
Why Did It Happen? 

Holger H. Herwig 

The answer to that question regarding the origins of World War I is to 
be found in the circumstances of four of the five major European pow
ers: Austria-Hungary, Germany, Russia, and France. In each of the four 
"cases," the decision-making coterie saw their nation as in decline or at 
least as seriously threatened. To halt the decline or to block the threat, the 
decision makers felt that some demonstration of strength was imperative. 
It was the sense of threat and the resultant need to address that decline 
that led them to the key decision, namely, to participate in the coming war. 
Our view, in short, is that these strategic considerations were paramount. 

The Major Powers 

Austria, once the commanding central European presence, the state that 
had defeated and pushed back the Ottomans, found itself tagged as the sec
ond "sick man of Europe." This empire had been trounced by Napoleon, 
yet in alliance with other powers appeared among the victors and, for 
another half-century, dominated continental Europe. But then came the 
serious threats of revolutions in I 848-49, necessitating being "saved" 
by Russian intervention. Thereafter came a cluster of defeats, these at 
the hands of Italian nationalists, allied briefly in I859 to the France of 
Napoleon III. This debacle was followed closely by defeat at the hands of 
Prussia in I866. Reflecting the instabilities of a multinational society, the 
empire, in the Compromise of I 867, was forced to divide sovereignty and 
to reorganize as Austria-Hungary. An important Balkan satellite, Serbia, 
was lost in I903 as a result of a coup d'etat. Then a series of defeats and/or 
embarrassments followed in the Balkans. It appeared as if "the Serbs" and 
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444 Holger H. Herwig 

others were going to repeat the Italian risorgimento. This effort was, if 
anything, even more serious, threatening the breakaway of many ethnic 
groups within the Dual Monarchy. A "Greater Serbia" would provide an 
example for others, for Romanians, Poles, and Czechs. The string of losses 
and the imminent threat of still more led the top leaders to a now-or-never 
conclusion: The empire must react; it must end the Serbian threat, or else, 
like the Ottomans, it would proceed to an ultimate decline. When the time 
came for "the decision," the empire's leaders, as explained in Chapter 4, 
directed their troops to the South, to defeat "upstart" Serbia. 

Germany's leaders also felt that their empire was threatened. Their 
image, as defined in Chapter 5, was one of "encirclement," the prime 
focus being the Franco-Russian alliance, but with Britain always in mind. 
Austria-Hungary, their loyal ally, was a weak and declining power; Italy, 
their other ally, was perceived as both weak and unreliable. Watching 
Russia's economic and military recovery after the Russo-Japanese War of 
I905-6, Germany's leaders sensed that they were destined to experience a 
decline relative to Russia and France. For the decision makers, especially 
those of the military, the solution was a preemptive war. For them, too, 
timing was essential: It was "now or never." All of this, incidentally, is 
spelled out in the opening pages of Fritz Fischer's Griff nach der Welt
macht - a separate and distinct agenda from the famous thesis about 
Germany's world power (Weltmacht) aspirations. 

By I9I2-I4, Germany pursued two separate agendas, one defensive, 
one offensive. The prime concern was defensive, to shore up the gains 
of I87I, to preserve and if possible to enhance its position of "semihege
mony" in Europe. I This agenda suggested the need for a preemptive strike 
against France and Russia. The other agenda, the Weltmacht aims - power 
in Africa and Asia - was not part of that calculus; it was offensive and 
beyond the European metropole. While both agendas appeared in official 
discussions - both before and after August I9I4 - Berlin never set a pri
ority. As a result, its policies proved troubling to outsiders, part fantasy, 
part legitimate. The July Crisis of I9I4 would force Berlin to choose. 

In striking contrast to its Habsburg ally, Germany followed its long
standing operations plan, pushing its forces first into France, then, it was 
hoped, into Russia. Although we regularly talk of World War I in the 

I Ludwig Dehio, Deutschland und die Weltpolitik im 20. Jahrhundert (Frankfurt, 1961), 
p. 13; in English, Germany and World Politics in the Twentieth Century (London, 1959), 
pp. II-13. Dehio argued that after unification, Germany was caught in a position between 
hegemony and balance of power. 
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singular, it is important to note that two wars were "in process" by early 
August: the Austro-Serbian war in the Balkans and the German war in 
Belgium and France. In a matter of days, however, Austrian-Hungarian 
forces would be called out of the Balkans and sent to the Galician front, 
a third war, effectively to serve in the "German war." 

Russia also was in a troubled state by 1914, having faced some six 
decades of defeat, beginning with the Crimean War of 1853-56. Russia 
won the Turkish War of 1877-78, to be sure, but lost decisively in the 
peace imposed by the other powers. Then came the Russo-Japanese War 
of 1905-6 and internal revolution. In 1908, Russia was humiliated by the 
Austro-Hungarian power play in Bosnia-Herzegovina and the German ul
timatum to accept the Habsburg annexation. Thereafter, Russian leaders 
struggled both to rearm and to reorganize their land and sea forces, and 
to industrialize the empire without surrendering power to the forces de
manding political and social reform. To outsiders, the ambitious Russian 
reform programs seemed a direct threat. By 1914, many continental po
liticalleaders sensed that the nation had regained strength, economically 
and militarily, and, accordingly, that the incentives had now changed. As 
seen in Chapter 6, a frequently repeated justification offered by Russian 
leaders during the July Crisis was that the empire had to demonstrate 
strength or capacity, otherwise its standing as a great power would be 
ended. 

France, like Austria, also had been a major European power. Four 
world wars had been fought to contain its expansion, in Europe and 
overseas. France had been defeated in the last of those struggles, the 
Napoleonic wars of 18°3-15, and had lost many of its overseas hold
ings. But then, in the course of the nineteenth century, it had gained a 
"second empire," in Algeria, Tunisia, Equatorial Africa, and Indo-China. 
France had scored some military victories by mid-century, in the Crimean 
War and in support of Piedmont-Sardinia's independence struggles against 
Austria. But then came a humiliating loss: Napoleon Ill's attempt from 
1863 to 1867 to establish a Catholic and Latin empire in Mexico under 
Archduke Maximilian von Habsburg (!) ended in defeat at Puebla. Much 
worse, closer to home, was the serious and humiliating defeat by Prussia 
and the other German states in 1870-71, which soon led to the establish
ment of a much larger, unified, and stronger Germany - as well as to the 
loss of much of Alsace-Lorraine. Security against this new Germany was 
uppermost in the minds and hearts of the leaders of the new Republic. 
But over time, they forgot the "gap in the Vosges," and cries of "revenge" 
for 1871 abated. 
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Otto von Bismarck's aims were to keep France isolated (without al
lies) and to encourage colonial distraction. For several decades, France 
did "stand alone." After Bismarck's dismissal in 1890, however, the new 
German leaders dropped the Russian connection (the Reinsurance Treaty 
of 1887), allowing the Russo-French links of 1892 and 1894. France now 
had a strong ally on Germany's eastern flank. Its key aim was to fasten the 
bonds and to encourage Russian military plans that would serve France's 
needs. That meant to speed Russia's mobilization, to concentrate its forces 
quickly for attack on Germany in case of war. By 1914, as spelled out in 
Chapter 7, French foreign policy centered on its links with the Russian 
alliance. 

Thus, it is fair to state that the various foreign policy decisions made 
by the four continental powers before 1914 were based on what might 
be termed defensive considerations, that is, on the concern, as the leaders 
saw it, to protect or to prop up an enfeebled or threatened state. Put 
differently, the concern was to fend off further threats to the state's power 
and prestige. 

That positive statement of "the cause" also had an important negative: 
Territorial expansion was not a key consideration. Austria-Hungary, for 
the reasons indicated in Chapter 4, explicitly disclaimed any interest in an
nexing Serbia. Russia had no immediate targets (East Prussia or Austrian 
Poland) at that point. Coming to the defense of Serbia would perhaps 
garner Russia Slavic allies in the years to come, but new possessions were 
not a war "cause." 

