
 2  The Great Powers to 1900 

 The Triple Alliance 

 The stability of an international system will break down when the growing 
power of one state destroys the old network of relationships upon which 
the system was based. In this sense, a state that expands its power through a 
growth in population, trade, prosperity, industry or territory may be respon-
sible for the breakdown of a system, even if it is not guilty of it. Specialists in 
the study of international relations refer to this perspective as the ‘systemic’ 
level of analysis, in which the whole system is taken into account when 
attempting to explain why certain events occurred. More important than 
the policies or the personalities of any given state or its leaders are shifts in 
the foundations of power, to which governments and statesmen are simply 
forced to respond. 

 Nor does the breakdown of a system make a great war inevitable; it does, 
however, make war more likely as the states that derived benefi ts from the 
old system calculate that it is worth the risk of defeat on the battlefi eld to 
prevent the establishment of a new system that will work to their disadvan-
tage. Therefore, it is important when considering the origins of any great 
war to determine which states were expanding the base of their power, and 
which states felt threatened by such an expansion. It is also worth consider-
ing whether or not the state whose power is growing is conscious of the need 
to create a new pattern of relations, whether there is a sense that without a 
change in this pattern it will not be permitted to continue to grow, or that it 
will be prevented from enjoying the benefi ts of its growth. 

 There is no doubt that Germany was the most dynamic state within the 
European system in the half-century leading up to 1914. This is perhaps 
the one point on which all historians are agreed. Those who lived through 
the decades leading up to the First World War found it diffi cult to assess the 
changing nature of growing states outside Europe: the United States and 
Japan were puzzling to them, and few believed that these two states were 
worth analysing in any detail, as their conditions seemed too far removed 
from those of Europe for useful lessons to be learned. Nor, in the case of 
the United States and Japan, was it believed that they could ever have much 
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18 Analysis and assessment

impact upon the European system. But Germany was another matter. No 
state was more closely watched than Germany after 1870. Anyone inter-
ested in military power, in politics, in economic change, felt that they must 
take the German example into account – if only to criticize and respond 
to it. Everyone believed that they could learn from the German example, 
and German thought, literature and music enjoyed an unprecedented popu-
larity outside of Germany. In the years following the wars of unifi cation, 
the assumption that Germany was capable of upsetting the foundations 
upon which the international system was built began to spread through-
out Europe. The focus of international attention, hitherto located in Paris, 
shifted to Berlin; the chancellor of Germany, Bismarck, became the most 
important statesman in the world. 

 The three wars that Prussia fought to create the new German empire – 
against Denmark in 1864, against Austria in 1866, and against France in 
1870 – demonstrated its military prowess. No one was really surprised 
when Prussia, in alliance with Austria, defeated Denmark. But the speed and 
the ease with which Austria was defeated two years later startled observers, 
who had expected a relatively balanced confl ict; and Prussia’s victory in the 
war with France four years later was even more astonishing. Even in the 
1860s France had been regarded both as the greatest power in continen-
tal Europe and as the state most inclined – by tradition and by ideology – 
to destroy the European system that had been in place since 1815. Her 
quick and overwhelming defeat at the hands of Prussia decisively altered 
everyone’s appreciation of the foundations of European relations. Germany 
would now make things happen; henceforth others would respond to Ger-
man initiatives. 

 Prussia’s victories were also important because they taught a political les-
son that was keenly appreciated by statesmen and students of politics alike: 
that defeat in war was likely to bring about fundamental changes within 
the state that lost on the battlefi eld. Austria’s defeat led to the   Ausgleich   
(‘compromise’) of 1867 in which the Germans of the Habsburg Empire 
were forced to share power with the Hungarians. France’s defeat led to the 
destruction of the Second Empire and to the formation of the Third Repub-
lic in 1871. Henceforth, those who might be prepared to embark on a policy 
of adventure would have to weigh more carefully their prospects, because 
defeat in war could quite possibly lead to the disappearance of the political 
system for which they were fi ghting. Ironically, the revolution in the inter-
national system caused by the formation of a powerful new German empire 
simultaneously produced an atmosphere of caution and conservatism. 

 The new Germany could very easily have come to be regarded as a revo-
lutionary power, as a state prepared to overturn the established interna-
tional order and to foment radical political change. But this was a role that 
Bismarck, as Germany’s chancellor, was determined not to play. In spite 
of Germany’s tremendous victories, he believed that the new empire now 
faced a grave new danger as a result of having defeated two of its three 

Martel, Gordon. Origins of the First World War, Routledge, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=4709836.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:39:56.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



The Great Powers to 1900 19

great neighbours. If Germany did not now behave cautiously, it could eas-
ily encourage the formation of a coalition of France, Austria-Hungary and 
Russia, whose combined power would be too much for Germany to match. 
Bismarck believed that he had succeeded in unifying Germany only because 
he had managed to isolate fi rst Denmark, then Austria, and fi nally France. 
As strong as the new Germany was, it was in no position to fi ght a war on 
three fronts. General Moltke (‘The Elder’) confessed that he was ‘tormented 
by nightmares’. As chief of the German general staff, he envisioned ‘the Rus-
sians on the Spree and the French on the Main, penetrating from two sides 
into the heart of the Reich’ (Mitchell, 1979: 201), while Bismarck believed 
that he needed time to consolidate the new empire. This meant upholding 
the status quo, guaranteeing Germany’s neighbours that it had no further 
ambitions to pursue that would endanger their security or their political 
systems. Bismarck the revolutionary was transformed into Bismarck the 
conservative statesman. 

 The method by which Bismarck chose to protect the new empire from 
the revenge of its neighbours was a system of alliances. He began with 
the assumption that it would be impossible to make a friend of France. 
Therefore, he had, in the Treaty of Frankfurt, tried to make it as diffi cult as 
possible for France to undertake an offensive campaign against Germany: 
a large indemnity would throw French fi nances into chaos and consequently 
deprive it of the funds necessary to fi ght a great war; the annexation of 
Alsace and Lorraine would deprive France of rich territory and the most 
promising ground from which to attack Germany. Neither of these policies 
would, however, prevent France from undertaking a war of revenge if it 
thought that it could fi nd the allies necessary to involve Germany in a two-
front or three-front war. France, therefore, must be deprived of the allies it 
required for such a design. Bismarck concentrated his efforts on Austria-
Hungary and Russia. 

 At fi rst, these efforts amounted to no more than vague declarations of 
friendship expressed by the Hohenzollern, Habsburg and Romanov emper-
ors of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia when Bismarck succeeded 
in bringing them together in 1872–1873. Although this   Dreikaiserbund   
(‘League of the Three Emperors’) was far from an alliance, it was neverthe-
less an important achievement for Bismarck because it publicized the fact 
that the rulers of Austria-Hungary and Russia did not regard Germany as an 
international criminal. Moreover, by emphasising the monarchical ties that 
bound together the ruling families of central and eastern Europe, Bismarck 
attained one of his ambitions: to make republican France appear to be the 
entity that threatened the stability of existing regimes in Europe. 

 Bismarck’s satisfaction with his achievement was short-lived. He soon 
recognized that the French had recovered from the war more quickly than 
he had anticipated; a great outpouring of patriotic sentiment enabled the 
French to pay off the indemnity more quickly than anyone had believed 
possible. The next logical step in his programme was to attempt to deprive 
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20 Analysis and assessment

France of its most likely ally by offering Austria-Hungary an alliance with 
Germany. While the French might be able to hold out the possibility of a 
war that could lead to the dismantling of the new German empire, Bis-
marck was able to offer something that they could not: a guarantee against 
attack by Russia. The Austrians, who proved to be more fearful of the pros-
pect of such an attack than they were hopeful of reversing the decision of 
1866, signed an agreement with Germany in 1879  [Doc. 1] . Few would 
have guessed at the time that this ‘Dual Alliance’ between Germany and 
Austria-Hungary would become the most enduring political arrangement 
between the great powers, remaining in effect for almost 40 years. When 
it disappeared, the Habsburg and the Hohenzollern empires disappeared 
along with it. 

 Bismarck had no intention of going to war with Russia in order to preserve 
Austria-Hungary. He always believed that the key to Germany’s security was 
good relations with Russia, and he sought to ensure this by drawing Russia 
into a renewed  Dreikaiserbund  in 1881. The unspoken assumption in this 
arrangement was that both Russia and Austria-Hungary would forego the 
adventurous expansionism in south-eastern Europe that was bound to lead 
them into confl ict; and Bismarck, in order to preserve this state of affairs, 
would act as the ‘honest broker’ in disputes between the two empires. The 
fi nal piece of the puzzle was put into place when Italy joined Germany and 
Austria-Hungary in the Triple Alliance of 1882  [Doc. 2] . 

 The Bismarckian system of alliances was a complicated series of checks 
and balances, but it achieved two essential objects: it effectively deprived 
France of any continental ally and it established the German empire as a 
responsible and respectable state eager to uphold the new status quo. And 
this defensive approach to policy was refl ected in Bismarck’s attitude to 
empire: ‘my map of Africa is here in Europe. Here is Russia and here is 
France and here we are in the middle. That is my map of Africa’ (Craig, 
1980; 116–117). Bismarck’s limited aims and his desire for respectability 
was also refl ected in the conservative nature of the new empire, which was, in 
essence, a coalition of the Prussian monarchy and large landowners  [Doc. 5] . 
These conservative elements had, ultimately, been willing to fi ght the wars 
of unifi cation only because Bismarck had persuaded them that they were 
acting defensively, and that the alternative to his policy was unifi cation from 
below, led by social revolutionaries. The new state, although it did contain 
some representative institutions, retained the essential ingredients of the old 
monarchy, leaving great authority in the hands of the kaiser, especially when 
it came to the making of foreign and defence policy. 

 As eager as the conservatives were to contain social revolution and pre-
serve the old order, the new empire soon began to develop in such a way as to 
make this diffi cult to achieve. Industry, which began to grow quickly, stimu-
lated the development of the middle class – which was likely in the future 
to support liberal ideas of constitutional reform, and of the working class – 
which was likely in the future to support socialist ideas of revolutionary 

Martel, Gordon. Origins of the First World War, Routledge, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=4709836.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:39:56.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



The Great Powers to 1900 21

social change. Both of these forces appeared unsympathetic to the old order. 
Economic development was making the new Germany less rural and more 
urban, whereas the political hierarchy was based upon the old agricultural 
system. The territories of southern Germany, recently incorporated within 
the empire, were richer, more industrial, more densely populated and more 
democratic than Prussia. In spite of Bismarck’s achievements, therefore, 
Germany’s ruling classes felt that there was a latent internal crisis unfold-
ing within the empire as the new classes created by the industrial revolu-
tion came to challenge the basis of the Prusso-German system established in 
1871. Social Democrats ‘are the country’s rats and should be exterminated’ 
Bismarck declared (Gall, 1986 vol. II: 224) 

 Ironically, this fear of a latent crisis ran parallel with a growing sense of 
power – a confusing impression of reality that existed most conspicuously 
in the mind of Wilhelm II, who became kaiser in July, 1888. Throughout 
his reign, which lasted until 1918, Wilhelm was torn between his fears of a 
social revolution and his ambitions to see Germany become a world power. 
But some in Germany, such as the founders of the German Navy League, 
believed ‘the revolution’ could be avoided through the expansion of power: 
‘The workers need   Weltpolitik   for a permanent improvement in their condi-
tions of work. Therefore they should be in favour of the fl eet’ (Eley, 1980: 95). 
By the time Wilhelm acceded to the throne, Germany was the second 
most populous nation in Europe (after Russia), producing more coal, more 
iron and more steel than any other nation on the continent. The kaiser 
believed that Germany’s new power made it possible for it to break free 
from Bismarck’s cautious preservation of the status quo. Wilhelm II was no 
longer interested in playing the role of ‘honest broker’ in disputes between 
the Austrians and the Russians in the near east. The continuing friendship 
with Russia was not to be purchased at the price of limiting German ambi-
tions; in the future such a friendship must recognize Germany’s right to 
expand  [Doc. 6] . 

