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It could be argued that the very first analysis of the origins of the 
First World War was the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum presented 
to the Serbian government at 5  p.m. on 23 July 1914. Even before 
the conflict began, participants were busy constructing their own 
narratives of international history in the early twentieth century. The 
Austro-Hungarian ultimatum read like a charge-sheet, presented to 
an allegedly criminal state. The Serbian government duly penned a 
defence. From the beginning of the war, participants fused historical 
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analysis, political interest, moral judgement and legal rhetoric into 
their accounts of the conflict’s origins. This conflation of different 
explanatory modes continued into the post-war period. Article 231 of 
the Treaty of Versailles held Germany and its allies solely responsible for 
the outbreak of the war, while the lesser known Article 227 arraigned 
William II for ‘a supreme offence against international morality and 
the sanctity of treaties’. The war guilt debate after 1919 represented a 
struggle over the moral foundations of the international order—one 
conducted with footnotes and voluminous collections of documents.1 
The political stakes in the debate over the origins of the First World War 
remained high after 1945, culminating in the intense, and often bitter, 
controversy over the Fischer thesis in West Germany in the 1960s.

The intensity of the debate has dissipated since the mid-1960s. 
Fischer’s claim that German leaders had planned a war of aggression 
since December 1912 held the field after the historians’ battles in the 
1960s.2 It also provided unity to the history of international relations 
before the First World War. Historians were drawn into researching the 
same set of questions, explaining the sources of Germany’s aggressive 
foreign policy, and analysing the reactions of the other great powers.3 
By the 1980s, however, the Fischer thesis faced a revisionist challenge 
from historians emphasising Germany’s vulnerable geopolitical position 
in central Europe, while studies of the determinants of great powers’ 
foreign policies no longer concentrated exclusively on their reaction to 
the German threat.4

Since the 1980s, research into the origins of the First World War has 
veered in different directions. It is possible to distinguish three broad 
approaches in recent literature. Firstly, although few historians argue 
that a single state was solely responsible for the war, many claim that 
one state was more culpable than others. In these accounts, German and 
Austro-Hungarian leaders figure prominently, owing to their willingness 
to undertake risky initiatives and to countenance a general European 

1. K. Wilson, Forging the Collective Memory: Government and International Historians 
through the Two World Wars (Oxford, 1996); A. Mombauer, The Origins of the First World War: 
Controversies and Consensus (London, 2002).

2. A. Mombauer, The Fischer Controversy after Fifty Years, special issue of Journal of 
Contemporary History, xlviii/2 (2013), pp. 231–417.

3. V. Berghahn, Der Tirpitz Plan: Genesis und Verfall einer innenpolitischen Krisenstrategie 
(Düsseldorf, 1971); W. Mommsen, Imperial Germany, 1867–1918: Politics, Culture, and Society in 
an Authoritarian State (London, 1995); R. Poidevin, Les rélations économiques et financières entre 
la France et l’Allemagne de 1898 à 1914 (Paris, 1969); P. Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German 
Antagonism, 1860–1914 (London, 1980); Z. Steiner, Britain and the Origins of the First World War 
(London, 1977).

4. G. Schollgen, ed., Escape into War? The Foreign Policy of Imperial Germany (Oxford, 
1990); K. Hildebrand, Das vergangene Reich: Deutsche Aussenpolitik, 1871–1945 (Stuttgart, 1995); 
K. Wilson, The Policy of the Entente: Essays on the Determinants of British Foreign Policy, 1904–
1914 (Cambridge, 1985); K. Neilson, Britain and the Last Tsar: British Policy and Russia, 1894–1917 
(Oxford, 1995); J.  Charmley, Splendid Isolation? Britain and the Balance of Power, 1870–1914 
(London, 1999).
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war as a solution to their fragile international position.5 The powers in 
the Triple Entente—Russia, France, and Britain—are generally criticised 
for their sins of omission, rather than commission, their failure to make 
timely concessions to German and Austro-Hungarian security interests, 
and the absence of systemic thinking in their policy. In other words, 
they pursued narrow national interests, which eventually undermined 
the ethos of co-operation and restraint in great power relations.6

