggregate, less profit. 

The decisions made by the dynasts and party leaders in July and August 
of I9I4 brought disaster for many businesses. This disaster was easily 
foreseen, the implications having been made clear in previous crises.66 

Mobilization removed a large part of the labor force in the firms of all the 
participating nations. Family incomes were suddenly diminished. And, 
at the same time, there was instant inflation, led by food prices. For the 
firms, the transition from peacetime to wartime production was both 
cumbersome and costly. HAPAG, as seen, lost all ships at sea along with 
their cargoes. 

64 The banker Arthur von Gwinner "had the audacity to point out Germany's dire financial 
straits" to the kaiser. Wilhelm's reply: "That makes no difference to me." From Holger 
H. Herwig, "Luxury" Fleet: The Imperial German Navy 1888-1918 (London, 1980), 

P·74· 
65 On I April 1933, a Nazi vigilante squad invaded the Berlin headquarters of the Reichs-

verband der deutschen Industrie, the key organization of German big business. Their 
protests were to no avail. In May, the organization "voluntarily" dissolved. See Turner, 
German Big Business, pp. 335-6. 

66 See Jon Lawrence, Martin Dean, and Jean-Louis Robert, "The Outbreak of War and 
the Urban Economy: Paris, Berlin, and London in 1914," Economic History Review 
45 (199 2 ): 564-93; Jay Winter and Jean-Louis Robert, Capital Cities at War: Paris, 
London, Berlin 1914-1919 (Cambridge, 1997); and John Horne, ed., State, Society, and 
Mobilization in Europe during the First World War (Cambridge, 1997). 
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500 Richard F. Hamilton 

That interdependence and the consequent pacific implications had a 
long history in liberal economic thought. Michael Howard has provided a 
sweeping summary, one which reviews the basic claims from I500 to I 97 5. 

Among those who in one way or another subscribed to this position are: 
Erasmus, Adam Smith, Immanuel Kant, Thomas Paine, Jeremy Bentham, 
James Mill, John Stuart Mill, Richard Cobden, John Bright, J. A. Hobson, 
and, last but not least, Norman Angell. Not mentioned by Howard, but 
an influential thinker who should certainly be added to the list, is Herbert 
Spencer. Paine is quoted as follows: "If commerce were permitted to act to 
the universal extent it is capable, it would extirpate the system of war and 
produce a revolution in the uncivilised state of governments." In I848, 
John Stuart Mill wrote: "It is commerce which is rapidly rendering war 
obsolete, by strengthening and multiplying the personal interests which 
act in natural opposition to it."67 It was this "basic truth" that accounted 
for the strength of the neutralist and pacifist factions within the Liberal 
government in I9I4. 

Modern-day intellectuals, those of the "critical" persuasion, fault those 
"nineteenth-century liberals" for their belief that "progress" was the dom
inant tendency in modern experience. Most especially, they are faulted for 
their belief that liberal practice would put an end to war. Subsequently, 
armed with "the lessons of history" - the evidence of two major wars -
those critical intellectuals, referring knowingly to "the dark side of moder
nity," charge naivete. But the Great War, as seen, began with decisions 
made in barely modified old regimes, with "pre-liberal" elites responding 
to what they saw as a serious threat. For those elites, the recent develop
ments suggested the coming of their "final conflict." The dynastic elites 
had not learned the liberal lesson or, perhaps better, were either indifferent 
or opposed to its claims and implications. 

If the liberal theorists were providing a flat-out prediction - that eco
nomic development would bring peace - or if they were offering an in
evitability thesis, they would obviously be mistaken. If, however, they 

67 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience: Paine, p. 29, and Mill, p. 37. 
There were of course some exceptions to this general liberal outlook. Friedrich List, 

a national liberal, saw some merit, some progress to be gained through war (p. 49). And 
Mazzini "preached wars of national liberation. Italy was to be liberated by education and 
by insurrection." Education, he wrote in 1831, "must ever be directed to teach by example, 
word and pen the necessity of insurrection .... Insurrection - by means of guerrilla bands 
- is the true method of warfare for all nations desirous of emancipating themselves from 
a foreign yoke." His views had considerable influence in eastern Europe. Those national 
liberation struggles posed serious problems for British liberals who sympathized with 
oppressed peoples but rejected war as an appropriate means (pp. 49-51 and 54-9). 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 501 

were offering a conditional statement, namely, that the coming of peace 
depended on an understanding and appreciation of the basic lesson, 
they would have a serious point, not at all a naive judgment. Many of 
them did clearly recognize the conditional character of their conclusion; 
many pointed to the continuing presence of dynasts and their military 
specialists, emphasizing that they did not share the views of the liberal 
enlightenment. 68 