 Bismarck, who regarded the young kaiser as ‘a hothead who could not 
 hold his tongue , allowed himself to be swayed by fl atterers, and could lead 
Germany into a war without realising or wanting it’ (Röhl, 1998: 741) was 
forced to resign in 1890. The kaiser’s new chancellor, Caprivi, launched 
Germany upon a bold  Neue Kurs  in foreign policy. Germany herself had 
interests to develop in south-eastern Europe and in the Middle East, which 
Wilhelm symbolized by visiting the sultan in Constantinople in 1889 – a 
stark contrast to Bismarck’s earlier declaration that the Balkans were not 
worth ‘the bones of a Pomeranian grenadier’. Germany’s ambitions could 
best be developed by strengthening the alliance with Austria and ceasing to 
worry about the possible repercussions from Russia. Wilhelm gave his per-
sonal assurance to Franz Joseph, the Habsburg emperor, that in any crisis 
Germany would mobilize its forces simultaneously with Austria, no matter 
what the issue; he declined to renew the Reinsurance Treaty of 1887 with Rus-
sia in which the two states had promised not to attack one another  [Doc. 3] . 
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22 Analysis and assessment

The shift from a balanced, tripartite arrangement to one in which Germany 
was increasingly committed to Austria-Hungary was readily apparent to all 
observers. 

 The new course in German policy was undoubtedly instrumental in 
prompting the Russians to consider seriously the French suggestions for 
an alliance; within a year, the French fl eet visited Kronstadt; within two 
years France and Russia constructed a military agreement. Rather than 
destroying the principles upon which the  Neue Kurs  was founded, however, 
this new development in European politics merely served to confi rm them. 
The kaiser, after devouring Mahan’s  Infl uence of Sea Power upon History,  
vowed ‘to learn it by heart’ (Sondhaus, 1997: 189) – as it appeared to lay 
down the principles upon which world power was based. He also agreed 
with the arguments of his general staff that Germany’s military might had 
now reached a level that made it possible to contemplate fi ghting a war on 
two fronts, but that such a scenario made it essential for Germany to have 
an indivisible alliance with Austria-Hungary and an understanding with 
Great Britain. In the summer of 1892,  General Schlieffen , the new chief 
of the general staff, argued that, as a two-front war was now inevitable, 
Germany had to plan accordingly. As a quick defeat of Russia would be 
diffi cult (if not impossible) he proposed to attack France fi rst, defeating it 
quickly and decisively while remaining on the defensive against Russia in 
the east. As long as the  Schlieffen Plan  was in effect it guaranteed that any 
crisis leading to war with Russia would also lead to a German invasion of 
against France. 

 Schlieffen’s strategy required a much larger army and he got one in July 
1893. But there the expansion of the army stopped. By 1900, the German 
army was no larger than the French and 300,000 men smaller than the 
Russian. After the First World War, most of the German military blamed 
the politicians for permitting this relative deterioration of the army to 
occur. In fact, although Schlieffen himself always advocated an increase in 
numbers, not all of his colleagues agreed and, ultimately, the freeze on the 
size of the army was according to the general staff’s own policies, which 
were grounded in their fear of a social revolution. Further expansion of the 
army would have resulted in the admission of ‘bourgeois’ elements into the 
offi cer corps, which would dilute its social exclusiveness while propagat-
ing ideas popular with ‘democratic and other elements . . . not suited to the 
offi cer class’, as General Karl von Einem – war minister, 1903–1909 – put 
it (Berghahn, 1973: 7). Furthermore, an expansion in the number of con-
scripts would mean drawing in more men from the urban proletariat – many 
of whom would be infected with dangerous ideas of socialism. These fears 
would have counted for less had there not been a widespread expectation 
of an impending social confl ict in which the army alone could safeguard the 
monarchical-landowner state; if the troops were socialists, or if they were 
commanded by liberals, the army might prove unwilling to act against revo-
lutionaries in the future. 
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The Great Powers to 1900 23

 German diplomacy refl ected this awkward combination of strength and 
weakness. Germany’s policy was predicated upon the assumption that it 
was strong enough to fi ght a two-front war, but too weak internally to go on 
increasing its army to match those of France and Russia. Wilhelm II and his 
advisors repeatedly resisted opportunities to abandon the principles of the 
new course, preferring instead to bolster it by means of closer connections 
with Austria-Hungary, Italy and Britain. They were increasingly dependent 
on the Austrians who, if they broke away from the alliance, would destroy 
the keystone of the new course. Italy and Britain were important in this 
respect: if Austria-Hungary could be certain that, in the event of a war with 
Russia, Italy would not attack it in the south, and that Britain would neu-
tralize Russia at the Straits and in the Black Sea, then it would be more 
inclined to remain committed to the alliance with Germany. Because Italy 
was competing with France for empire in the Mediterranean, it did not seem 
diffi cult to keep it within the fold of the Triple Alliance. Britain proved more 
diffi cult to persuade. 

 Wilhelm II favoured a closer understanding with Great Britain from the 
beginning of his reign. If Germany’s future lay in the Middle East, through 
south-eastern Europe, Russia was clearly marked as its main competitor. As 
Anglo-Russian antagonism had been the most consistent element in inter-
national relations since the War of Greek Independence in the late 1820s, 
it seemed reasonable to assume that the British would be happy to join 
an anti-Russian coalition. This was to reverse Bismarck’s strategy: he had 
encouraged the Russians to expand into Asia where they would clash with 
the British: ‘It is the aim of German policy to bring about between Russia 
and England hostile, rather than too intimate, relations’ (Fuller, 1922: 14). 
Even with the French alliance, Russia would not be in a position to with-
stand the combined efforts of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Britain along 
its eastern and southern frontiers. This arrangement would be so advan-
tageous to the British, who must recognize the inevitability of an Anglo-
Russian war over the future of Asia, that they should be prepared to make 
concessions to the Germans outside Europe. Such co-operation would sym-
bolize the success of the new course. 

 The British, however, refused throughout the 1890s to be drawn into 
the alliance, and the Germans gradually became convinced that the British 
would be persuaded to join only if the consequences of remaining aloof 
became too dangerous. Herein lies the diplomatic origin of the ‘risk fl eet’: 
Germany could build a naval force strong enough to ensure that Britain 
would not dare run the risk of war with it. This would draw the British into 
the alliance and encourage friendly behaviour in Asia and Africa, where ter-
ritorial concessions would provide the German government with examples 
of the success of its foreign policy. Advocates of German sea power, such 
as  Admiral von Tirpitz [Doc. 10] , also emphasized the defensive advan-
tages of a navy, without which, he argued, Germany was ‘like a mollusc 
without a shell’ (Hale, 1971: 229). Finally, a fl eet-building programme 
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24 Analysis and assessment

offered political advantages inside Germany, by holding out to business-
men engaged in heavy industry the promise of reliable, long-term profi ts 
through the increasing demand for iron and steel. In this way, the monar-
chical state might be able to rely upon the support of industrialists as well 
as landowners. 

 By 1900, therefore, Germany had maintained, and even extended, the prin-
ciples underlying the new course in foreign policy that had begun with the 
accession of Wilhelm II. It had reaffi rmed its commitment to Austria-Hungary, 
developed war plans based on the assumption of a two-front war, and 
increased its interests in the near east and in colonial expansion. Germany 
was the most dynamic element in the international system, and most of its 
leaders were convinced that they were at a cross-roads, one of which led to 
world power and empire, the other to the minor status of a relatively small 
state in the centre of Europe. The question facing Germany, as Bernhard von 
Bülow, the chancellor in 1900 would soon put it, was whether or not it would 
become ‘the hammer or the anvil’ of world politics  [Doc. 11] . 

 The alliance formed between Austria-Hungary and Germany in 1879 
ought to be regarded as one of the most surprising events in modern dip-
lomatic history. It is certainly a mistake to assume that the sharing of 
German language and culture somehow drew the two states together into 
some close political connection; in fact, throughout the fi rst half of the nine-
teenth century, nationality did much more to divide the two empires than 
it did to unite them. The Habsburg rulers of Austria (and then Austria-
Hungary) recognized that any promotion of the idea of nationality as the 
principle upon which states should be erected would doom their empire 
to extinction, and no one saw this more clearly than  Count Clemens von 
Metternich , the leading conservative statesman in Europe from 1815 to 
1848. Metternich defi ned the spirit of diplomacy between the Congress of 
Vienna and the revolutions of 1848 in much the same way that Bismarck 
did between the Schleswig-Holstein crisis and the accession of Wilhelm II. 

 The Habsburg empire owed its creation to traditional dynastic practice; 
it was an empire made by marriage and inheritance, wars and diplomacy, 
and it is best thought of as a loose agglomeration of Habsburg ‘lands’, an 
interconnected series of properties belonging to the ruling family, not as a 
‘nation-state’. Although the Habsburg family and the ruling elite around them 
was German, the empire, by 1815, included Hungarians,  Magyars , Poles, 
Czechs, Slovaks, Romanians, Croatians, Serbs and Italians. The empire may 
have been a state ruled by Germans, but it did not regard itself as a German 
state. Moreover, the Germans of the empire were overwhelmingly Roman 
Catholic – which set them apart from the mainly Lutheran Germans of the 
German empire. 

 Metternich was especially anxious in the years following the Congress 
of Vienna to prevent the idea of a ‘German nation’ from spreading. When 
Napoleon had cobbled together a series of petty principalities, fi efdoms and 
bishoprics in southern Germany into what he had called the ‘Confederation 
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The Great Powers to 1900 25

of the Rhine’, he provided further impetus to the idea being broadcast by 
philosophers like Herder and Fichte that the German people ought to be 
brought together within a single state. These territories remained linked to 
one another after 1815 in the new  German Confederation  to achieve the 
very practical purpose of providing what strategists hoped would be a more 
successful barrier against renewed French expansion than the old, disorgan-
ized German states had been. But the Confederation, designed for practical 
purposes, was soon fulfi lling an ideological one: it became the seed-bed of 
liberal nationalism. Groups of university students,  Burschenschaften , were 
particularly active, thus attracting the attention of Metternich who under-
took to quash their movement. In other words, the Habsburgs were deter-
mined not only to avoid leading the unifi cation of the German people but 
to prevent it altogether. 