The Dardanelles was always a general European security concern, and 
in July 1914 preventing German dominance there was a pressing issue 
for London, Paris, and St. Petersburg. Germany actually stood to lose 
its overseas possessions as a result of a general European war; that was 
an easy prediction, the probability of loss escalating dramatically with 
Britain's involvement. For France, one can always point to Alsace and 
Lorraine as ultimate aspirations. But in July 1914, the prime concern was 
fending off the likely imminent German attack, French leaders knowing 
at least the broad outlines of the Schlieffen plan. 

Great Britain, the fifth European power, was not directly threatened as 
in case of the other four. Historically, Britain had stood secure behind the 
"moat" of the English Channel and the guns of the Royal Navy. It coveted 
no European territory, and, as argued in Chapter 8, its primary concern 
was to keep the continental markets (and especially the German ones) 
open to its industry and banking. But ever since the wars of Louis XIV 
and Napoleon I, British policy had been to maintain a balance of power 
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Why Did It Happen? 447 

in Europe. London had shown time and again that it would tolerate no 
hegemon on the Continent. 

Beyond the four major powers most immediately involved in the deci
sion to resort to war in 1914 - Austria-Hungary, Germany, Russia, and 
France - and the one tangentially involved - Great Britain - the others, the 
late entrants, were dealers and negotiators. They solicited terms, judged 
the likely winners, and, based on those calculations, joined the fray. The 
contrasting goals of the major powers and the late entrants is striking. 
The former, as indicated, were largely defensive, basically, as they saw it, 
protecting a threatened enterprise. The late entrants, with one important 
exception, were expansionists, offering intervention in exchange for some 
territorial gains (and, possibly, some prestige or recognition). 

The Lesser Powers 

The first of the so-called lesser powers to enter the European war was 
Japan. Allied with Great Britain since 1902, Japan had no vital inter
ests at stake in the European power struggle. But those European powers 
did claim large pieces of real estate in the Far East, either as outright 
colonies or as so-called leaseholds. Japan's leaders spied a golden chance 
to strengthen their "rights" and influence in China. Political leaders of all 
stripes in Tokyo saw a policy of continental expansion as the principal 
avenue to international status. Japan's decision on 8 August 1914 to eject 
German power from Asia was an expression of its fidelity to the Anglo
Japanese alliance and, more important, an opportunity for territorial out
reach. At the domestic level, it was a triumph for the leaders of political 
parties that doggedly sought to promote representative government and 
greater civilian uses of the national budget - over the established Meiji 
ruling class of elder statesmen, bureaucrats, soldiers, and peers. In both 
cases, as suggested in Chapter 9, the decision for war was the triumph of 
one man, Foreign Minister Kat6 Takaaki. 

The Porte was the second lesser power to enter the war. Indeed, the 
Ottoman Empire provides important background for the 1914 readings 
by the leaders of the four continental powers. The empire had been in 
manifest decline for more than a century, bits and pieces having been lost 
since Napoleon Ill's venture into the area. It had been tagged as "the sick 
man of Europe," and the consequences of that sickness were visible for 
all to see; other nations believed that they could, more or less at will, 
pick up some of those pieces. France took a piece, Tunisia. Italy took 
another, Libya. And in 1913, the states of the Balkan League defeated 
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the empire and took more of the pieces. In August 1914, as Europe 
formally engaged in a general war, there was little that the exhausted 
Ottomans could do militarily. Their initial and strongest incentive was to 
stay out of the fray. But then, as argued in Chapter 10, with the German 
offer first of a treaty of alliance and then of two warships, the Young 
Turks who had seized power in 1905 decided for war on the side of the 
Central Powers. Therewith, the Great War spilled into the Middle East. 
And therewith, in the views of two disparate men such as David Lloyd 
George and Erich Ludendorff, it enabled Germany to prolong the war by 
two years.:t 

National aspirations and territorial aggrandizement drove the agendas 
in four other capitals of the lesser powers: Athens, Bucharest, Rome, and 
Sofia. After declining in July 1914 to maintain a moral commitment of at 
least "benevolent neutrality" to the Triple Alliance of 1882, Italian leaders 
from July to September 1914, as shown in Chapter II, repeatedly debated 
entry into the war on both sides. For much of the winter or 1914-15 -
the so-called intervento - these leaders sought to discern the outcome of 
the conflict and negotiated with both warring coalitions what Italy might 
receive for its intervention. In April 1915, they negotiated highly favorable 
terms of alliance with London and Paris, but in May parliamentary, labor, 
Catholic, and Socialist opposition as well as passive hostility among the 
peasantry blocked such a declaration of war against the Central Powers. 
Still, later that same month, on 25 May 1915, King Vittorio Emanuele III 
declared war against Austria-Hungary alone. Italian leaders had carefully 
weighed their options and eventually opted for war on the side of the 
entente as being in the nation's best interest, which now was described, 
much to the nation's detriment, as the sacro egoismo. 

The Italian decision to enter the war energized Bulgaria. Tsar Ferdi
nand, the scion of the German house of Coburg, and his prime minister, 
Vasil Radoslavov, shared "Greater Bulgaria" aspirations, which trans
lated into claims to Macedonia against Greece and Serbia. For the first few 
months of the war, Ferdinand and Radoslavov wavered, eagerly following 
the battlefield fortunes of both sides. But, as suggested in Chapter 12, 

when the Central Powers in the spring of 1915 promised Bulgaria the im
mediate occupation of all Macedonia, Radoslavov accepted the offer as 
his golden chance to make good Bulgaria's "historical and ethnographic 
rights" to the region. Tsar Ferdinand's Manifesto to the Bulgarian People 

2 F. A. K. Yasamee, "Ottoman Empire," in Keith Wilson, ed., Decisions for War 1914 
(London, 1995), p. 2.2.9. 
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Why Did It Happen? 449 

on I4-I5 October I9I5 announced Sofia's entry into the war on the side 
of the Central Powers. 

Romania, allied to Austria-Hungary and Germany since I883 and to 
Italy since I888, like Italy and Bulgaria pursued tortuous negotiations 
before finally entering the war. Its national aspirations in Bukovina and 
Transylvania on the one hand, and Bessarabia, on the other, were di
vided between the warring powers. But the ascent of the Liberal Party 
in the summer of I9I4 and the death of the German-born King Carol 
in October I914 tilted the balance away from Berlin and Vienna. Italy's 
entry into the war on the side of the entente powers in May I9I5 and the 
success of the Russian Brusilov offensive in June I9I6 proved to be the 
decisive driving forces} Already in the summer of I9I5, Romania had se
cured from Russia assent to the annexation of large parts of Hungary and 
Bukovina. And when the entente, a year later, confronted Romania with 
the choice of either joining the war or risk losing those prospects of territo
rial expansion, Prime Minister Ion Bratianu on 27 August I 9I 7 committed 
the nation to war. That was a rational decision based on expected gains. 

The political establishment of Greece was badly divided from the first 
days of the war. While the Liberal and anglophile Prime Minister Eleuthe
rios Venizelos favored the entente, King Constantine sympathized with his 
brother-in-law, Kaiser Wilhelm II. Greek nationalist aspirations focused 
on the Ottoman Empire, but the British annexation of Cyprus, part of the 
Greek irredenta, upset many Greeks. The allied attack on the Dardanelles 
in February I9I5 brought the war closer to home, and divided the Athens 
power structure further. While Venizelos was receptive to British offers of 
an alliance and extensive territories in Asia Minor, the Greek Army argued 
that any intervention in Asia Minor on behalf of hard-pressed Serbia was 
beyond its resources. Political turmoil dogged Athenian politics through
out the rest of I9I5 and into I9I6. In October I9I5, Venizelos agreed to 
the landing of entente troops at Salonika, and in January I9I6, witnessed 
their occupation of Corfu. In December I9I6 British and French troops 
landed at Athens, only to be confronted by Greek forces and eventually 
forced to withdraw. An allied naval blockade of Greece and a French 
ultimatum to King Constantine to abdicate finally proved decisive: On 

3 On the Romanian-Italian connection in 1914-15, see Glenn E. Torrey, "The 
Romanian-Italian Agreement of 23 September 1914," in Torrey, ed., Romania and World 
War I: A Collection of Studies (Oxford and Portland, Ore., 1998), pp. 75-93; and H. James 
Burgwyn, "A Diplomacy Aborted: Italy and Romania Go Their Separate Ways in May 
1915," East European Quarterly 21 (September 1987): 305-18. 
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45 0 Holger H. Herwig 

30 June I9I7, Greece became the last European state to enter the war. It 
had taken this step through a combination of nationalist enthusiasm and 
direct entente intervention and blackmail. 