Other Elites 

One should inquire also about the outlooks and behavior of other elites, 
about other potentially influential groups. What were they doing in 
August 19J4? What impact, if any, did they have? One might give con
sideration to media magnates, to the press lords. Were they advocates of 
war or peace? Lord Northcliffe, as seen, advocated British intervention 
and proceeded on the course, despite strong "business" opposition. Other 
British newspapers, however, argued for noninvolvement. Some newspa
pers in Serbia, it was noted, were generous in their provision of provoca
tive content. And those comments were picked up and used for opposite 
purposes in many newspapers in Austria-Hungary. But elsewhere, there 
does not appear to have been any strong or consistent press influence. Few 
commentators have assigned any important role to the press in the shap
ing of the key decisions. After the fact, however, with rare exception, the 
press provided legitimation, giving enthusiastic support for the nation's 
patriotic efforts. 

Religious elites had long since disappeared as decision makers in the 
nations discussed here. Little attention has been paid to the efforts of the 

68 Norman Angell's book, The Great Illusion, is often cited as the exemplary case of "naive" 
anticipation. The work sold over two million copies between 1910 and 1913, was trans
lated into 25 languages, and sold another half a million copies in 1939. Angell was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1933. For discussion of this "case," see Howard 
Weinroth, "Norman Angell and The Great Illusion: An Episode in Pre-1914 Pacifism," 
Historical Journal 17 (1974): 551-74. Weinroth does not see that work as a naive pro
duction. Its central thesis, "that modern wars are economically irrational," Weinroth 
reports, "has been misrepresented to read that they are utterly impossible." The work 
had considerable influence, stimulating peace movements throughout the world, many 
people having translated the message as an argument of impossibility. One person mak
ing that naive reading was Andrew Carnegie, who declared there was no chance of war 
because "We won't give them the money." The Carnegie Peace Endowment subsidized 
publication of Angell's work. On this point, see Roland N. Stromberg, Redemption by 
War: The Intellectuals and I9I4 (Lawrence, Kans., 1982), p. 9. 
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502 Richard R Hamilton 

clergy, whether Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, or Jewish. Their 
contributions appear to have been dependent, coming after the fact, after 
the political leaders had set the nation's course. And their role, too, as far 
as we can tell, was supportive, arguing the justice of the nation's cause.69 

Still another elite deserves some attention, a group whose activities in 
August I9I4 have been generally neglected, namely, the intellectuals. Like 
the bourgeoisie, this group too had been gaining in numbers and influence 
over the course of the previous century, mostly based in universities. Given 
intellectuals' self-depictions, their contributions in August of I9I4 are 
rather surprising. In their self-descriptions, they insistently announce their 
"critical" mission. Intellectuals comment, analyze, criticize, and reject 
handed-down beliefs, most especially those put forth by "established" 
authorities. 

In a comprehensive review of intellectuals' productions in July and 
August I9I4, Roland N. Stromberg documents a curious phenomenon, 
namely, "the almost manic bellicosity of the European intellectuals, writ
ers, artists, scientists, at the crucial beginning of the terrible war .... "70 

Two striking findings are the near-instant acceptance and defense of their 
nation's position and exuberant declarations of support, not to be found 
in any other context. These diverse groups were not decision makers, to 

be sure, but conceivably they helped to legitimate the effort, generating 
greater support for the decisions taken than would have been the case 
otherwise. 

A handful of quotations may prove useful. Rudolf Eucken, the creator 
of the then-fashionable "life philosophy," hailed the war as "a mighty 
spiritual movement." Max Scheler published a book in I9I5, Der Genius 
des Krieges und der Deutsch Krieg, which Stromberg describes as "sheer 
bellimania," a book that "hailed the war chiefly for renewing human 
contacts, breaking down the isolation of individuals from their fellows, 
and inducing a renaissance of belief." Three composers - Scriabin, Berg, 
and Stravinsky - welcomed the war as "necessary for human progress." 
Max Weber wrote: "No matter what the outcome will be, this war is great 

69 For a brief overview, see Stromberg, Redemption by War, pp. 54-7. Few of the general 
accounts of the war's origins report on the position of the churches, established or oth
erwise. The spokesmen for the Prince of Peace, one might think, would have something 
to say on the subject. For background on the German experience, see Helmut Walser 
Smith, German Nationalism and Religious Conflict: Culture, Ideology, Politics, 1870-
1914 (Princeton, 1995). 