 Habsburg policy following 1815, therefore, was guided by a reasonably 
coherent and consistent set of conservative ideas. Metternich supported or 
proposed various interventions on the part of European governments to 
put down liberal and nationalist revolts in Spain, Italy and Greece, on the 
assumption that, if the principle of representative, constitutional, national-
ist regimes took root along the frontiers of the empire, it would be only a 
matter of time before the contagion spread within the empire itself. Ital-
ian nationalism was particularly worrying in this respect. The settlement of 
1815 had awarded Lombardy and Venetia, the two most prosperous and 
highly developed territories of the Italian peninsula, to the Habsburgs. Once 
again, the object was strategic: to provide the Austrians with a more defen-
sible frontier against a renewed French bid for hegemony. The remainder of 
Italy was to remain divided: the small states embodied in the Kingdom 
of Sardinia, Parma, Modena, the Papal States, Tuscany and the Kingdom 
of the Two Sicilies provided the Habsburgs with a sense of security on their 
southern frontier. As long as these political divisions existed, the Italians 
would be in no position to pose a threat. If, on the other hand, the Italians 
demanded, and achieved, the unifi cation of Italian-speaking peoples, this 
would simultaneously deprive the empire of two rich provinces and leave 
it vulnerable to attack from the south. Although the prospect of successful 
revolution caused Metternich to fl ee Vienna in 1848, his system survived 
the challenge. As late as 1860, the empire was surrounded, on three sides, 
by a succession of rather weak states: Bavaria, Saxony and Switzerland to 
the west; Sardinia, Parma, Modena and the Papal States to the south; the 
essentially autonomous Ottoman provinces of Bosnia, Serbia, Wallachia 
and Moldavia to the south and east. The only states in a position to place 
the Habsburg empire in jeopardy were Prussia and Russia, to the north and 
north-east. It is hardly surprising then that nationalism, especially of the 
German and Italian varieties, was perceived to be the main threat to this 
happy state of affairs. 

 The glaring exception to this strategically benefi cial situation was in the 
east, where there loomed the enormous potential of the Russian empire. 
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26 Analysis and assessment

The main reason why Metternich had, in the 1820s, gone along with Tsar 
Alexander I’s rather muddle-headed proposal of a ‘ Holy Alliance ’ of Chris-
tian princes was his desire that Russia should fi rmly adhere to the principle 
of monarchical solidarity. The Holy Alliance became, in effect, a loose asso-
ciation of the Habsburg, Romanov and Hohenzollern emperors to uphold 
the settlement of 1815 in the face of nationalist and liberal pressures. 

 The Greek revolt of 1828 opened a fi ssure between Austria and Russia 
that never closed, and which foreshadowed the future of their relationship 
in south-eastern Europe. When the tsar decided, on the grounds of religious 
principle, to support the demands of the Orthodox Greeks for independ-
ence from the Muslim Turks, Metternich objected. He preferred to treat the 
sultan as a respectable monarch and as a necessary component of the inter-
national system: legal sovereignty and political authority were more impor-
tant than religious identities and linguistic affi liations. Support for Greek 
independence might well unleash similar demands on the part of other sub-
ject peoples – Serbs, Bulgars, Rumanians – in the near east, some of whom 
were to be found in the Habsburg empire. Moreover, if the rather weak and 
remote Turkish regime were to disappear from the Balkans, and if this were 
to be replaced with Russian-sponsored regimes, the Habsburg empire would 
become much more diffi cult to defend. This underlying fear for the future of 
the Balkans proved to be one of the most dominant features in the pattern 
of international relations throughout the nineteenth century. 

 The fi ssure in the Holy Alliance was closed, temporarily, as a result of 
the revolutions of 1848. The Habsburg empire was nearly blown to pieces: 
violence erupted in almost every city, and in Milan, Prague and Budapest, 
nationalist forces seized control, with Italians, Czechs and Hungarians 
leading the demand for independence or autonomy. The Italians and the 
Czechs were suppressed only when the army resorted to the most brutal 
measures. But the strength of the army was not suffi cient to suppress the 
Magyars of Hungary, who were defeated only when the tsar dispatched a 
force of some 200,000 men to assist his fellow monarch. Russia, in con-
trast, remained quiet, practically immune from the upheavals of the year 
of revolution. The conclusion seemed to be that the Habsburg empire was 
going to fi nd it very diffi cult to survive in the face of these disintegrative 
pressures and that it would have to learn to rely more and more on the 
Russians propping it up. 

 The behaviour of Austria during the Crimean war therefore came as 
a shock to Russia. The Russians assumed, after 1848, that the Habsburg 
empire was both weak and friendly. But it proved to be neither. Austria, 
rather than supporting Russia in its war with Britain and France, chose to 
exploit the advantages of the situation in which it found itself: it insisted 
that Russia must withdraw its forces from the principalities of Wallachia 
and Moldavia. If it failed to do so Austria would join Britain and France. 
The Crimean war thus provided the Austrians with the opportunity of barri-
cading the Balkans from further Russian adventures: the principalities were 
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given their independence and re-named Romania; Russian troops were not 
to be permitted to advance through them to Constantinople. With the revo-
lutionaries of 1848 either in prison or in exile, and with the Balkans cut off 
from Russia, Austria appeared, by 1856, to be in a much safer position than 
it had 10 years previously. 

 But the failure of the revolutions of 1848 convinced many nationalists 
in the small states of the Italian peninsula and of the German lands that 
they would never be successfully united from below, that it would take war 
and the connivance of one or two great powers to create a unifi ed state. 
In the Italian case, this meant that the kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia had 
to fi ght the Austrians for control of Lombardy and Venetia, and, if it were 
to succeed in this fi ght, that it needed the active co-operation of France. 
This story is a particularly complicated one, but the result was that Austria 
was defeated in battle, lost the two provinces, and ceased to be an ‘Ital-
ian’ power. There remained, however, a distinctive Italian population in the 
Tyrol, which proved a focal point of future Austro-Italian disputes. 

 Within three years, the Habsburg monarchy had also ceased to be a 
‘German’ power. The war with Prussia in 1866, which Bismarck adroitly 
manoeuvred the Austrians into starting, was really a struggle to determine 
the future of Germany: whether the German states were to be united under 
the aegis of Prussia, or whether they would remain a loose association of 
independent entities, informally presided over by Austria. Defeat on the bat-
tlefi eld was quick, decisive and fi nal, and after 1866 it was clear that Austria 
was no longer in a position to compete with Prussia as an equal. Bismarck’s 
moderate peace terms (in contrast with the harsh terms imposed on France 
fi ve years later) refl ected the real purpose of the war: the German Confed-
eration was to be dissolved and Austria was to be excluded from German 
affairs. If Austria were to seek revenge, therefore, it would not be to recover 
‘national’ territory or to relieve the burden of harsh fi nancial and military 
terms; a war of revenge would mean that Austria had decided to renew the 
fi ght to establish predominance within Germany. 

 The perfect opportunity for a war of revenge came in 1870 when Prussia 
went to war with France. But the Austrians did not take advantage of the 
opportunity; instead, they stood by and waited to see if the French could 
succeed in turning back the Prussians on their own. There was always the 
chance that France could, in essence, fi ght Austria’s battle: if Prussia were 
soundly defeated its newly-established predominance in the German states 
of the old confederation would surely evaporate. When this possibility was 
destroyed on the battlefi eld, so were any remaining Austrian dreams of a 
recovery in Germany. Austria’s acceptance of the new German empire as 
an irreversible feature of European politics constituted one of the essential 
foundations of international relations between 1871 and 1914. 

 The events of 1866–1870 had thus caused a profound re-evaluation of 
Austria’s position in Europe; they also caused Austria to be transformed 
into ‘Austria-Hungary’, often referred to as the ‘ Dual Monarchy ’. Following 
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the loss of Lombardy to Piedmont in 1859, the emperor had attempted to 
strengthen the empire by creating a representative assembly, the  Reichsrat . 
This reform failed to satisfy the leading nationalities of the empire, however: 
the Magyars, Italians and Croatians boycotted it; the Czechs, Poles, Serbs 
and Slovenians opposed it; the new assembly proved unworkable and was 
held partly responsible for the military failure of 1866. The following year a 
new system was introduced, a compromise ( Ausgleich ) that transformed the 
empire into an association of two autonomous states, Austria and Hungary, 
which were to share the Habsburg emperor as their head of state. They were 
to have a common foreign policy, defence and fi nances, and a unique – and 
cumbersome – process was created to accomplish this. Every 10 years the 
two states were to agree on the expenses necessary to sustain their com-
mon foreign policy and defence; the ministers of foreign affairs, defence and 
fi nance were to be jointly appointed to both states, and these ministers were 
to meet once a year with the ‘Delegations’ (executive committees) drawn 
from each of the two parliaments – which communicated with one another 
only in writing. 

 The system of 1867, which was untidy and invited dispute, was manage-
able only because the common ministerial council (a cabinet, in effect) was 
not responsible to parliament, but to the emperor, and because emergency 
decrees provided that the council could govern for some time without the 
support of the legislatures. The council operated under the direct control of 
the emperor, bringing together the ministries of foreign affairs, war, fi nance 
and the army and navy. The ‘foreign minister’ actually had the title of ‘Min-
ister des k.u.k. [imperial and royal] Hauses und des Äuβern’ which meant 
that he was the fi rst minister of the House of Habsburg but was also respon-
sible for administering the emperor’s foreign policy. He was thus the most 
powerful civilian in the government (Fried, 2014: 6). 

 The hope of accommodating the Magyars of Hungary to the empire was 
the primary objective of these new constitutional arrangements. Austrian 
strategists believed that the threat of a renewed revolution in Hungary had 
forced them to fi ght with a severe handicap against the Italians in 1859 and 
against the Prussians in 1866. But permitting the Magyars to take the place 
of equals within the empire inevitably led to some fundamental changes 
in policy. The Magyars were not interested in the states of western and 
northern Germany and they were unwilling to make any sacrifi ces for the 
recovery of the monarchy’s position there. This made an improvement in 
relations with the new German empire much easier to achieve after 1867. 
On the other hand, the Magyars and the Germans alike were sensitive to the 
fact that almost one-half of the people of the empire were Slavic, which led 
them to fear that the spread of Panslavism would lead to the dismember-
ment of the newly constituted Dual Monarchy. Given these attitudes, it is 
not surprising that the earlier tendency of Austria to see Russia as an enemy 
was confi rmed, while the defeat at the hands of Prussia was soon forgotten 
or overlooked. 
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The Great Powers to 1900 29

 The alliance with Germany that was signed in 1879 was the logical cul-
mination of this new direction in the policy of Austria-Hungary  [Doc. 1] . 
An alliance with a strong Germany now seemed to offer the best protec-
tion against Russia. Once Russia was defi ned as the principal threat to the 
Dual Monarchy, Austria-Hungary became anxious to expand its alliance 
with Germany to include Italy. The Austrians had been compelled, when 
fi ghting the Prussians in 1866, to keep a large army in the south; although 
they had defeated the Piedmontese forces at the second battle of Custoza, 
their ability to defend themselves against the Prussians had been seriously 
hindered, and they were forced to cede most of Venetia to a united Italy 
in 1866. As the same dilemma would almost certainly confront them if 
they ever went to war with Russia, the Austrians were eager to ensure that 
their southern frontier would not need to be defended. If, by means of the 
Triple Alliance, Italian ambitions could be turned in the direction of France 
and the Mediterranean, the Italian population of the Dual Monarchy was 
less likely to prove troublesome. Italy was welcomed into the alliance in 
1882  [Doc. 2] . 