The last major power to enter the war, the United States, was driven by 
none of the reasons listed above. During the "long peace" after the War of 
I8n, American leaders had concentrated their energies on domestic poli
cies. In the realm of foreign policy, diplomatic isolation or noninvolvement 
in power politics beyond the Western Hemisphere, became tradition. First 
laid down in George Washington's caution against "permanent alliances" 
and in Thomas jefferson's warning against "entangling alliances," this 
tradition had become an almost unchallenged dogma. As late as I9I2, 
Woodrow Wilson casually remarked that "all my preparation has been 
in domestic matters" and suggested that it would be "an irony of fate if 
my administration had to deal with foreign problems."4 

A tiny band of geopolitically savvy Americans, including Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, Theodore Roosevelt, and Henry Cabot Lodge, developed the 
notion that a weakening of British sea power and a concomitant rise of 
German sea power could constitute a security threat to the United States. 
But they remained shrill voices in the wilderness. When war came in I9I4, 
the United States found itself caught in the classic dilemma of neutral 
nations during a large-scale war. For three years, Wilson kept the nation 
out of the conflict. His policy of intervention, as analyzed in Chapter I3, 
came about reluctantly and largely because of the incredible German 
blunder of submarine warfare against allied as well as neutral shipping. 

On the Causes 

This book is about the essence of decision making in July I9I4. Ten 
authors have contributed their expertise on why first the major European 
powers (Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Great Britain, and Russia), 
then a host of lesser or peripheral powers (Bulgaria, Italy, Japan, Romania, 
Serbia, and Turkey), and finally the world's major neutral power (the 
United States), felt the recourse to arms to be in the national interest. In 
all cases, the contributors have looked at a variety of common, critical 
issues. With which individuals and groups did "the war powers" rest? 
Who were the actual decision makers? What influences came into playas 
they reached their momentous decisions? And by which process was the 
decision for war arrived at? 

4 Wilson in Ray Stannard Baker interview with Edward Grant Conklin, 19 June 1925. Ray 
Stannard Baker Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. Cited in Chapter 13. 
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Why Did It Happen? 451 

Our findings are grouped into three observations. First, World War I 
was the result of decisions taken by the leaders of the five major nations. 
Second, in each of those nations the decision to go to war was made pri
marily by a small coterie of senior civilian and military leaders. And third, 
any explanation for the war's origins must center on the considerations 
that moved those five groups of decision makers. 

The case for decision making by individuals, by a small coterie, makes 
contingency highly likely. Put differently, possibilities for diverse choices 
and outcomes were omnipresent. Misinformation, misjudgment of inten
tions and consequences, the press of time, the fear of being left behind, 
weak nerves, and ego strength all played their part in the final decision
making processes. But choices, we stress, were present in all cases. The 
issues at stake and the decision-making process were complex and com
plicated. And they often were beset with doubt, uncertainty, and fear. To 
put it in the words of a very young Winston S. Churchill: "Antiquated 
War Offices, weak, incompetent or arrogant Commanders, untrustwor
thy allies, hostile neutrals, malignant Fortune, ugly surprises, awful 
miscalculations - all take their seat at the Council Board on the morrow of 
a declaration of war." 5 In short, the proverbial "fog of war" was present 
in Vienna and Berlin, as it was in Paris, St. Petersburg, and London. 

The "big causes," by themselves, did not cause the war. To be sure, 
the system of secret alliances, militarism, nationalism, imperialism, social 
Darwinism, and the domestic strains, to name but half a dozen of the more 
often-touted causes, had all contributed toward forming the mentaiite, the 
assumptions (both spoken and unspoken) of the "men of I914."6 There is 
no doubt that most senior policy makers in I9I4 gave some consideration 
to expansion, imperialism, nationalism, armaments, and mass opinion. 
But we argue that the actual decisions to go to war were a matrix of 
extemporizations, of choices based on assessments of recent events, of 
alliance needs, of power and prestige, of immediate opportunities, and 
of survival. It does injustice to the "men of I9I4" to suggest that they 
were all merely agents - willing or unwilling - of some grand, impersonal 
design. Those who nevertheless argue a determined history, who point to 

powerful structural factors, and who deny the role of individuals should 
read Lamar Cecil's comprehensive two-volume biography of Wilhelm 11-
and then, we suggest, write a statement defending their position.? 

5 Winston S. Churchill, My Early Life: A Roving Commission (London, 1989), p. 2.46. 
6 See James Joll, I9I4: The Unspoken Assumptions (London, 1968). 
7 Lamar Cecil, Wilhelm II: Prince and Emperor, I859-I900 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1989); and 

Wilhelm II: Emperor and Exile, I900-I94I (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1996). 
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45 2 Holger H. Herwig 

As well, we suggest that such "atmospheric" depictions of the war's 
causes carry the danger of relativizing. Was there no difference in decision 
making among senior leaders in Vienna, Berlin, Paris, St. Petersburg, and 
London? And what of those in Tokyo, Constantinople, and Washington? 
The relativizing argument - the assumption of shared responsibility -
raises the basic question of focus and fairness. It also raises the first of the 
causes reviewed in Chapter I, the notion of inadvertence. 

This is the so-called slide-into-war thesis, an easy analogy first enunci
ated by David Lloyd George, namely, that European leaders had "slith
ered" over the brink into the "cauldron of war." The evidence reviewed 
in the previous chapters simply does not support this claim. In each of 
the countries studied in this volume, a coterie of no more than about a 
dozen civilian and military rulers weighed their options, calculated their 
chances, and then made the decision for war. No dark, overpowering, 
informal, yet irresistible forces brought on what George F. Kennan called 
"the great seminal catastrophe of this century."s It was, in each case, the 
work of human beings. Each of the chapters reports intention as opposed 
to inadvertence. 

A more complicated inadvertence argument, one going beyond the easy 
analogy, is that of the "calculated risk." The decision makers planned a 
limited war, the argument goes, one in which astute deterrence policies 
would discourage any wider involvement. But then, it is claimed, the 
prudent calculations somehow - inadvertently - proved mistaken, and 
a general war resulted. An element of equivalence also appears in this 
connection, usually as applied to Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Russia. 
But, as seen in the previous chapters, many key decision makers knew the 
risk, knew that wider involvement was probable, yet proceeded to take 
the next steps. Put differently, fully aware of the likely consequences, they 
initiated policies they knew were likely to bring on the catastrophe. 

The European crisis began in Vienna. Sensing a Serbian threat be
hind the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on 28 June 1914, 
Habsburg leaders feared that the Sarajevo crisis might possibly con
stitute the final act in the disintegration of the empire. A Common 
Council of Ministers met on 7 July to consider the Dual Monarchy's op
tions. With the momentary dissent of Hungarian Minister-President Istvan 
Tisza, Habsburg leaders ranging from Foreign Minister Count Leopold 
Berchtold to Chief of the General Staff Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf, 

8 George F. Kennan, The Decline of Bismarck's European Order: Franco-Russian Relations, 
1875-1890 (Princeton, 1979), p. 3. 
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Why Did It Happen? 453 

and from Common Finance Minister Leon von Bilinski to War Minister 
Alexander von Krobatin, accepted the danger that a military strike against 
Serbia could well bring about a general European war. Yet they decided 
quickly on the need for a "punitive expedition" against Serbia. There was 
no serious discussion of a localized war, none of the "calculated risk." 
Berchtold counseled an aggressive policy, "even though our operations 
against Serbia should bring about the great war."9 The very existence 
of the Council of Ministers and its deliberations for war further argues 
against any suggestion of an inadvertent "slide" into war. 