70 Stromberg, Redemption by War, p. 5. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 50 3 

and wonderful." Emile Durkheim thought the war would contribute to 
"reviving the sense of community. "71 

Stromberg offers a third striking finding: the near-unanimity of intel
lectuals' support for their country's position. Although unaware of the 
previous decision making, in other words, ignorant of "the facts," they 
nevertheless proved zealous advocates of the national cause, showing 
more zeal than even the dynasts. Intellectuals were ecstatic, transported 
by mystical visions of redemption and community, and glorifying the im
minent catastrophe. In those same countries, "the masses" - the people 
who would pay the costs - reacted with fear, anguish, and concern. As 
opposed to the other-worldly orientations of those advanced intellectu
als, they recognized the imminent realities of pain, suffering, misery, and 
death. 

The Absent Bourgeoisie 

None of the nations discussed in this volume was governed by economic 
elites, that is, by big business, industrialists, or bankers (Finanzkapital). 
The bourgeoisie was not present among the decision-making coteries. 
Their wishes rarely appear in the documentary record reporting the deci
sions for war; and, as seen, they were generally opposed to the war. 

For many commentators, the dominance of the bourgeoisie, the ul
timate power of big business, is accepted as a fundamental truth. For 
Marxists, bourgeois rule is a basic premise of the theory. That assumption, 
curiously, has also been adopted and accepted as an "obvious fact" by 
many non-Marxists. The absence of a "bourgeois revolution," most strik
ingly in the dynastic regimes, means that some "saving" explanation must 
be provided. The easy option is the argument of delay or postponement: 
Conditions were not yet "ripe," the revolution was still to come. Another 
argument claims a quiet evolution, basically, a merger, a coming-together 
of the segments and a consequent sharing of outlooks. After some initial 
contention, the dynasts, or monarchs and aristocrats, joined with "the 
bourgeoisie," both now recognizing their common interests. With that 
assumption, it is easy to believe the policies of the dynasts "reflected" 
the interests of that other elite, the grande bourgeoisie. In Germany, that 

71 Ibid., pp. 66, 68, 51, and 53. Weber's descriptions of the war as "great and wonder
ful" were repeated on at least three occasions; see Marianne Weber, Max Weber: Ein 
Lebensbild (Heidelberg, 1950), pp. 568, 571, and 578-9. 
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would mean they favored and 'pressed for Weltpolitik.72. The absence of 
clear supporting evidence on this point is dealt with through use of a 
metaphor: Big business was operating Hinter den Kulissen, or "behind 
the scenes."73 

The limited review of evidence presented in this chapter suggests an 
important counterfactual conclusion: If big business had been "in power" 
in 1914, it is likely that its preferences would have prevailed and that the 
Great War would not have happened. Some evidence bearing on that 
claim appears also in the later experience. 

In 1917-18, three major powers - Austria-Hungary, Germany, and 
Russia - saw the end of dynastic rule. For the three royal houses -
Habsburg, Hohenzollen, and Romanov - the Great War did prove to 
be "the final conflict." The tsarist regime was replaced by a new-style 
authoritarian regime, this led by a coterie purporting to represent the 
interests of workers and peasants. The Habsburgs were expelled, their 
territories divided up among various successor states. 

Following different "dynamics," Italy and Germany saw their gov
ernments set aside or removed and replaced by another, new variety of 
authoritarian regime. In 1922 in Italy, which was one of the victorious 
powers, the constitutional monarchy was set aside and the government 
was taken over by the Fascists. Some fifteen years later, Germany's Weimar 
republic was replaced, and the new regime, like Italy's, was headed by 
nationalist authoritarians. The key agencies in both regimes were paramil
itary organizations, war-trained veterans - the Fasci di Combattimento 
and the Storm Troops - each arguing an unjust settlement in the previ
ous conflict. The Italians were denied the promised fruits of victory. The 
Germans, "undefeated in the field," were victims of a "stab in the back. "74 

Adolf Hitler and his party, the National Socialists, were often said to be 

72 In the first edition of his famous work, Fritz Fischer assigned a prominent role to "big 
business." Responding to serious criticisms, that reading was substantially modified in 
his revised third edition .. 

73 The use of metaphor is an often-used and easy substitute for investigation, for the presen
tation of evidence. Another frequent image is that of a marionette. But Ballin, Warburg, 
and Krupp, as seen, were not "pulling strings." Kaiser Wilhelm was not "their" puppet. 