 Austrian foreign policy had, since the Congress of Vienna, been a tangle 
of complicated and often confl icting interests in Germany, Italy and on the 
eastern and southern frontiers; now its policy became unusually simple and 
straightforward. The aim of the Dual Monarchy was to protect itself from 
disintegrating through the pressures being placed upon it by the forces of 
Panslavism and Balkan nationalism. While some considered a multinational 
empire to be an anachronism in an age of nationalism, the  Emperor Franz 
Joseph  saw things differently: 

 The Monarchy is not an artifi cial creation but an organic body. It is a 
place of refuge, an asylum for all those fragmented nations scattered 
over central Europe who, if left to their own resources would lead a 
pitiful existence, becoming the plaything of more powerful neighbours. 

 (Beller, 1996: 186). 

 Austria-Hungary became the leading supporter of the status quo in the 
Middle East – a policy that culminated in two ‘Mediterranean’ agreements 
with Italy and Britain in February/March and December of 1887. The Aus-
trians were as eager as the Germans and the Italians to draw Britain into the 
Triple Alliance; but by 1896, after repeated refusals on the part of Britain, 
the Austrians came to believe that they were running too many risks for the 
sake of Britain and they declined to renew the Mediterranean agreement. In 
its place they substituted an arrangement with Russia in May, 1897 whereby 
the two powers agreed neither to disturb the status quo in the Balkans, nor 
to permit anyone else to do so; the Balkans were, for the next 10 years, ‘put 
on ice’. By 1900, Austria was fi rmly committed to the Triple Alliance – but 
as long as the Balkans remained quiet and Russia behaved cautiously, it was 
most unlikely that the connection with Germany would lead the Austrians 
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to undertake an adventurous policy. ‘My policy,’ Franz Joseph explained, ‘is 
one of peace. Everyone must adapt to this policy’ (Bled, 1992: 292). 

 No less surprising than the decision of Austria-Hungary to join Germany 
in the Dual Alliance of 1879 was the decision of Italy to join Austria-Hungary 
in the Triple Alliance of 1882. The Austrians had led the opposition to 
Italian unifi cation throughout the nineteenth century: the Italian lands of 
Lombardy and Venetia were recaptured from the Austrians only by force 
of arms, and the Austrians had frequently intervened against the liberal 
and constitutional movements in the peninsula since 1815. A considerable 
change in outlook was necessary in order for the Italians to overlook the 
recent past. 

 Moreover, Italian unifi cation had not been completed in the wars of 1859 
or 1866;   Italia irredenta   (‘unredeemed Italy’) remained. The Austrians con-
tinued to hold on to the Tyrol, Trieste and Fiume – all areas densely popu-
lated by Italians. In the eyes of some, therefore, Austria remained Italy’s 
principal enemy. But others had grievances against France. In exchange for 
French assistance to Piedmont-Sardinia in the war of 1859 against Aus-
tria, the Piedmontese had ceded Nice and Savoy – each with sizeable Italian 
populations – to France. Some nationalists believed that Italy would not 
be complete until these territories were recaptured. The French had also 
damaged themselves in Italian opinion by maintaining and defending the 
papal possessions in and around Rome; in 1867 they had actually fought 
off an attack led by Giuseppe  Garibaldi , the great Italian patriot, and then 
sent him into exile. Only when the French needed all available manpower 
in their war with Prussia in 1870 did they withdraw their troops from 
Rome, thereby permitting the Italians to capture it. In northern Italy, there-
fore, there remained lingering grievances against both Austria-Hungary and 
France, although most nationalists felt that the grievances against France 
were rather minor by comparison. 

 Dreams of neo-Roman greatness in the Mediterranean divided Italy from 
France more than the hope of recapturing Nice and Savoy, more than the 
issue of French troops guarding the papacy. One of the symbols of the Ital-
ian   Risorgimento   (‘resurgence’) was the past greatness of Rome, which 
seemed to show what the Italian people could achieve if they were united 
with one another and free from foreign interference. Even the most fervent 
nationalists did not go so far as to suggest that it was possible to re-establish 
the Roman empire in Europe, but they did believe that Italy had a spe-
cial mission to spread civilization – and the Mediterranean territories of 
north Africa, where the Ottoman empire was steadily disintegrating, offered 
an attractive site for the demonstration of Italy’s renewed greatness. The 
strongest component of Italian imperialism was backward-looking: visions 
of a  mare nostrum  were always stronger than coldly rational calculations 
of fi nancial and economic benefi ts. ‘There is something greater than mate-
rial interests’ declared the Prime Minister, Francesco Crispi, responding to 
critics of his colonial aspirations in 1888: ‘this bourgeois habit of always 
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counting the cost is unpatriotic’ the dignity of Italy ‘and the interests of 
civilisation’ required that Italy succeed in its imperial mission (Lowe and 
Marzari, 1975: 57). 

 Italy, following unifi cation, was more concerned with questions of pres-
tige and status than was any other great power. Indeed, the fundamental 
question facing Italy after 1866 was whether or not it was in fact a ‘great’ 
power. Italy had been united by war, but not by victories: defeats on the 
battlefi eld were compensated for by victories in diplomacy. Judged by any 
measurable criteria Italy was certainly ‘the least of the Great Powers’ in 
1900: it had the smallest army; it was the least populous; its iron and steel 
production was not only the smallest, but amounted to only one-fi fth of 
Austria-Hungary’s, and one-tenth of Russia’s. Italy was still an agricultural 
nation, yet did not produce enough food to feed itself; the railway system 
was undeveloped and inadequate; ports had not been modernized; it could 
not supply its own energy needs. It is diffi cult to believe that Italy could be 
regarded as a great power when Spain and Belgium were not; and yet Italian 
politicians were determined to achieve this status by behaving in the way 
that a great power was supposed to behave. 

 An empire in the Mediterranean would go far to establishing Italy’s claim 
to great-power status, and this was the essential factor in drawing Italy into 
the combination with Austria-Hungary and Germany. While membership 
in the Triple Alliance by itself did much to support Italy’s claim to this sta-
tus, the terms of the 1882 agreement were highly attractive to Italy. In return 
for promising to support Germany were Germany to be attacked by France, 
Italy received a guarantee of German and Austrian support should France 
attack it. The only real concession that Italy made to its alliance partners 
was the promise to remain neutral if one of them came to be engaged in a 
war with a single power: in other words, Italy would not take advantage of 
a war between Austria-Hungary and Russia to attack the Austrians in the 
hope of redeeming Tyrol, Trieste and Fiume. In this fi rst phase of the alli-
ance, Italy’s role was clearly defensive  [Doc. 2] . 

 But Italy, in spite of the practical limitations it faced, had great ambitions. 
The original version of the Triple Alliance, which did nothing to promise 
that any of these ambitions would be fulfi lled, would have to be revised if 
Italy were to succeed in fulfi lling the dream of expanding along the southern 
shores of the Mediterranean. Some hint of this was given in 1887 when the 
Triple Alliance was renewed and a new agreement was arranged between 
Italy and Austria-Hungary that promised ‘reciprocal compensations’ should 
the status quo of the Balkans be altered. This did something to satisfy Italian 
hopes of expanding along the shore of the Adriatic. More encouraging still 
was a new agreement with Germany that promised both military assistance 
to Italy, should it become embroiled in a war with France over Tunis or 
Morocco, and diplomatic assistance in securing for Italy improvements in 
its frontier security and maritime position: i.e., the irredentist claims against 
France in Nice, Savoy and Corsica, and the Mediterranean ambitions in 
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Tunis. After 1887, it appears that Italy stood to make substantial gains in 
the event of hostilities with France or a disturbance of the Balkan status 
quo. Italy was not one of the states determined to uphold the current territo-
rial and political arrangements in Europe. 

 Italy’s ambitions were limited only by a lack of power and a vulnerable 
geographical position. In spite of the favourable diplomatic arrangements 
with Germany and Austria-Hungary, few Italians believed that they could 
afford to engage in a war in which Great Britain was an enemy. Many of 
Italy’s largest cities (Naples, Palermo, Genoa, Venice) were open to naval 
bombardment; much of the railway system (as underdeveloped as this was) 
hugged the coastline; it depended on maritime commerce to make up for 
its inability to feed herself and for the absence of coal supplies with which 
to fuel its industry. Italy had to be certain, therefore, that in a war with 
France it could count on British assistance or at least its neutrality. This 
hope seemed to have been realized in the Mediterranean agreement of Feb-
ruary 1887 which, although referring rather vaguely to consultation and 
co-operation, did draw Italy and Britain closer together. Italy, even more 
than Austria-Hungary and Germany, wanted Britain to join the Triple 
Alliance. 

 The question facing Italy in 1900 was whether or not its continued mem-
bership in the Triple Alliance would enable it to fulfi l some of its ambitious 
plans for expansion. As long as Britain remained even an informal friend of 
the alliance it seemed a useful instrument. But, were Britain to switch sides, 
it would be a dangerous policy for Italy to run the risk of a war with both 
Britain and France. The other members of the Triple Alliance were keenly 
aware that Italy always had the alternative of joining France and Russia and 
focusing its ambitions in the Tyrol and the Adriatic rather than in the Medi-
terranean. Italy was apparently locked into the Triple Alliance; in reality it 
would be tempted to disengage if it appeared too dangerous or if a more 
attractive offer were made. 

 The Dual Alliance 

 The joining together of France and Russia in the Dual Alliance of 1894 
was a revolutionary event in the history of European diplomacy, and one 
that fundamentally altered the pattern of relations. Few observers had 
believed such an alliance to be possible. Philosophically, France and Rus-
sia represented opposite ends of the political spectrum: France stood for 
revolution and republicanism, Russia for stability and despotism. Nor 
was this clash of ideas purely symbolic. Russian statesmen believed that 
all threats to the tsarist regime and to the stability of European politics 
emanated from Paris; French statesmen believed that their republican sys-
tem and a morally legitimate European order would always be imperilled 
by the existence of the Russian  autocracy . Nor were these fears purely 
imaginary: France had invaded Russia twice during the nineteenth century, 
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in 1812 and in 1854; Russia had led the anti-revolutionary movement, 
creating the Holy Alliance in 1815 and crushing the Hungarian revolution 
in 1848. When the two states committed themselves to assist one another 
if either were to be attacked, therefore, they implicitly announced the tri-
umph of interests over ideas. In order to understand the origins of the First 
World War it is essential to understand what these interests were and how 
each of these two great powers believed their alliance would provide for 
their achievement. 