Eight days later, Count Alexander Hoyos, Berchtold's chef de cabi
net and the man entrusted with securing Germany's "blank check" to 
back such a contingency, put it perhaps most bluntly: "It is immaterial 
to us whether the world war comes out of this."IO General Conrad von 
Hotzendorf confided his innermost feeling of the coming European strug
gle to his mistress, Virginie "Gina" von Reininghaus: "It will be a hopeless 
struggle, but nevertheless it must be because such an ancient monarchy 
and such an ancient army cannot perish ingloriously." II When the like
lihood of a Russian intervention on the side of Serbia was raised at the 
Foreign Ministry, Section Chief Janos Forgach laconically commented: 
"Well then, it [the European war] will just have to come."12 And even 
the aged Kaiser Franz Joseph, the monarch with whom the "war powers" 
ultimately rested, accepted the risk of a general European war.13 "If we 
must go under," he confided to Conrad von Hotzendorf, "we better go 
under decently." 14 War, a general European war, Graydon A. Tunstall ar
gues, is what the senior leadership coterie in Vienna expected and was 
prepared to undertake. 

There was little additional input into that decision. The Austrian parlia
ment had been prorogued by Minister-President Count Karl Stiirgkh and 
did not meet to take up the issue of war or peace. Public opinion and the 

9 Protokolle des Gemeinsamen Ministerrates der Osterreichisch-Ungarischen Monarchie 
(1914-1918) (Budapest, 1966), pp. 141-50. See Chapter 4. 

10 Cited in Fritz Fellner, ed., Schicksals;ahre Osterreichs 1908-1919: Das politische Tage
buch Josef Redlichs, 2 vols. (Graz and Cologne, 1953-54), vol. I, p. 237. 

II Gina Conrad von Hotzendorf, Mein Leben mit Conrad von Hotzendorf: Sein geistiges 
Vermachtnis (Leipzig, 1935), p. 114. 

12 Rudolf Sieghart, Die letzten Jahrzehnte einer Grossmacht: Menschen, Volker, Probleme 
des Habsburger-Reichs (Berlin, 1932), p. 174. 

13 Article 5 of the Fundamental Law of December 1867 stated: "The Emperor shall have 
supreme command of the armed force, shall declare war, and conclude peace." Walter 
Fairleigh Dodd, Modern Constitutions, 2 vols. (Chicago, 1909), vol. I, p. 88. 

14 Gina von Hotzendorf, Mein Leben mit Conrad, p. 118. 
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454 Holger H. Herwig 

press were informed by the government; they did not take the lead on the 
matter. Neither bankers nor industrialists were consulted. Most of them, 
as seen in the next chapter, favored peace and feared war as a disruptive 
force. Ambassadors to foreign capitals by and large followed the direc
tives of the Foreign Ministry in Vienna. In short, the decision for war was 
taken basically by about half a dozen ministers and generals. That Austro
Hungarian decision was the first, the decisive step on the road to war. 

Recognizing that a "punitive action" against Serbia would likely bring 
a Russian intervention, Habsburg leaders quickly moved to secure sup
port from their German ally - the Hoyos mission to Berlin. Kaiser 
Wilhelm II and Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg on 5 July agreed 
to back Austria-Hungary's planned offensive against Serbia. The kaiser, 
with whom the war powers rested, informed Count Hoyos as well as the 
Austro-Hungarian ambassador to Berlin, Count Laszlo Szogyeny-Marich, 
that Vienna could count on "Germany's full support," even if "serious 
European complications" - a diplomatic euphemism for war - resulted. IS 
In fact, Wilhelm II counseled the Austrians not to "delay the action" 
against Serbia, and he informed Hoyos that Germany fully expected war 
with Russia and for years had made all preparations with this in mind. 
Bethmann Hollweg likewise pressed Vienna to move aggressively against 
Belgrade and described this as the" best and most radical solution" to the 
empire's Balkan troubles. I6 Helmuth von Moltke, the chief of the German 
General Staff, had stated as early as 19II that he believed a general 
European war to be inevitable, and during the July Crisis constantly 
pressed the case for war. "To wait any longer," the general had lec
tured Conrad von Hotzendorf in May 1914, "meant a diminishing of 
our chances."I7 At the Foreign Office, Under-Secretary of State Arthur 
Zimmermann already on 5 July stated that the chances of war stood at 
90 percent. If a calculation, it represents an extremely high level of risk. 

As Holger H. Herwig shows, the kaiser's decision to back the Viennese 
ally - the so-called blank check - was shared with a small coterie of four 
or five men in July 1914. On the afternoon of the 5th , Wilhelm II reviewed 

'S Article II of the Constitution of 1871 gave the emperor the power "to declare war and 
to conclude peace, ... to enter into alliances and other treaties with foreign countries." 
Dodd, Modern Constitutions, vol. I, pp. 330-1. A declaration of war required the consent 
of the Bundesrath. 

,6 Cited in Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht: Die Kriegszielpolitik des kaiserlichen 
Deutschland 1914hB (Dusseldorf, 1964), pp. 63-4. See Chapter 5. 

'7 Cited in Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf, Aus meiner Dienstzeit 19°8-1918, 5 vols. 
(Vienna, Leipzig, and Munich, 192.1), vol. 4, p. 670. 
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Why Did It Happen? 455 

his discussions with the Austrians with the Prussian war minister, General 
Erich von Falkenhayn, and with the chief of his Military Cabinet, General 
Moriz von Lyncker. The four considered the question of possible Russian 
intervention in an Austro-Serbian war and accepted the risk, even though 
this might lead to a general war. If one adds Bethmann Hollweg and 
Zimmermann to this group, then the decision for war was taken by six 
men. That decision was not, as the historian Fritz Fischer spectacularly 
claimed four decades ago, a "bid for world power" but, rather, a nervous, 
indeed panicked, "leap into the dark" (Bethmann Hollweg) to secure 
the Reich's position of semihegemony on the Continent. There was no 
direct input from parliamentary deputies, bankers, industrialists, or the 
popular press. 

The German agreement to the Austro-Hungarian request makes 
Germany the second actor in the drama of July 1914. A German "no" 
would have ended the move toward war. But German leaders, moved by 
"strategic" considerations and fearing their state's loss of position vis-a
vis the growing power of the two "enemies" on their flanks, provided the 
needed backing. Berlin was not contractually obligated under the terms of 
the 1878 Dual Alliance, discussed below, to hand Vienna the blank check. 
But leaders in Berlin simply decided that the Austrian request for assis
tance constituted the casus foederis, the time for their "now-or-never" 
engagement. 

The Russian reaction to events in Vienna and Berlin was key. If Russia 
had said "no" to any war in Europe, what remained would have been 
the Austro-Serbian venture, effectively a third Balkan war. But Foreign 
Minister S. D. Sazonov, as early as II July, had demanded that Russia 
"fulfill her historic mission" and defend Serbia, a threatened "Slavonic 
nation." To do otherwise, he argued, would transform Russia into a 
"decadent State" and a "second-place" power. I8 Agriculture Minister 
A. V. Krivoshein, effectively the leader of the cabinet, claimed that "opin
ion," both public and parliamentary, demanded war. I 9 War Minister V. A. 
Sukhomlinov and Chief of the General Staff N. N. Ianushkevich like
wise demanded a "bold" policy. For Russian leaders, the governing con
sideration was as simple as it was dangerous: To have stood by while 
Austria-Hungary defeated Serbia would have meant another humiliation, 
another demonstration of Russian impotence. No ally, and certainly not 

18 Cited in David MacLaren McDonald, United Government and Foreign Policy in Russia 
I900-I9I4 (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), p. 204. See Chapter 6. 