74 Richard F. Hamilton, Who Voted for Hitler? (Princeton, 1982.), esp. chs. 13 and 14 
(the Italian case is reviewed on pp. 454-8). This explanation clearly rejects the mythic 
argument about the lower-middle-class basis of fascist movements. The claim is "mythic" 
because it was never supported, and no compelling relevant evidence was ever presented. 
From the start, it was a read-in, ultimately, a widely accepted "social construction." 
For a later review of the case, see my Social Misconstruction of Reality: Validity and 
Verification in the Scholarly Community (New Haven, 1996), chs. 4 and 5. 
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On the Origins of the Catastrophe 

"agents" representing big business, but that claim has been shown to be 
erroneousJ5 The operating rationales of these two regimes were similar 
to those of the dynastic regimes. They too favored autarky; they too were 
much concerned with the nation's power and prestige; they gave much 
emphasis to the military; and they advocated national "expansion." 

On the other side of the world, Japan continued with its authoritarian 
regime, basically, a monarchy dominated by a powerful military elite, 
one that also rejected basic liberal initiatives. Japan's constitution and 
military institutions were based on prewar German originals, this giving 
the military elites a substantial voice in policy makingJ6 

World War II was initiated by this trio of authoritarian regimes, called 
the Axis powers, each reaching out, with varying degrees of initial success, 
to capture a new empire. With some important modifications, to be sure, 
this war also had its origins in the initiatives of nonliberal coteries. The 
democracies, those headed by party elites, were again slow and hesitant 
in their responses; again, they were reactive rather than initiating. The 
democracies were slow to react to Japan's efforts in China, to Italy in 
Ethiopia, to the fascist Putsch in Spain, and, most notorious of all, to 
the initiatives of Hitler's Germany. The first of these was the dictator's 
repudiation of the Versailles Treaty clauses in March I935, those limiting 
Germany's military. The move met with no opposition. Then, a year later, 
the dictator proceeded to occupation of the Rheinland. This too was 
unopposed. An instant French response might conceivably have changed 
the course of history, France having military superiority at that point.?? 
One lesson is that like the dynasts, dictators can decide quickly; democra
cies react slowly. Like the dynasts, moreover, dictators have continuity 

75 On the naming of Hitler as Reichskanzler, see Turner, Hitler's Thirty Days. And for the 
business role, or the lack thereof, see his German Big Business and the Rise of Hitler 
(New York, 1985). Turner's summary conclusion reads: "The leaders of German big 
business were ... absorbed and confined men, preoccupied with the management of large, 
complex organizations. They could at most dabble in politics. They could not commit 
their energies in a sustained fashion to that sphere of activity, so that they remained part
time amateurs, operating only sporadically, and usually ineffectually, on the periphery 
of politics. As such, they were sorely-ill-suited to deal with a phenomenon like Nazism" 
(P·349)· 

76 In 1878, Japan adopted the German general staff system, which made the military head 
independent of the civil government and gave him direct access to the emperor. See 
John K. Fairbank, Edwin O. Reischauer, and Albert M. Craig, East Asia: The Modern 
Transformation (Boston, 1965), pp. 294-5. 

77 Gordon A. Craig, Germany 1866-1945 (New York, 1978), pp. 684-91; and Stephen A. 
Schuker, "France and the Remilitarization of the Rhineland, 1936," French Historical 
Studies 14 (19 86): 299-338. 
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506 Richard F. Hamilton 

in office; democracies have frequent and unpredictable governmental 
turnovers. 

The outcome of World War II differed significantly from its predecessor. 
The "total" victories of I945 meant that no group within the perpetrating 
countries could question the result, or, put differently, could construct an 
unjust-settlement myth. There was no possibility for a revengiste move
ment. After brief periods of occupation, the victorious allies instituted 
democratic regimes, ones that were managed by political party elites. 
Those imposed settlements, moreover, removed the military elites and 
dismantled their institutions. One important consequence is that the new 
arrangements gave business elites a stronger voice than ever before. 
In Europe, the new arrangement allowed the development of the Com
mon Market, originally with six members, then, by the year 2000, with 
fifteen member nations. The plan involved, effectively, a substantial ex
tension of the liberal program. Two principal correlates should also be 
noted, namely, a substantial increase in the wealth of the participating 
nations and an extended period of peace. As of 2000, central and western 
Europe had experienced fifty-five years of peace. For Japan, its new liberal 
arrangements also brought both wealth and peaceJ8 

78 There is a sizable literature dealing with the issues touched on here. For a start, see Dale 
C. Copeland, "Economic Interdependence and War: A Theory of Trade Expectations,» 
International Security 20 (1996): 5-41; John R. Oneal and Bruce M. Russett, "The 
Classical Liberals Were Right: Democracy, Interdependence, and Conflict, 1950-1985," 
International Studies Quarterly 41 (1997): 267-94; and Spencer R. Weart, Never at War: 
Why Democracies Will Not Fight One Another (New Haven, 1998). 
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