 Foreign observers of nineteenth-century Russia were invariably struck 
by two features of Russia as a great power. Those from western Europe, 
especially from Britain and France, were struck by the nature of the tsarist 
autocracy, which seemed to them to give a distinctive coloration to Russian 
foreign policy, designed as it was to uphold the legitimacy of the regime. 
They were also sensitive to the enormous power of Russia, although observ-
ers from central Europe, especially from Prussia and Austria, were more 
likely to be fascinated by this feature. Whether this power was real or imag-
ined, and whether or not the autocratic nature of the Russian regime pre-
determined the direction of its policy, were crucial questions for European 
diplomats in the late nineteenth century. 

 The part played by Russia in the destruction of the empire of Napoleon 
I contributed enormously to its reputation as a great power up to the time 
of the Crimean War. Although Napoleon had defeated each of the states of 
continental Europe and proven himself invulnerable to the continuing hos-
tility of Great Britain, his  grande armée  had been annihilated when he had 
attempted to invade Russia. From the original invasion force of 600,000 
only 100,000 had returned. Europeans as a whole drew two conclusions 
from this, the most destructive military episode in European history before 
the First World War: that the territorial expanse of Russia was so immense 
that a successful invasion was almost unimaginable; and that the population 
of Russia was so huge that it could suffer the most appalling losses and live 
to fi ght another day. Thus, although Napoleon penetrated as far as Mos-
cow, and although he managed to capture the city, and although Russia lost 
200,000 men in a single battle at Borodino, Russia was not defeated. Within 
three years of Napoleon launching his invasion of Russia, it had 30,000 
Russian troops participating in the allied occupation of France. 

 The advantages in population and territory that had enabled Russia to 
withstand the French invasion persisted, or grew, throughout the century. 
Her territory dwarfed that of continental Europe. Her population, in 1900, 
numbered twice that of its nearest rival, Germany, and was almost equal to 
the combined population of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy. In 1900, 
the Russian empire comprised some 16 million square miles and contained 
approximately 125 million people. 

 The raw components of power seemed to suggest that Russia was capa-
ble of overwhelming any potential opponents on the European continent, 
and the Germans and Austrians were certainly sensitive to the dangerous 
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proximity of the Russian giant. But power, in order to be effectively applied, 
depends on more than size alone, and here contemporaries in 1900 were 
much less certain about the actual strength of Russia. Modern armies and 
navies were in the process of becoming industrial machines. They required 
railways and coal to move them, iron and steel to arm and supply them, 
and, in these components of power, Russia fell noticeably behind the other 
great powers. In 1910, European Russia had less than one-tenth the length 
of railway per square kilometre of Britain or Germany. In 1900 its coal pro-
duction was one-half that of Austria-Hungary, one-tenth that of Germany; 
its pig-iron production amounted to 40 per cent of the German, 33 per cent 
of the British; steel production to 30 per cent of the British, 20 per cent of 
the German. Given Russia’s limited industrial development, it was question-
able whether it would be able to utilize its advantage in manpower, and it 
was clear that the most diffi cult military operation to mount would be one 
that required going quickly onto the offensive. 

 Critics of the regime blamed Russia’s weakness on its autocratic system of 
government. In the decade prior to the revolution of 1905, a wide range of 
opposition groups emerged, all of them demanding fundamental changes in 
the nature of the regime. Marxists established the Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party in 1898, which aimed to overthrow the tsar by harnessing the 
revolutionary potential of the proletariat. Liberals published a newspaper, 
 Liberation , beginning in 1902, and organized the Union of Liberation in 
1904, which aimed to abolish the autocracy and establish constitutional 
government. Populists united several factions in 1901 when they organized 
the Party of Socialist Revolutionaries, dedicated to the triumph of the ‘will 
of the people’ which was to be achieved through the use of terror and by 
mobilizing the peasant masses of the countryside. 

 Political opposition and social movements were not the only threats to 
Russia’s future as a great power. The very things that made Russia so fright-
ening to outsiders – enormous population and a vast territory – might also 
tear it apart. The 1897 census showed that non-Russians outnumbered the 
Russians: 55.7 per cent of 122.6 million people were not Russian, including 
over 13 million Turkic people of Islamic faith. Catholic Poles cherished their 
religion and their national identity; during the Russo-Japanese war a leading 
Polish nationalist (Pilsudski) attempted to secure Japanese arms and aid in 
order to rise up against Russian rule; in August 1914 he would raise a legion 
in Galicia to fi ght the tsarist armies. 

 As varied as these opposition groups were, and in spite of their political 
and cultural differences with one another, they were nevertheless united in 
their belief that social justice was impossible under the tsarist autocracy. 
Moreover, they believed that Russia could never be transformed into a mod-
ern state as long as the tsar and his landowning aristocracy remained in 
control. Thus, the Russian people would continue to fi nd themselves at the 
mercy of their better-organized and better-equipped neighbours, as they had 
during the invasions of 1812 and 1854. 
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 The tsar, by contrast, rested much of his right to govern on the claim 
that he and his ancestors were responsible for the creation of the Russian 
state, and that the autocracy, in alliance with the gentry, was essential to 
the maintenance and defence of the state. This claim made the tsar and his 
advisers peculiarly sensitive to international questions. If the regime suffered 
a defeat in diplomacy, the reverberations might shake the autocracy to its 
foundations: disenchantment within Russia was most intense in the imme-
diate aftermath of disastrous foreign adventures – following the Crimean 
war of 1855–1856, the war with Turkey of 1877–1878, and the war with 
Japan in 1905. Tsar Nicholas II was fully aware of the dangers involved 
in any policy of adventure, and he led the international movement to hold 
the world’s fi rst disarmament conference in 1898. One Belgian newspaper 
prophesied that in the future he would come to be known as ‘Nicholas the 
Pacifi c’, while a winner of the Nobel Peace Prize admired him as one of 
the world’s great pacifi sts (Neiberg, 2011: 41). The disastrous war against 
Japan in 1905 made the tsar even more determined to avoid confl ict, if at all 
possible. But he remained aware that his other claim to authority, his leader-
ship of the Christians of the Orthodox church, would suffer if he failed to 
act on behalf of his brethren when they were endangered by the Muslims of 
the Ottoman empire. Too cautious a policy might be as dangerous as one 
that was too adventurous. 

 These twin claims to authority – the traditional powers of the monarch 
and the leadership of the orthodox church – neatly fused together in the 
Holy Alliance created by Tsar Alexander I in 1815. The alliance, which was 
a largely informal arrangement, initially included Russia, Austria and Prus-
sia, and was supposed to guarantee that Christian principles would provide 
the foundation for rule in these states, and that the monarchs would work 
together to maintain peace and justice. Monarchical solidarity was to take 
the place of revolutionary republicanism and nationalism, while the right to 
rule was to be based on Christianity rather than the Rights of Man or the 
General Will. In the years following the Congress of Vienna, Russia came to 
be regarded as the bastion of reaction, and the upheavals that did occur – in 
Spain, in Italy and even in Germany – were far removed from its frontiers. 
Never was the strength of tsarist rule so vividly demonstrated as in 1848, 
when, practically free from the revolutionary uprisings that swept across 
Europe, Tsar Nicholas I was able to dispatch 130,000 troops to assist the 
Habsburg emperor in crushing the Hungarian revolt. 

 The idea of the Holy Alliance was an attractive one to Russia, both because 
it upheld the principle of the Christian monarchy and because it offered 
protection against attack from its neighbours. The so-called alliance also 
appeared to provide a barrier against revolutionary infection from western 
Europe or against another Napoleon. It should not be surprising to discover, 
therefore, that some Russians in the decades before 1914 longed for a return 
to the peace and security of the Holy Alliance and its policy of co-operation 
with Germany and Austria. 
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 In spite of the alliance, an underlying tension between Russia and Austria 
emerged early in the nineteenth century, as the growing aspirations of Balkan 
Christians to set themselves free from Turkish rule and form their own 
states began to distinguish the politics of south-eastern Europe  [Doc. 21] . 
Where Austria, following Metternich’s principles, preferred to suppress 
upheavals and crush revolutions of any kind, Russia usually chose to sup-
port the demands of the Christians. This policy led to a particularly acute 
difference of opinion over the question of Greek independence in 1827. The 
tsar’s inherited role of protector of the Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman 
empire also led to war with France and Britain in 1854, when Nicholas 
I came to believe that  Napoleon III  was attempting to replace him as the 
spokesman for Christians at Constantinople; if this new Napoleonic strat-
egy were to succeed, it might end with the sultan becoming the puppet of 
France and Britain. But where this would seem to have reinforced Russia’s 
determination to rely upon the Holy Alliance against the western powers, 
the Crimean War destroyed that arrangement as an alternative strategy for 
Russia. Austria refused to act as the friend of Russia – in spite of Russian 
intervention having saved it from dissolution six years earlier – and took 
advantage of its position to exploit the situation to its own advantage. 
During the war, and at the peace conference, Austria demonstrated that 
the principle of monarchical solidarity no longer mattered to it, that it was 
more concerned with restraining Russian ambitions in the Balkans and in 
the Black Sea. 

 After the Treaty of Paris brought the Crimean War to a close in 1856, 
Russian foreign policy became more ‘realistic’, less concerned with princi-
ples such as monarchical solidarity and orthodox rights, more concerned 
with the interests and the security of the Russian state. The Crimean War 
had shown that Russia was more vulnerable to attack than the precedent 
of the Napoleonic invasion had indicated; France and Britain had avoided 
the disasters of 1812 by attacking in the south through the Straits. The 
naval strength of the western allies had enabled them to control the lines of 
communication and supply, which were practically invulnerable to counter-
attack from Russia, and almost impervious to the Russian winter. Thus, the 
treaty of 1856 had attempted to perpetuate Russia’s exposed position by 
‘neutralising’ the Black Sea, by disallowing both Russian and Turkish war-
ships from operating there. Like most neutrality arrangements, this one gave 
the victors – France and Britain – a distinct advantage. 

 The lessons of the Crimean War laid new foundations for Russian for-
eign policy. Austria now came to be regarded as unreliable or unfriendly, 
while Britain emerged as Russia’s most important competitor. The politi-
cal course of the war led to the conclusion that the British, and not the 
Russians or the French, had achieved paramount infl uence at Constan-
tinople. Moreover, Britain’s strategy in the eastern Mediterranean made 
it appear that it was willing to use this infl uence to threaten Russia in 
the Black Sea whenever it found it useful to do so. The new  realism  in 
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Russian policy meant establishing a counterpoise to Britain in the Black 
Sea by undertaking a forward policy in central Asia in order to threaten the 
British empire in India. Possession of disparate, unruly and diffi cult-to-
manage properties in central Asia created a dynamic of its own for Russia: 
according to one strategist, every time the Russian military succeeded in 
‘pacifying’ a tribe ‘Russia was exposed to attack from the peoples who lived 
on the other side of the frontier cordon’ (McMeekin, 2011: 14). 