19 Ibid., pp. 204-5. 
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Holger H. Herwig 

the French, would have been impressed by such indifference. Potential 
future allies would have been alienated. Thus, Russia chose to confront 
Austria-Hungary, the protagonist-perpetrator of the July Crisis. 

But Russia could not choose the "small war" it hoped to fight. Since 
the days of Adjutant General Nikolai Obruchev, there was no illusion in 
St. Petersburg that a war involving the major powers could be localized.2.0 
The decision to block Austria-Hungary in its Serbian venture, Russian 
leaders knew, would likely bring German intervention and hence force 
St. Petersburg to a simultaneous move against Germany. And that move, 
they knew, would bring Germany's action against France. 

Indeed, just as Russia could not leave Serbia at the mercy of Austria
Hungary, so Germany could not leave Austria-Hungary at the mercy of 
Russia. To stand aside would mean for Germany abandoning its main 
ally, leaving it to be overwhelmed by Russian forces. Such a course meant 
humiliation for Germany. Even worse, it meant perilous strategic expo
sure. Germany would remain "encircled" as before, only now without 
any credible ally. Especially given the implications of Russia's Great Pro
gram of rearmament, German leaders in July I9I4 believed that they had 
to move against Russia. 

Despite the immense risks and the enormous costs (even for a smaller 
war), Russia's leaders chose to engage. In fact, the Russian Army's 
Schedule I9A comprised a single, integrated, general mobilization. When 
Sazonov was informed of the severity of the Austro-Hungarian note to 
Serbia on 24 July, his comment was, "C'est La guerre europeenne."2.I On 
30 July I9I4, the "sacred and inviolable" Tsar Nicholas II made use of 
his constitutional war powers.2.2. Again, no "slide," no "calculated risk. " 

David Alan Rich rejects the established view that St. Petersburg had 
little inkling of the crisis that was unfolding after the murder at Sarajevo. 
Senior Russian planners were well informed of events through their in
terception and decoding of foreign diplomatic cables, their penetration 
of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff, and their agents in foreign cap
itals. That the Council of Ministers from the start deemed general war 
as the inevitable outcome of the Balkan crisis argues for the seriousness 

10 See Obruchev's statement on this in Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York, I994), 
pp. 202-3. Also, Chapter I above. 

ZI Otto Hoetzsch, ed., Die Internationalen Beziehungen im Zeitalter des Imperialismus: 
Dokumente aus den Archiven der Zarischen und der Provosorischen Regierung (Berlin, 
I933-43), Reihe I, vol. 5, p. 25. 

n Article 4 of the Fundamental Laws of the Russian Empire of May I906 allowed the 
tsar to "wield the supreme autocratic power"; Article I3 the right "to declare war and 
conclude peace." Dodd, Modern Constitutions, vol. 2., pp. I83-4. 
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Why Did It Happen? 457 

and sophistication of their analyses. And from their French ally as well as 
their observers at German maneuvers, Russian planners also had correctly 
detected the strategic contours of the Schlieffen plan. 

The sequence just spelled out makes it appear, as Luigi Albertini 
suggested nearly half a century ago, that Russian decision makers bore 
a major responsibility for enlarging the war, for its transformation from 
a Balkan to a European venture. But that conclusion would be mistaken, 
as it ignores the outlooks and choices of Germany's leaders. The men in 
Berlin, as indicated above, had decided for war, "now or never," in any 
case. 

There was even less "calculation" or "slide" in the French case. With 
President Raymond Poincare and Premier/Foreign Minister Rene Viviani 
literally out at sea on the battleship France during a state visit to Russia 
from 16 to 29 July, a virtual foreign policy power vacuum existed in 
Paris. Neither War Minister Adolph Messimy nor Finance Minister Jean
Baptiste Bienvenu-Martin possessed the power to commit the nation to 
war. Technically speaking, the war powers rested with the president, but 
his orders had to be countersigned by a minister, and he could declare 
war only with the consent of the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies.23 

In July 1914, there was no meeting of the Council of Ministers, which 
had the authority to mobilize the armed forces. Nor was there a military 
conference at which French leaders debated the relative merits of war and 
peace. The professional diplomats at the Quai d'Orsay were generally 
anti-German; the ambassadors operated independent fiefdoms. President 
Poincare exercised an influence over French foreign policy far exceeding 
his constitutional authority, greatly influencing the selection of foreign 
ministers and, in the case of his close friend Maurice Paleologue, also that 
of ambassadors. All had come to accept three stable elements of French 
policy: national pride, fear of Germany, and peace through strength. 

The imperative of French policy in 1914, Eugenia C. Kiesling sug
gests, was simple and clear: to preserve the tie to St. Petersburg at 
all cost. France could not afford to "decide" whether to stand by 
Russia. While Premier Viviani publicly avowed that his policy was to 
"resolve the conflict ... in the interest of the general peace," he never
theless described France as "entirely ready to support the action of the 
[Russian] imperial government. "24 France's ambassador to St. Petersburg, 

23 See Articles 3, 8, and 9 of the "Constitutional Law" of February 1875 in ibid., vol. I, 

pp.286-93· 
24 Viviani to Paleo logue, 27 July 1914. In Documents diplomatiques franfais, 47 vols. (Paris, 

1929-59), vol. 10, p. 138. Cited in Chapter 7. 
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Paleologue, throughout the July Crisis counseled an aggressive stance 
on the part of France and Russia, including if need be recourse to war. 
On 25 July and again on 28 July, Paleologue assured Russian Foreign 
Minister Sazonov of "unequivocal French support."25 Poincare's com
mitment to the Russian alliance was so firm that, in the words of one 
historian, he pursued it even at the cost of "connivance in dishonesty and 
blackmail." 26 

Absent from the list of key players in France in I9I4 are many of the 
usual suspects, such as military planners, arms manufacturers, journal
ists, and public pressure groups, who represented the abstract forces of 
militarism, capitalism, and nationalism. In Kiesling's words, "None of 
these ... had a role in the French decision-making in I9I4 or influenced 
the men who did." The decision for war was thus easy and it once again 
involved less than half a dozen players. 

Across the English Channel, the cabinet never did decide to go to war. 
On 29 July, Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey addressed a "critical 
cabinet" on the issue of war in Europe. One member summarized the 
result as follows: "Situation seriously reviewed from all points of view. 
It was decided not to decide."27 Prime Minister Herbert Asquith opined 
on 2 August that three-quarters of the Liberal Party in the House of 
Commons "are for absolute non-interference at any price."28 No military 
advice was sought, no counsel given. Grey operated in "singular indepen
dence," carefully weighed his options, and, when all attempts to mediate 
the Serbian dispute had evaporated, moved toward war. Still, the only 
decisions taken by the ministers at the crucial cabinet meeting of 3 August 
were: Two of them chose to resign, two chose to resign and then re
tract, and the, rest remained in office. Yet again, J. Paul Harris argues, 
there was no input from or consultation with the popular press, pub
lic opinion, or banking circles in The City. And yet again, there were 
no illusions about localizing the European conflict. Chaos and confu
sion may have reigned supreme, but there was no inadvertent "slide" 
into war. 

2S See Frederick L. Schuman, War and Diplomacy in the French Republic: An Inquiry into 
Political Motivations and the Control of Foreign Policy (New York, 1969), pp. 219-
20; and Imanuel Geiss, ed., July I9I4: The Outbreak of the First World War: Selected 
Documents (New York, 1967), p. 295. 

26 Schuman, War and Diplomacy, p. 204. 

27 Cited in Zara S. Steiner, Britain and the Origins of the First World War (New York, 
1977), p. 224. See Chapter 8. 

28 Ibid., p. 23 2 • 
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Why Did It Happen? 459 

In fact, British policy had been consistent over the last third of the 
nineteenth century. Britain was interested in maintaining the balance of 
power on the Continent, in making sure that no European power was in 
position to sever or seriously to constrain its seaborne commerce, and in 
being in position to rebuff any serious threat to the home islands or to 
the Empire. Grey may have misjudged the seriousness of the initial phase 
of the July Crisis, but he quickly recovered and made a commitment to 
the defense of Belgium and France, in large part to block Germany from 
seizing any of the French Channel or Atlantic ports. 

With strict constitutional propriety, the decision for war was made 
by the Asquith cabinet, with the consent of parliament. But the cabinet 
did not act in unison; rather, it was swayed, in the end, by a resolute 
minority. The prime mover was Grey, aided vociferously by First Lord of 
the Admiralty Winston S. Churchill. Asquith was less enthusiastic about a 
continental commitment, but trusted Grey's professional judgment. The 
rest of the cabinet eventually went along with that move toward war. 
In fact, Germany's violation of Belgian neutrality and Chancellor von 
Bethmann Hollweg's ill-chosen words about the 1839 Articles constituting 
but "a scrap of paper" did much to persuade them. Again, decision making 
by coterie. 

The final major contracting power, Italy, constituted perhaps the ex
ception to our argument. To be sure, there was no "slide" into war.29 
King Vittorio Emanuele III and Chief of the General Staff Alberto Pollio 
had repeatedly assured the Germans that, according to the terms of the 
third Triple Alliance treaty of 1891, they could count on Italy's "every 
last man" if it came to war in Europe.3° At the moment of decision, how
ever, Italy declined to support her alliance partners, Austria-Hungary and 
Germany. Italian policy in 1914, in the words of Richard Bosworth, was 
made by "one man alone," and that man was Foreign Minister Antonio 
di San GiulianoY On 31 July, San Giuliano informed the cabinet that 
"neither the spirit nor the letter of the Triple Alliance force us to join in 
this case with Germany and Austria."3 2 And it was San Giuliano who in 

29 Richard Bosworth, Italy and the Approach of the First World War (London and 
Basingstoke, 1983), p. 33, states: "There can be no defence for a case that Italy 'slithered 
into war.'" 

30 John Gooch, Army, State and Society in Italy, I870-I9I5 (New York, 1989), pp. 152.-5. 
See Cha pter 11. 

31 Bosworth, Italy and the Approach, p. 12.2.. 
32 Cited in R. J. B. Bosworth, Italy, the Least of the Great Powers: Italian Foreign Policy 

before the First World War (Cambridge, 1979), p. 395. 
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August-September 1914 (just before his death in October) mapped out 
the "well sign-posted paths to intervention" on the side of the entente.33 

These "sign posts" consisted of the territorial annexation of the Trentino 
and Trieste, parts of Istria, the Dalmatian Islands, and Valona. Thus, in 
the Italian case, Richard F. Hamilton and Holger H. Herwig argue, there 
existed in 1915 a well-defined "calculus" although not of the kind the 
German policy advisor Kurt Riezler had in mind. 34 

Of all the powers discussed, Italy was the one case of a nation commit
ted by alliance to a course of action that ran counter to its national inter
ests and the national mood. Most politically aware Italians saw Austria
Hungary as the primary enemy. The country's economy was ill prepared 
for war. Social unrest, especially in the "red belt" of the Romagna, threat
ened domestic stability. Given these conditions, Prime Minister Antonio 
Salandra and his new foreign minister, Sidney Sonnino, "Italy's worst-ever 
Foreign Minister," moved the government's policy ever closer to that of 
Britain and France. They carried with them the cabinet, the Chamber of 
Deputies, and, eventually, the king.35 In the end, San Giuliano's power 
and persuasion prompted the Italian government first to ignore the 1882 
alliance, then to proclaim neutrality; thereafter, Salandra and Sonnino 
made the decision to enter the war for anticipated spoils. Italy's entry in 
World War I was truly decision making by coterie. 

With regard to what we call the lesser or peripheral participants, the 
decision for war in most cases was taken by a coterie of senior lead
ers; in some (like Japan) by an individual leader. At the Porte, as Ulrich 
Trumpener argues, a handful of Young Turk leaders, including Minister 
of War Enver Bey, Minister of the Interior Mehmed Talat Bey, Minister 
of the Navy Ahmed Cemal Pasha, Premier and Foreign Minister Mehmed 
Said Halim, and President of the House of Deputies Halil Bey, on 2 August 
1914 negotiated and signed a secret alliance with Germany.36 The rest 
of the cabinet, the parliament, Ambassador Mahmud Muhtar at Berlin, 

33 Bosworth, Italy and the Approach, pp. 132-3. 
34 "Wars will no longer be fought," Riezler had argued on the eve of the Great War, "but 

calculated." J. J. Ruedorffer [Kurt Riezler), Grundzuge der Weltpolitik der Gegenwart 
(Stuttgart and Berlin, 1914). See also Chapter 5. 

3S Under Articles 4 and 5 of the Piedmontese Constitution of 1848, the "sacred and 
inviolable" king alone held "the executive power," was the "supreme head of state," 
commanded "all land and naval forces," "declares war," and "makes treaties." Dodd, 
Modern Constitutions, vol. 2, p. 5. The "worst-ever" claim is by Bosworth, Italy and the 
Approach, p. 134. 

36 The standard work remains Ulrich Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire, 
1914-1918 (New York, 1989). See Chapter 10. 
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and, most likely, Sultan Mehmed V were kept in the dark. This coterie 
of Young Turk leaders weighed their options and then decided that the 
recourse to arms on the side of Germany would best serve the nation. 
While many of them, like Ottoman politicians and intellectuals, preferred 
to side with Britain and France, in the final analysis neither London nor 
Paris offered acceptable terms of alliance; Germany became their last and 
unavoidable choice. Enver Bey perhaps put the case for the Young Turk 
leaders in deciding to join Germany most clearly: They did not like the 
risk of having the Ottoman Empire become "Russia's vassal," and they 
were also convinced that Germany and its allies were militarily stronger 
than the entente powers and would therefore prevail in the world war. 

But the Ottoman entry into the war stemmed also from the Ottoman 
elites' search for economic independence. Once leaders at the Porte be
came convinced that the German tie offered them freedom from the British 
and French financial "capitulations," they agreed to an alliance with 
Berlin. Again, there was no "slide" into war, no surrender to impersonal 
and irresistible forces. Rather, there was bold calculation by a coterie of 
Young Turks that the road to recognition and to financial independence 
ran through Berlin. The fact that Berlin was negotiating with the Porte to 
secure its entry into a possible European war at the very time that Vienna 
was issuing its ultimatum to Belgrade speaks volumes against the "slide" 
thesis, as does the subsequent dispatch of two gold trains from Berlin to 
Constantinople and Rear Admiral Wilhelm Souchon's aggressive naval 
actions off Odessa. 

In the Balkans, the decisions for war likewise rested with a small co
terie of senior advisors, mainly princes or kings, politicians, and military 
leaders. In Serbia, given that Crown Prince Alexander had assumed the 
position of regent only on 24 June 1914, the crisis was handled directly 
by Prime Minister Nikola Pashich (Pasic). Since the bloody murder of 
King Alexander in 1903, Serbia had shifted its loyalties to Russia in the 
hope of securing backing for the creation of a "Greater Serbia," by arms 
if need be. Serb leaders saw this greater nation as the necessary precon
dition for economic and political success. In their paths stood first and 
foremost the Ottoman Empire, and, especially after its annexation of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Apart from 
Russia, Serb leaders also established shadowy relations with a number 
of secret societies, which were manned in large part by reserve officers 
and which had close links to the military establishment. These included, 
but were not limited to, Union or Death (Ujedinjenie ili Smrt), popularly 
known as the Black Hand (Tsrna Ruka). The society's leader, Colonel 
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Holger H. Herwig 

Dragutin Dimitrijevich ("Apis"), in 1913 became head of Serbian mili
tary intelligence. 