 The new realism also meant working closely with Bismarck. Prussia had 
not joined the Crimean coalition and, especially after the Austro-Prussian 
war of 1866, seemed to offer a useful counterpoise to Austria. A strong 
tradition of friendship with Prussians existed at the Russian court (where 
many nobles were married to Germans); Prussia seemed to have no ambi-
tions in the Balkans or in the Black Sea, and the two states had a history of 
co-operation in subduing their Polish subjects whenever trouble broke out. 
Russia’s new realistic approach was rewarded in 1870 when, in return for 
remaining neutral during the Franco-Prussian war, Bismarck led the way in 
securing international agreement to the annulment of the Black Sea clauses. 
As long as Bismarck was prepared to keep a close rein on Austria in the 
Balkans and to act as the ‘honest broker’ in Austro-Russian arguments, 
the Russians were happy to co-operate with him – a state of affairs that 
was most clearly symbolized when Alexander II and Franz Joseph met with 
William I in Berlin and declared their friendship in the  Dreikaiserbund  
(Three Emperors’ League) of 1871. 

 But the meeting of the three emperors did not renew the Holy Alliance. 
After the betrayal of 1854–1856, Russia would never again trust Austria, 
and, insofar as Russian policy retained any ideological foundation, this 
moved away from monarchical solidarity and in the direction of panslav-
ism, away from ‘Europe’ towards ‘Asia’. Dostoevsky’s Russian nationalism, 
for example, led him to condemn Europe as the land of the bourgeoisie 
and the Jews, which contrasted with ‘the protesting Russian soul, to which 
European culture . . . has always, ever since Peter, been hateful’ (Williams, 
1997: 14). The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed the rise of 
the ‘Slavic idea’ which saw Russia as a state culturally and politically dis-
tinct from the states of western and central Europe. Russia, according to 
this view, had an historic mission to protect and promote – perhaps even 
to unite – all Slav peoples, which meant defending the interests of Bulgars, 
Serbs and Montenegrins. 

 The panslav idea, which was a more extreme, modernized, version of 
the older notion of an Orthodox brotherhood of believers, became increas-
ingly popular among Russia’s educated classes, even though it would lead to 
antagonism with both the Ottoman and Habsburg empires. The most infl u-
ential publicist of the movement, Danilevskii, insisted in his popular  Russia 
and Europe  that Russia could only serve its interests by joining forces with 
other Slavs in a protracted military struggle against rest of Europe. Russia 
was too strong and powerful to be merely one of the great European powers, 
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  Figure 2.1   Three emperors and their foreign ministers 
 © Liszt Collection/Heritage Images/Getty Images 

and could occupy ‘a place worthy of herself and Slavdom’ only as the ‘head 
of a special independent system of states and by serving as a counterweight 
to Europe as a whole’ (Thaden, 1964: 111). When Wilhelm II acceded to the 
throne in 1888 and quickly launched Germany on its new course in foreign 
policy, a large part of which involved the expansion of German interests in 
the Ottoman empire and more straightforward support of Austria-Hungary, 
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the Germanophiles in Russia found it increasingly diffi cult to maintain the 
connection with Germany in the face of these slavophile sentiments. 

 The new course in German policy also refl ected the changing nature of 
the balance of power in Europe, which further altered Russia’s perception 
of the position it occupied in that balance. Germany’s decisive victory over 
France in 1870–1871 showed that it was now the pre-eminent military state 
on the continent and, over the next 20 years, the gap between Germany and 
France continued to grow. Russia’s professional diplomatists increasingly 
became convinced that Germany intended to harness this new strength; and, 
if Germany crushed France altogether, it would be free to pursue a much 
more aggressive policy in the east. This was particularly true given the signs 
that the Habsburg empire was being transformed into a German satellite, 
rather than an equal partner, and that Britain was co-operating with the 
Triple Alliance in the Middle East and in the Mediterranean. A strong and 
independent France, even if it did follow the dangerous creed of republi-
canism, was seen by Russian diplomats as a necessary counterbalance to 
German power. Overcoming a century of tradition, therefore, Russia agreed 
in 1891 to the principles of an alliance with France  [Doc. 7] , and then, 
in 1893–1894, to a military convention that provided for mutual defence 
against a German attack, or an Austrian attack (on Russia) that was sup-
ported by Germany, or an Italian attack (on France) that was supported by 
Germany  [Doc. 8] . 

 The French found it as diffi cult to overcome their aversion to the tsarist 
autocracy as the Russians had found it to overcome their horror of revo-
lutionary republicanism. Throughout the nineteenth century, no state had 
so clearly symbolized the decadence of the  ançien régime  as Russia. The 
Russian emperor claimed that his right to rule came from God, whereas 
both Napoleon I and Napoleon III claimed that their mandate came from 
the people. Russia was still stuck in the mire of unenlightened, theocratic 
ideas: the Orthodox church was the most backward in Europe; no repre-
sentative institutions existed whereby the people could make their wishes 
known; ordinary people were treated as chattels, not as citizens. ‘Barba-
rism lit by gas’ was how one French politician (Gambetta) saw Russia 
as late as the 1880s (Bury, 1982: 193). The French came to believe that 
an implicit connection existed between the survival of the autocracy in 
Russia and the unregenerate nature of the whole European system. The 
failure of the principles of the French revolution could be traced to the 
strength of the tsarist regime; its disappearance could open the door to a 
new Europe. 

 In the nineteenth century, Paris became the home of Russian revolution-
aries: anarchists, nihilists and communists organized secret societies, pub-
lished newspapers, and plotted the overthrow of the tsar, none of which 
could have happened without the tacit support of the French government – 
as the kaiser delighted in pointing out to the tsar  [Doc. 6] . The cause of Pol-
ish nationalism, in particular, was close to many French hearts; the partition 
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of Poland in the era before the French Revolution, carried out by the despots 
of the east against the wishes of the Polish people, symbolized the wicked-
ness of the old regime. France became the champion of the cause of Polish 
independence and the home of the movement. When the people of Paris 
erupted in the fi nal days of the Franco-Prussian war and formed a revo-
lutionary commune, and when this was followed by the establishment of 
the third French Republic, it seemed to confi rm the impression that France 
would always be infl ammable, chaotic and fanatical. 

 Bismarck certainly counted on this continuing to be the case. Assuming 
that the French would do anything to avenge the humiliating defeat they 
had suffered at the hands of the Prussians, he regarded Russian fears of 
revolution as one of the tools he could use to keep them away from the 
French. Moreover, the habitual instability of the French political system 
ought to provide insurance against a cohesive national campaign to recover 
their strength. Although the Franco-Russian alliance proved that differences 
in political ideology were not suffi cient to overcome calculations based on 
strategic interest, the idea that France was in decline before the First World 
War, and that this was one of the fundamental factors that determined the 
international politics of the period, has become indelibly etched upon the 
history of Europe from 1871 to 1914. 

 Like most legends, that of French decline has much to support it. At the 
time of the Franco-Prussian war, the two states had been roughly equal in 
population, but by 1914 Germany was almost double the size of France – 
which was now only slightly larger than Italy, and somewhat smaller than 
Austria-Hungary. In both iron and steel production France and Germany 
were equals in 1870–1871, but by 1914 France produced only 30 per cent 
as much iron and only 25 per cent as much steel. The balance that had 
appeared to exist when the Franco-Prussian war broke out had clearly dis-
appeared by 1914. Contemporary observers concluded that France was no 
longer in a position to dominate Europe, and that its place as the leading 
European power had been taken over by Germany. 

 But the weakness of France is easily exaggerated, and it is important to 
recognize that few Frenchmen believed their nation to be fi nished as a great 
power in the era before 1914. The French people in general – and repub-
licans in particular – attributed the defeat of 1870–1871 to the corruption 
and incompetence of Napoleon III and his advisers. According to this view, 
France and Prussia had been equals in 1870–1871, so defeat on the bat-
tlefi eld was not predetermined by factors beyond anyone’s control; on the 
contrary, the politicians of the Second Empire (and those they appointed to 
positions of military command) had been corrupted by their appetite for 
wealth and power. The leaders of the new republic denounced their pre-
decessors as depraved seekers of pleasure and luxury; they sought instead 
to create a regime that would be moral, effi cient and unifi ed, a regime in 
which all Frenchmen could take pride and which, consequently, would ben-
efi t from a renewed patriotic fervour. 
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 The fi rst problem confronting the new republic was the payment of the 
huge indemnity provided for in the Treaty of Frankfurt; until this was paid, 
a German army of occupation would remain in France. Bismarck had hoped 
that the indemnity would throw French fi nances into such disorder as to 
make their recovery long and hard. The French people, however, unlike 
the Germans after 1919, chose to regard payment as a matter of national 
honour and, against all expectations, paid the indemnity in a little over two 
years – six months ahead of schedule. Nor did this impoverish the nation. 
Over the next 40 years the French showed that, in spite of their lagging 
industrial productivity, they enjoyed suffi cient reserves of capital (as a result 
of the national preoccupation with saving rather than spending) to remain a 
leading participant in the European economy. Iron and steel do not account 
for everything, and the ability of the Paris  bourse  to fl oat loans was an 
important factor in the events that led up to the Franco-Russian alliance. 

 French money also made it possible to expand and modernize the army 
with unexpected speed, and to an extent that frightened Bismarck. Within a 
year of the French defeat, the new republican Chamber of Deputies agreed 
that they could afford to introduce compulsory fi ve-year military service for 
all men between the ages of 20 and 40. For the next 30 years, France con-
sistently spent more money on its army than Germany did, and at least twice 
as much on its navy. By 1900, France’s regular army was slightly larger than 
Germany’s. The tremendous growth of Germany’s economy and population 
undoubtedly provided it with a potential greater than that of France – but 
this might count for little if it could be defeated quickly on the battlefi eld. 

 The French national recovery – at least as it was measured in troops and 
armaments – was achieved at a tremendous cost, however, as French tax-
payers regularly paid almost twice as much as their German counterparts. 
The cost of military parity no doubt contributed to the gap in the economic 
development of the two nations, which continued to grow each year. Never-
theless, French patriotic pride (combined with gold reserves) gave France a 
military standing almost equal to that of Germany in 1900. 

 The revival of patriotism after 1871 also stimulated colonial expansion. 
At the time of France’s defeat, its overseas empire consisted of no more 
than a handful of ports and islands along the coasts of Africa and China; 
by 1900 the French had expanded their empire to the extent that it com-
prised four million square miles – an empire second only to that of Great 
Britain and more than 20 times the size of France itself. Vast territories were 
marked out in north Africa, west Africa and Indo-China, and a large navy 
was built to defend the new possessions. Until the late 1880s France was 
spending almost as much as Britain on its navy, and more than Germany, 
Austria-Hungary, Italy, Russia and the United States combined. 

 The new imperialism in France, the reformed and expanded army, the 
new and modern navy, the readiness to use accumulated capital for political 
purposes, along with pride in the political achievements of the Third Repub-
lic, contributes to a rather different picture of France from 1870 to 1900. 
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Far from resembling a state whose citizens were conscious of its steady 
decline, France can be seen as spirited and determined, eager to overcome 
the reputation for weakness and corruption that it had acquired as a result 
of the debacle of the war with Prussia. 

 The great revival following 1871 was neither simple nor straightforward. 
Colonial expansion encouraged quarrels with Britain, and one of these, 
the Fashoda crisis, almost led to war in 1898, whereas those who sought 
 revanche  persisted in seeing Germany as the real enemy, which led the Ger-
mans to anticipate that any confl ict in Europe would encourage the French 
to attack them. Those who looked overseas for the future of France as a 
great power usually saw Britain as the enemy, and therefore supported the 
building of a large fl eet; logically, it also ought to have led them to support a 
 rapprochement  with Germany in Europe. Some important fi gures, like Jules 
Grévy (President of the French National Assembly), believed that ‘France 
must not think of war. She must accept the  fait accompli , she must renounce 
Alsace’ (Keiger, 1983: 9). Others believed that French power and dignity 
could be restored only by recapturing the lost provinces of Alsace and Lor-
raine. Renan, the great French historian and republican politician, wrote 
that his dream of an intellectual moral and political alliance between France 
and Germany had been smashed in 1871, opening an abyss between the 
two that centuries would not fi ll. Even philosophers ‘cannot be insensible 
to the cry of two million men whom we were obliged to throw into the sea 
in order to save the rest from drowning’. Henceforth, France had ‘a point 
of steel embedded in her fl esh which will no longer let her sleep’ (Buthman, 
1970: 15). They regarded Germany as the enemy, and therefore supported 
the creation of a large army; logically, it also ought to have led them to sup-
port the settlement of colonial differences with Britain overseas. 

 From 1870 to 1900, however, the French attempted to pursue continen-
talism and colonialism simultaneously. There was no clear or consistent 
leadership to provide a systematic approach to foreign affairs. Although the 
republic itself proved to be stable, successfully withstanding challenges from 
monarchists and Bonapartists alike, the governments of the republic were 
much less so: they lasted for little more than a year at a time in the fi rst two 
decades after 1871. France had 13 foreign ministers in the 19 years between 
1871 and 1890. This political instability resulted in a confused policy that 
managed to antagonize both Germany and Britain, which, in turn, contrib-
uted signifi cantly to the Anglo-German harmony that prevailed throughout 
most of this period. 

 Anglo-French relations, which had improved dramatically after 1871, 
were seriously damaged when the British occupied Egypt in 1882. A fi nan-
cial crisis had caused the bankruptcy of the Egyptian government in 1876, 
whereupon France and Britain had agreed to participate in joint fi nancial 
control. But this broke down in 1882 when a nationalist revolt seemed to 
threaten the security of the Suez Canal, leading the British to intervene by 
force. However, the French, who had agreed to act jointly with Britain, 
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were prevented from participating when the government lost a vote in the 
chamber. Although the deputies were not prepared to undertake the expense 
of a joint occupation, there was widespread resentment at the establishment 
of British predominance in Egypt. Ever since Napoleon’s invasion of 1798, 
the French had come to regard themselves as having a special mission to 
perform in Egypt. One of the glories of Napoleon III’s Second Empire had 
been the building of the Suez Canal, and French investment in Egypt had 
continued to grow since 1871. Even if the deputies were not keen on a new 
French intervention in Egypt, the permanent offi cials of the  Quai d’Orsay  
(the French foreign ministry), who really managed policy in the absence of 
strong governments, were mostly keen colonialists. Many offi cials believed 
that the way to restore the greatness of France was to establish a great 
empire in north Africa that would stretch from Morocco to Egypt, thus 
transforming it into the greatest power in the Mediterranean. For 20 years 
following the British intervention, therefore, the foreign ministry was preoc-
cupied with prizing the British out of Egypt. 

 The Germans, not surprisingly, welcomed the Anglo-French antagonism 
over Egypt, and Bismarck encouraged the French to enlarge their interests 
in Tunisia, Morocco, Nigeria, Madagascar and Indo-China. Consequently, 
the years immediately after 1882 were ones of Franco-German détente. But 
French policy was inconsistent:  revanche  was not dead. Although a grow-
ing number of responsible French politicians were inclined to forget the 
lost provinces, few dared to proclaim this publicly; the cause of Alsace and 
Lorraine still fi red the imaginations of too many Frenchmen for this to be 
a practicable programme, a point which was illustrated in the ‘Boulanger 
affair’ of 1889. 

  General Boulanger  was an outspoken nationalist who, as minister of war 
in 1886–1887, initiated further reforms and expansion of the army. He 
became an immensely popular fi gure, especially with those extreme patriots 
who believed that France had already recovered suffi ciently to launch a war 
of revenge on Germany. Bismarck was particularly worried by his popular-
ity, because it seemed to presage the kind of Bonapartist revival that might 
prove a real threat: a strong man who could unite the country in an anti-Ger-
man crusade. Although Boulanger lost his nerve and abandoned the idea of 
a  coup d’état  against the republic, his momentary fame led to an expansion 
of the German army, and to talk of a preventive war against France. 

 The Boulanger affair made it clear to the Germans that any détente with 
France was likely to be short-lived; in spite of their colonial aspirations, the 
French, it seemed, would never be persuaded to think of Germany as any-
thing but an enemy. By the 1890s few Frenchmen were prepared to under-
take an aggressive campaign to restore the lost provinces – but neither were 
they prepared to abandon them permanently to Germany. The war-scare 
that arose from the Boulanger affair led the French to fear that the Germans 
would attempt to confi rm their possession of Alsace-Lorraine by launching 
a new war against them. 
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 In spite of the revival of French spirits, fi nances and military forces follow-
ing 1871, France remained as isolated diplomatically as it had been during the 
war itself. Where Bismarck had succeeded in building the Triple Alliance and 
bringing Russia and Britain into association with it via the  Dreikaiserbund  
and the Mediterranean agreements, the French had managed only to antago-
nize Britain and Italy. In the fi rst instance, the great attraction of an alliance 
with Russia was that it would not force the French to choose between their 
colonial ambitions and their hopes of recovering the lost provinces; the Rus-
sians had been consistently anti-English since 1856 and, with the abandon-
ment of the Russo-German Reinsurance Treaty in 1891  [Doc. 3],  the Russians 
were prepared to consider French suggestions for a defensive alliance against 
Germany. The alliance really did nothing to provide for  revanche , but it did 
offer security against another German attack  [Doc. 8] . Security in Europe 
encouraged the French to become more aggressive overseas, and within a few 
years they found themselves on the brink of war with Britain. 

 The French colonialists believed, after almost 20 years of fruitless diplo-
matic efforts to persuade the British to leave Egypt, that they must fi nd some 
way to prod them into serious negotiations. The strategy they resolved upon 
was to send a military expedition through the Congo into the Sudan. Here 
they could, by occupying a position at the headwaters of the Nile, threaten 
the British position in Egypt. They believed that only a threat would be 
necessary – but they were mistaken. When the French force arrived at 
Fashoda in September 1898, it was challenged by a superior British force, 
and the British government instantly made clear its determination to go to 
war rather than permit the French to remain in the Sudan. The French, who 
were not prepared for war with the British in Africa or on the high seas, had 
no choice but to back down and retreat from the Sudan. 

 By 1900, therefore, French policy was still somewhat uncertain, although 
almost everyone who mattered now regarded it as essential that the alliance 
with Russia be maintained. The colonial party used the example of Fashoda 
to encourage a rapprochement with Germany and to argue that the alliance 
with Russia ought to be expanded to include the contingency of war with 
Britain. The Franco-Russian alliance was, accordingly, altered in this way in 
1899. The object of the alliance was also expanded to provide for the main-
tenance of ‘the balance of power in Europe’ in the hope of forestalling direct 
German control of the Habsburg monarchy. Whether the French ought to 
concentrate their attention on the German threat to their security in Europe 
or on the British competition to their ambitions in Africa had not yet been 
resolved. Temporarily, the French hoped that their alliance with Russia would 
prove strong enough to permit them to pursue both objects simultaneously. 

 Great Britain 

 By 1900, continental Europe had been clearly divided into two rival alli-
ances, but the remaining great power had refused to join either side. Instead, 
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Britain was at that moment engaged in fi ghting a war in South Africa – a 
fact that led some critics of the government to deplore the ‘isolation’ that 
left it not only without allies, but practically without friends. Critics wor-
ried that this isolation would render Britain vulnerable, that the animosity 
felt for the British cause in the Anglo-Boer war might lead to the formation 
of a ‘continental league’ aimed at the British empire, and perhaps to a new 
version of Napoleon’s continental system. After all, they pointed out, France 
and Russia, Germany and Italy, all coveted territories contained within the 
empire. Nor was isolation necessary: Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy 
had been attempting to persuade Britain to join the Triple Alliance for a dec-
ade or more. Britain, however, had steadfastly refused to join, and leading 
members of the government were, by the time of the war in South Africa, 
proclaiming that its isolation was ‘splendid’. 

 Was it a sign of British strength or weakness that it was isolated in 1900? 
Continental observers of Britain in the late nineteenth century were particu-
larly struck by three aspects of Great Britain as a great power: its indus-
try, its empire and its navy. These components were understood to work in 
close conjunction with one another: British industry provided the appetite 
for empire, the desire for the resources and markets that its possessions 
in Africa and Asia, in North America, the Caribbean and Australasia pro-
vided; industrial prosperity and technological profi ciency enabled the Brit-
ish to construct a large, modern navy; mastery of the seas enabled them to 
defend their empire against all opponents. This simplistic picture may be 
misleading, but the idea that British power was fundamentally industrial, 
and that British interests were essentially imperial, was entertained by most 
observers of Victorian Britain. What was debatable at the turn of the cen-
tury was whether or not British power was suffi cient to enable it to continue 
to stand aloof from the system of European alliances and alignments. 

 British industry was still pre-eminent in the Europe of 1900. She produced 
more coal than the fi ve powers of the continent combined. She produced as 
much iron as the Triple Alliance, and only Germany produced more steel. 
In spite of the advantages it still enjoyed, however, the continental states in 
general, and Germany in particular, were rapidly closing the gap. In 1870, 
Britain had produced fi ve times as much coal as all of Europe, and twice as 
much iron; in 1880 it had produced twice as much steel. Although British 
production in all of these vital sectors of the economy rose steadily in the 
50 years prior to 1914, by the time war broke out Germany was producing 
almost as much coal, more iron and twice as much steel. In the newer, more 
technically oriented chemical and electrical industries Britain was outdis-
tanced from the start, and was falling farther behind each year. 

 This changing pattern of industrialization has led some commentators to 
argue that the First World War was simply an Anglo-German contest for 
industrial predominance and the trade that followed from it. But Russia too 
was making rapid strides in catching up with Britain and, outside Europe; 
the United States had already surpassed Britain in all of the vital industrial 
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components by 1900. In spite of the continuing prosperity of British indus-
try in 1900, therefore, it cannot be argued that it any longer provided it with 
a clear advantage over potential rivals. 

 The British empire, on the other hand, appeared in a quite different light. 
Without the empire, Great Britain was a state not much bigger, either in 
territory or in population, than Italy; but with the empire it was bigger 
than Russia. The enormous extent of Britain’s overseas territories – over 
ten million square miles – gave Britain potential reserves of manpower and 
resources not available to the continental states, and most particularly not 
to the Central Powers. Colonial groups in Germany, France and Italy argued 
that they too must acquire empire in order to compete with Britain. 