Prime Minister Pashich, while recognizing that "anarchistic elements" 
may well have had a hand in the assassination at Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, 
nevertheless was reluctant to identify the Black Hand as perpetrator of 
the act for fear of thereby exposing the interconnection among the civilian 
and military decision-making bodies in Belgrade. In the end, fully aware 
that Serbia was still recovering from the losses of the two Balkan Wars, 
he decided not to go to war but, rather, to leave the onus for declaring 
war with Vienna. Failure to obtain clear commitments of support from 
St. Petersburg undoubtedly also played a role in this decision. As Richard 
C. Hall argues, the murder at Sarajevo "caused" nothing; rather, it was the 
use made of the killings, especially by Vienna, that set Europe on a course 
toward war. Far from "sliding" into armed conflict, Pashich, recognizing 
the immediacy of war, moved the government to the southern city of Nish 
and ordered the military to initiate basic precautions.37 

With regard to Bulgaria, senior decision makers (king, politicians, mil
itary) once again determined the recourse to arms. And as in the case 
of Serbia, secret societies (the "Supreme Macedonian Committee" and 
the "Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Committee") spearheaded the 
drive for a "Greater Bulgaria." Tsar Ferdinand and Minister-President 
Vasil Radoslavov at first declared that Bulgaria would remain neutral in 
the European war. But in October 1915, they sided with the Central 
Powers to assert what Radoslavov termed Bulgaria's "rights" in 
Macedonia. Bulgaria saw therein the best chance to reverse its defeat 
in the Second Balkan War and to regain much-sought-after Macedonian 
territory)8 It was decision by coterie; the aim, immediate territorial gain. 

In Romania, the road to war was dictated by King Carol I and Prime 
Minister Ion Brihianu, supported by a land-owning aristocracy and a 
small educated urban class. There were no secret societies at work in 
Romania or in the territories that she coveted, and, unlike elsewhere in 
the Balkans, the military remained under government control. A member 
of the Triple Alliance since 1888, Romania, like Italy, in 1914 opted for 
neutrality. A "pervasive spirit of opportunism," Richard C. Hall states, 
led Bucharest in August 1915 to opt for the entente in return for three 

37 Alex N. Dragnich, Serbia, Nikola Pasic and Yugoslavia (New Brunswick, N.J., 1971). 
Also see Chapter 3. 

38 Richard C. Hall, Bulgaria's Road to the First World War (Boulder, Colo., 1996). Also, 
see Chapter 12.. 
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Why Did It Happen? 

irredentist objectives: the annexation of Hungarian-controlled Transyl
vania, of the Bukovina, and of Bessarabia.39 Together, they would allow 
Bucharest to proclaim a "Greater Romania." The lust for irredentist gains 
at the expense of Austria-Hungary, rather than an innocent "slide," thus 
brought Romania into the war. 

The Greek case, Richard C. Hall suggests, was too interwoven with do
mestic intrigues, personal agendas, and great power intervention to allow 
a clear-cut path to war to be identified. Greece in June 1917 was the last 
European state to enter the war - and then only after tortuous political 
turmoil, entente invasion, Anglo-French blockade, and the forced abdica
tion of King Constantine. Still, in the final analysis, the decision for war 
can be traced to a single determined leader: Prime Minister Eleutherios 
Venizelos. 

Beyond continental Europe and the Ottoman Empire, tough, aggressive 
senior decision makers also charted the course toward war. In Japan, the 
European war brought relief and joy. What senior leaders termed the great 
"confusion" would spell opportunity for Japan, an opportunity to become 
the "chief nation of the Orient." On 8 August 1914, the cabinet approved 
Japanese participation in the war alongside Great Britain. That decision 
was the work primarily of one man, Foreign Minister Kato Takaaki. In 
what Frederick R. Dickinson describes as a "complete usurpation of the 
foreign policy prerogative," in August 1914, Kato, after consulting with 
just a handful of his closest advisors in the Foreign Ministry, took the 
genro, or elder statesmen, completely by surprise.40 There was no input 
from the public, the popular press, or financial and industrial circles. And 
far from being a "slide" into war, Japan's entry into that conflict was the 
product of the machinations of its foreign minister. 

Kato's action was the result of a complex set of conditions peculiar 
to Japan. In part, it played out against a turbulent domestic political 
battle to define the national essence that had absorbed Japanese ener
gies since the island's "opening" to the modern world in 1853. In part, 
it was a vote of confidence for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902 as 
well as the foreign minister's bid to promote British parliamentarism at 

39 Glenn E. Torrey, Romania and World War I (Portland, Ore., 1998). 
40 Frederick R. Dickinson, War and National Reinvention: Japan in the Great War, 

1914-1919 (Cambridge, Mass., 1999). Also, see Chapter 9. The almost limitless pow
ers of the "sacred and inviolable" emperor under the Constitution of February 1889 to 
"command the army and navy" (Article II), and to "declare war, make peace, and con
clude treaties" (Article 13) did not come into play in 1914. Dodd, Modern Constitutions, 
vol. 2, pp. 24-5. 
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home. In part, it was an element in Kato's struggle against what Dickinson 
calls the "battle against budding Pan-Asianism in Japan," that is, against 
the wildly ambitious schemes for territorial expansion in China pro
moted especially by senior military leaders. And finally, it was a mas
terstroke to ensure Kato's control of the foreign policy decision-making 
process. 

Last but not least, the United States entered the war in April I9I7 in 
large measure also because of one man: Woodrow Wilson. Having at
tempted for the first three years of the war to influence its course and 
outcome through diplomatic means, the president finally ran out of alter
natives after Germany's initiation of unrestricted submarine warfare on I 

February I9I7Y 
John M. Cooper first examines, and then rejects, the customary argu

ments of scholars that "powerful forces" such as precedent, economics, 
culture, geopolitics, and popular opinion brought about the American de
cision to enter the war. He suggests instead that these "powerful forces" 
were but "background influences" and that they acted on the side of non
intervention. Rather, "Wilson remains at the center. He and, in certain 
critical respects, he alone cast America's lot for entry into World War I. " 
With Congress out of session for all but three months between August 
I9I4 and the end of I9I5, the president acted on his own, with complete 
faith in his enormous self-assurance. 

Germany's submarine offensive determined America's eventual re
sponse. The sinking of the British liner Lusitania on 7 May I9I5, with the 
loss of 128 Americans, changed the nation's relation to the war. William 
Jennings Bryan's decision to resign as secretary of state on 9 June I9I5 
allowed Wilson to take charge of foreign policy. That policy was defined 
by a tradition of diplomatic isolation and a century of noninvolvement 
in overseas affairs. It was also shaped by the president's reading of what 
Cooper calls the "double wish" of the American people: to remain firm 
in the face of the German threat and yet to do nothing that might pro
pel the United States into the war. Berlin's decision to begin unrestricted 
submarine warfare on I February I9I7 caused Wilson to opt for war, to 
"take the risk that as a victor this nation could shape a better, more just 
peace and try to prevent such conflagrations from ever happening again. " 
In proper constitutionality, the president presented his case to Congress, 
which held the war powers. But in the end, Cooper argues, Wilson's role 

41 Thomas J. Knock, To End All Wars: Woodrow Wilson and the Quest for World Order 
(Princeton, 1995). See also Chapter 13. 
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Why Did It Happen? 

was critical: "He and he alone took the United States into World War I." 
However one evaluates Wilson's handling of the European crisis, few se
rious scholars would accuse the president of a "slide" into war. 