 But the apparent advantages of empire might also be misleading, and pos-
session of these vast territories could be interpreted as a source of weakness. 
They were certainly a source of danger: Russia and the United States could 
threaten various parts of the empire much more easily than Britain could 
defend them; France apparently aimed to make trouble everywhere it could, 
especially in Egypt and Indochina. Britain, who had fought wars against 
each of these states in the course of the nineteenth century, was forced to 
take expensive measures to defend its possessions against these threats. And 
now, near the end of the nineteenth century, new competitors emerged on 
the scene: Germany, Japan and Italy had also developed an appetite for 
empire, and they were now in a position to cause trouble and even greater 
expense to Britain, should they choose to do so. The British, in order to 
prepare to meet any or all of these threats (whether real or imagined) were 
compelled to erect fortifi cations and maintain defences in the Far East, in 
central Asia, in Egypt, in the Mediterranean, in South Africa, on the Pacifi c 
coast of North America and elsewhere. 

 Critics of empire within Britain, of whom  J.A. Hobson  was the most 
famous, argued that the expense of such undertakings was out of all pro-
portion to the benefi ts gained, that empire was a source of weakness, not 
strength. The greatest expense arose from the necessity of building a large 
navy to defend imperial possessions, and Hobson argued that naval inter-
ests – the Admiralty, shipbuilders and port towns – were among the select 
groups that actually benefi ted from empire; everyone (especially the work-
ing classes) paid the taxes that were necessary to sustain the empire, but only 
special interests reaped the rewards  [Doc. 12] . Radicals also argued that a 
large navy was not really essential for the defence of the British Isles, that a 
small navy and defensive fortifi cations were suffi cient to deter an invasion; 
so Britain would be safer and more prosperous without the empire. 

 As the existence of the empire meant preparing for an imperial war, it was 
not enough that the British be superior to only one European competitor; 
the Royal Navy must be stronger than any possible combination of Euro-
pean navies. In the 1890s, this meant building to the ‘Two-Power Standard’ 
in order to meet the threat of a combined Franco-Russian attack. But, after 
the German naval laws of 1898 and 1904, Germany too had to be taken 
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into account, and the new  dreadnought  class of battleship meant a further 
increase in the already enormous expenditure. By 1910, Great Britain was 
spending almost as much on its navy as Germany, France and Russia com-
bined, and more than all six European great powers had spent in 1890. 

 Naval building and imperialism had become controversial subjects in 
Britain by 1900, and the debate over the war in South Africa had divided 
the Liberal party into distinct factions. Public controversy over the course 
of foreign policy was not a new feature of British political life, however, and 
foreign observers had noted throughout the nineteenth century the extent 
to which the British parliamentary system encouraged division and debate. 
The government was required to inform, explain and defend its foreign pol-
icy to members of parliament, but whether this was a source of strength or 
weakness in the making of policy, or a factor encouraging isolation rather 
than commitment, is very diffi cult to judge. Most members of parliament 
believed that they must conduct themselves cautiously and responsibly 
when it came to questions of foreign policy, that the foreign secretary and 
his advisers had access to better sources of information than they, and that 
the public would disapprove if criticism weakened the government’s ability 
to negotiate successfully. 

 Ironically, then, while there was more open discussion and criticism of 
foreign policy in Britain than anywhere in Europe (with the possible excep-
tion of France), there was also more continuity and coherence. Changes 
in government seldom meant dramatic changes in policy, and the party in 
power could usually be quite certain that the nation as a whole would sup-
port its policies. This coherence was largely the result of the widespread 
acceptance within the British ruling class of certain basic assumptions that 
were to guide British relations with Europe. Such debates as there were usu-
ally focused on methods, on questions of administration and organization; 
the principles of the balance of power, of a strong navy, and of avoiding 
commitments that would draw Britain into a European war were gener-
ally supported by both political parties and most politicians. A century of 
unparalleled power and prosperity had furnished convincing evidence that 
adherence to these principles had accounted for Britain’s success; it would 
be reckless to abandon them now. 

 The Napoleonic wars had clarifi ed the dangers with which Britain would 
be faced should one state succeed in establishing hegemony in Europe. Brit-
ain’s economy had been severely disrupted by the interruption of trade with 
its best markets – which, in spite of the empire, were always to be found in 
Europe – and through the necessity of spending enormous sums on defence. 
Furthermore, there was little question that, had Napoleon succeeded in 
establishing real dominance and bending the whole of the European econ-
omy to suit the needs of France, he would eventually have been able to 
mount an effective challenge to Britain’s overseas possessions, especially in 
India. No responsible Englishman believed that Britain could survive as a 
great power if Europe came under the control of France. Finally, economic 
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hardship combined with infl ammatory political ideas to produce the great-
est danger of social revolution in Britain since the seventeenth century. 

 Security, prosperity and social harmony all seemed to depend upon what 
the British referred to as ‘the balance of power’. This was a concept that 
was rooted in the eighteenth-century enlightenment, and especially in the 
Newtonian concept of the physical universe. Ideally, the balance of forces 
among both heavenly bodies and states would regulate itself; but in the 
heavens divine intervention was sometimes necessary, as was occasional 
British intervention in European politics. The experience of the Napoleonic 
wars furnished another lesson here: for intervention to be successful Britain 
needed to fi nd one or more European allies – on its own it would not be able 
to defeat a continental power that possessed a great army. For the balance of 
power to work, therefore, Britain had to assume that one or more European 
states would always fi nd it in their interest to counterbalance the power of 
the strongest; ideally, they would choose to do this on their own; if neces-
sary, Britain would have to encourage them to do so. 

 In the 40 years that followed the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the British 
demonstrated their belief in the principle of the balance of power. The 
French, once they accepted their ‘historical’ frontiers and gave up their 
ambitions to dominate Europe, became once again, in British eyes, respecta-
ble participants in the European system. The danger to the balance was now 
thought to come from Russia, which seemed to be in a position to dominate 
both eastern Europe, as its intervention in Hungary in 1848 demonstrated, 
and the Middle East, as its policy in the crisis leading up to the Crimean War 
in 1854 seemed to show. Russia was transformed into an enemy, France into 
an ally. 

 The Crimean War has become almost synonymous with ‘incompetence’, 
and thus it is easy to forget that it was the only successful invasion of Rus-
sia in modern times. Britain achieved its basic aims: the Ottoman empire 
remained independent and relied more heavily on the advice of Britain than 
Russia; the Habsburg empire was saved from declining to the level of a 
Russian satellite. The balance of power in Europe was maintained, but at 
the price of deeply rooted Russian animosity toward Britain. For the next 
half-century, everyone expected a great Anglo-Russian war, particularly as 
the Russians undertook to counter the neutralization of the Black Sea that 
had been forced on them in 1856 by the Treaty of Paris by posing a counter 
threat to the British empire in India. British foreign and defence policies for 
the next 30 years were devoted primarily to forestalling this Russian threat. 

 Because the British had been concerned for more than a century with the 
threats posed by the French and the Russians, they were inclined to welcome 
the rise of Prussia and even the creation of the German empire. A strong 
Germany seemed to be just what Britain needed: situated as it was between 
France and Russia, it was perfectly suited to act as the fulcrum in the Euro-
pean balance of power. Moreover, unlike France and Russia, Germany had 
neither overseas interests nor a navy and therefore was unlikely to challenge 
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either Britain’s empire or its maritime supremacy. As long as Bismarck was 
satisfi ed with the post-1871 status quo in Europe, Germany was regarded 
as a ‘natural’ ally. The only undercurrent of concern emerged as a result of 
Germany’s stunning victory over France 1871; for Germany to be somewhat 
stronger than France suited British designs, but for the Germans to be able 
to overpower the French so quickly might cause complications. The British 
began to worry that German power might be so great as to render France 
subordinate in the future; another Franco-German war could even bring 
about the end of France as an independent state. This thinking led London 
to warn Berlin during the ‘Is War in Sight?’ crisis of 1875 that Britain would 
not remain indifferent if such a war were to take place. 

 But after 1875 these worries began to recede as growing Anglo-Russian 
antagonism and the revival of French imperialism combined in such a way as 
to draw Britain closer to Germany and the Triple Alliance. In the 1880s and 
the 1890s, a possible German bid for hegemony in Europe seemed a much 
more unlikely threat than a Franco-Russian assault on the British empire. 
The Great Eastern crisis of 1878 and the Penjdeh crisis of 1885 convinced 
the British that the Russians still aimed to dominate the Middle East and 
to place themselves in a position to threaten an invasion of India. Britain’s 
occupation of Egypt in 1881 struck a blow to French pride and led to a series 
of bitter quarrels in Asia and Africa. As long as France and Russia faced the 
combined strength of the Triple Alliance in Europe, however, they were not 
likely to risk a confl ict with Britain. In this way, the balance of power con-
tributed signifi cantly to the defence of the British empire. And, as Russia and 
France appeared to be the restless, aggressive powers, determined to expand 
beyond Europe and to alter the balance within it, the British contributed to 
the stability of the Triple Alliance by assuring Italy and Austria-Hungary of 
their co-operation in the Mediterranean agreements of 1886 and 1887. 

 This state of affairs became less straightforward when Wilhelm II initi-
ated his ‘new course’ in foreign policy. Now Germany also appeared to 
have an interest in overseas expansion, and a series of minor Anglo-German 
disputes arose over places like Samoa, Togoland and the Cameroons. The 
British government never took these disputes very seriously, but the kai-
ser’s highly publicized support for the Boers in South Africa, along with the 
German government’s decision in 1898 to build a fl eet, began to stimulate 
opposition in Britain to the policy of co-operation with Germany. Through-
out the 1890s, Germany had attempted to draw Britain into becoming a 
member of the Triple Alliance – a policy which seemed close to fruition 
with the Mediterranean agreements – but Britain had consistently refused 
to go any farther. German entreaties had always been rejected, not because 
of Germanophobia or the German bid for colonies, but because the British 
feared being drawn into a war in Europe for the sake of Germany’s posi-
tion in Alsace-Lorraine or Poland. Thus, when the war broke out in South 
Africa, the Germans began to promote the idea of a ‘continental league’ 
aimed at the British empire. 
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 By 1900, therefore, the British found themselves isolated. Their traditional 
enemies, France and Russia, were allied with one another and had recently 
altered the terms of the alliance to provide for mutual action against them. 
Their ‘natural’ ally, Germany, was increasingly antagonistic and apparently 
determined to cause them trouble wherever and whenever possible. The 
Anglo-Boer war demonstrated that this isolation posed little danger to the 
empire. The continental league amounted to nothing, and no joint action 
of the European powers was carried out; in fact, no action of any kind was 
taken against the British, who were able to fi ght the war in South Africa 
without worrying about the consequences in the Far East, central Asia and 
the Mediterranean. The empire was never in any serious danger after 1900; 
Fashoda proved to be the last crisis in which the British contemplated the 
possibility of a war with a European power arising from its imperial inter-
ests. The revolution in British diplomacy that took place after 1900 was 
sparked not by any immediate fear of a threat to the empire, but by concern 
for the European balance of power. 
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