During the war, arguments of intention, of sinister premeditation were 
dominant, these basically being arguments of aggressive purpose. A year 
or two after the end of the war, a sea change occurred and arguments 
of inadvertence - no one wanted war - were given increasingly wide 
approval. Both arguments were basically political in character, serving as 
an aid first in the conduct of the war, and then in the conduct of the peace. 
Since little serious documentation was available at that point, the actual 
bases of the decision making were essentially unknown. The most striking 
instance of the shift in usages appears in the case of David Lloyd George, 
who, in a less than a year, changed from a committed intentionalist to 
become the principal author of the nonjudgmental slide thesis. In January 
1920, he demanded that Kaiser Wilhelm II be formally tried as a war 
criminal, perhaps at Dover Castle. Then, in December of that year, he 
made a famous speech in which he argued that the nations had "glided, 
or rather staggered and stumbled" into warY As late as 1936, Lloyd 
George still maintained, "No sovereign or leading statesman in any of 
the belligerent countries sought or desired war - certainly not a European 
war."43 The "slide" thesis renders careful reexamination of the July Crisis 
unnecessary: no motive, no intention, no responsibility. We suggest instead 
a consistent pattern, multiple instances of moves for engagement; and we 
argue that the very essence of decision making is human input by way of 
choice. 

And so it was in 1914. For decades, European leaders had "gamed" 
the likely scenario for war on the Continent. In each case, they rejected 
the notion that a war could be localized or isolated. In each case, they 
recognized the danger of diplomatic escalation leading to armed conflict. 
In each case, they knew the dangers inherent in a general European war. 
In each case, they accepted those risks and dangers in July and August, 
and they decided for war with the full expectation of winning and thereby 
solving the difficulties that prompted them to consider armed conflict in 
the first place. That is what made the July Crisis radically different from 
previous crises, such as the two Moroccan wars, the two Balkan wars, 
and the Tripolitanian war. 

42 Cecil, Wilhelm II, vol. 2, p. 299; A. Lentin, Lloyd George, Woodrow Wilson and the 
Guilt of Germany: An Essay in the Pre-History of Appeasement (Leicester, 1984), p. 143. 

43 David Lloyd George, War Memoirs, 6 vols. (London, 1933-6), vol. 6, p. 3346. 
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In fact, there was a surprising single-mindedness of purpose in the deci
sion makers of I9I4. They recognized almost to a man that the strategic 
argument of perceived decline or threat demanded the call to arms. In 
short order, the murder of Archduke Franz Ferdinand receded from the 
forefront of their considerations. Instead, the leaders in Vienna and Berlin, 
St. Petersburg and Paris, persisted in their view that war alone could re
solve their perceived precarious positions in the European concert. And 
when two monarchs, Wilhelm II and Nicholas II, at the last moment tried 
to pull back from the precipice, the coteries in Berlin and St. Petersburg 
forced them back on course. 

The "slide" thesis is also rendered spurious by the various actions, espe
cially in the three critical capitals - Vienna, Berlin, and St. Petersburg - to 
block possible mediation of the crisis. Foreign Minister Berchtold as 
early as 3 July boldly informed the German ambassador, Heinrich von 
Tschirschky, of his government's need for a "final and fundamental 
reckoning" with Serbia. Kaiser Wilhelm II at Berlin endorsed that ini
tiative with the terse marginalia, "now or never." Vienna refused a state 
funeral for Archduke Franz Ferdinand in part because such a formal gath
ering might have offered the crowned heads of Europe an opportunity to 
discuss and perhaps to coordinate their responses to the assassination at 
Sarajevo. Vienna was determined to strike out against Belgrade; Berlin 
seconded that initiative. And once Russia had decided to block the pro
posed Habsburg "punitive expedition" against Serbia by way of mobiliza
tion, Foreign Minister Sazonov forestalled further discussion and possible 
resolution of the crisis by instructing General lanushkevich, the chief of 
the General Staff, to smash his telephone! 

Perhaps the last words on the "slide" thesis should go to one of 
the pivotal players, the chief of the German General Staff. Already in 
March I9I3, General von Moltke confided to the Italian military attache 
Germany's intention to violate Belgian neutrality in case of war. The next 
war, Moltke stated, would be between France and Germany. In brutal 
terms, he allowed that this war would be "a question of life or death for 
us. We shall stop at nothing to gain our end. In the struggle for existence, 
one does not bother about the means one employs."44 And in retirement 
in June I9I5, Moltke in a private letter to Field Marshal Colmar von der 
Goltz spoke openly of "this war which I prepared and initiated. "45 No 
drift, no slide. 

44 Gooch, Army, State and Society, p. 149. 
45 Cited in John C. G. Rohl, "Germany," in Wilson, ed., Decisions for War 19I4, p. 27. 
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Why Did It Happen? 

On the Argument of the Alliances 

The second major argument spelled out in Chapter 1 is the claim that the 
alliance system "caused" the war. It too is an argument of inadvertence: 
No one planned it that way; it "just so happened" that general war proved 
the consequence of those obligations. 

As laid out in Chapter 1, the alliances were first and foremost defensive. 
None called for any of the contracting powers to behave as they did in 
July 1914. None triggered the casus foederis. Only one treaty, the Franco
Russian convention of 1892, included specific military measures. At the 
most extreme interpretation of alliance adherence, the treaties required 
"benevolent neutrality" of their signatories. Not a single major leader, to 
the best of our knowledge, argued the recourse to war on the basis of the 
"alliance system." 

All the treaties of the Triple Alliance and of the Triple Alliance with 
Romania became active only if one of the contracting powers was forced 
to resort to war "without direct provocation on their part." Given these 
antecedent events, it is clear that none of the treaties required engage
ment in July 1914. The decisions to resort to war, beginning with Vienna, 
were made entirely independent of treaty stipulations. In all cases, the 
strategic argument - the need to halt a perceived decline or to block a se
rious threat - proved decisive. Men made the choice for war not accord
ing to formal contractual obligations but, rather, according to presumed 
national interests and needs. 

The basic lesson with regard to the alliance systems is that the literal 
terms of the alliances counted for little; the interpretation, uses, and ac
tions of the key decision makers counted for much. An earlier episode 
provides a good example. In 1850, Austria and Prussia were on the verge 
of war in a struggle over Hesse-Kassel. Austria had occupied that state 
to enforce the elector's authority over an uncooperative parliament, an 
action that greatly annoyed Prussia. In a heated discussion, one German 
leader argued that the issue was "purely juridical." Austria had acted in 
accordance with the constitution of the German Confederation, which 
was still "the valid law" in Germany. Otto von Bismarck, then a mem
ber of the Prussian legislature, responded by stating that he recognized 
"no law in foreign affairs, only convenience." Later that year, in a public 
statement, Bismarck put his position, Realpolitik, more forcefully: 

Why do large states go to war nowadays? The only sound basis for a large state is 
its egoism and not romanticism: this is what distinguishes a large state necessarily 
from a small one. It is not worthy of a large state to fight for a thing that is not 
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Holger H. Herwig 

in its own interest. Just show me an objective worth a war, gentlemen, and I will 
agree with yoU.46 

The lesson: Treaties are words on paper, words that by themselves 
have little or no determinative impact.47 They are not golden tablets, cast 
in stone for eternity. They are bound by time and circumstance. They 
must be in the national interest of their signatories to have any value. 
They are upheld only insofar as they serve those national interests. To 
be sure, the age-old argument of alliance determinism assumes an effec
tive international rule of law and honorable alliance partners. But most 
experts in international affairs would count those as among the most 
naive hypotheses imaginable. We suggest instead that a more intelligent 
reading of the events of July 19I4 might have caused a different opin
ion as to whether the entire Balkans were worth the bones of millions of 
grenadiers - Pomeranian or otherwise. 

46 Cited in Otto Pflanze, Bismarck and the Development of Germany, vol. 1: The Period of 
Unification, 1815-1871 (Princeton, 1990), pp. 72-3. 

47 This was made clearest perhaps in December I908 by Vittorio Emanuele III, who spoke 
openly to foreign diplomats "of the utter worthlessness of treaties or any agreements 
written on paper. They are worth the value of the paper." The Italian king placed his 
faith only "in bayonets and cannon." Cited in Bosworth, Italy, the Least of the Great 
Powers, p. 377; also William A. Renzi, "Italy's Neutrality and Entrance into the Great 
War: A Reexamination," American Historical Review 73 (June 1968): I414. 
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