A second approach emphasises the systemic pressures that led to 
war. Scholars examine how arms races, alliances, imperial rivalries 
and public opinion created contexts that made a general European 
war more likely. The interaction between the different actors in the 
international system, including non-state actors such as the press and 
popular militarist associations, reveals the limited room for manœuvre 
enjoyed by political leaders on the eve of the war.7 Interestingly, within 
such systemic thinking the international economy and the role of 
businessmen and bankers in the origins of the war have received little 
attention. Indeed, historians of globalisation have generally tended to 
view international commerce as a force for peace. Kevin O’Rourke and 
Richard Findlay were, for example, recently at a loss to explain how an 
interdependent world economy could result in a general war.8

Finally, historians have questioned whether the First World War was 
an inevitable, or even probable, outcome of international relations in the 
early twentieth century. Despite periodic crises and inevitable tensions, 
the great powers managed to preserve peace between themselves for 
over four decades after 1871. Allies restrained their partners, armaments 
acted as a deterrent, and the impact of public opinion on foreign policy 
bolstered peace.9 No longer is the assassination of the Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand viewed as a trigger for barely suppressed tensions to erupt 

5. S. Williamson, Austria–Hungary and the Origins of the First World War (Basingstoke, 1991); 
A. Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke and the Origins of the First World War (Cambridge, 2001); 
G. Kronenbitter, ‘Krieg im Frieden’: Die Führung der k. u. k. Armee and die Grossmachtpolitik 
Österreichs-Ungarns, 1906–1914 (Munich, 2003).

6. S. Schmidt, Frankreichs Aussenpolitik in der Julikrise: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des 
Ausbruches des Ersten Weltkrieges (Munich, 2009); A.  Rose, Zwischen Empire und Kontinent: 
Zur Transformation britischer Aussen- und Sicherheitspolitik im Vorfeld des Ersten Weltkrieges 
(Munich, 2011); S. Schroeder, Die englisch–russische Marinekonvention: Das deutsche Reich und 
die Flottenverhandlungen der Tripleentente am Vorabend des Ersten Weltkrieges (Göttingen, 
2006); K. Canis, Der Weg in den Abgrund: Deutsche Aussenpolitik, 1902–1914 (Paderborn, 2011).

7. J. Rüger, The Great Naval Game: Britain and Germany in the Age of Empire (Cambridge, 
2007); D.  Geppert, Pressekriege: Öffentlichkeit und Diplomatie in den deutsch–britischen 
Beziehungen, 1896–1912 (Munich, 2007); D.  Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War: 
Europe, 1904–1914 (Oxford, 1996).

8. R. Findlay and K. O’Rourke, Power and Plenty: Trade, War, and the World Economy in 
the Second Millennium (Princeton, 2007), p.  xxv; B.  Barth, Die deutsche Hochfinanz und die 
Imperialismen: Banken und Aussenpolitik vor 1914 (Stuttgart, 1995).

9. H. Afflerbach, Der Dreibund: Europäische Grossmacht- und Allianzpolitik vor dem 
Ersten Weltkrieg (Vienna, 2002); F.  Kiessling, Gegen den grossen Krieg? Entspannung in den 
internationalen Beziehungen, 1911–1914 (Munich, 2002); W. Mulligan, The Origins of the First 
World War (Cambridge, 2010); K. Wilsberg, Terrible ami – aimable ennemi: Kooperation und 
Konflikt in den deutsch–französischen Beziehungen, 1911–1914 (Bonn, 1998).
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in war, but the course of the July crisis is considered to have been of 
enormous significance.10

These are not necessarily mutually exclusive interpretations. 
Much depends on the particular question posed. Indeed, heated 
debates tend to occur between historians working within the same 
specialist field (say, on German war planning or British naval policy) 
rather than between scholars emphasising different approaches.11 
The debate on the origins of the war has fragmented—partly as a 
result of the proliferation of scholarship, which makes it difficult to 
master the literature, and partly as a reflection of the complexity of 
the international system, with six great powers, several important 
smaller states and a multitude of influential actors, from businessmen 
to press barons. That said, the origins of the First World War remains 
a compelling subject. ‘To tell the truth about the origins of the war’, 
claims Sean McMeekin, one of the authors reviewed here, ‘is the 
least we can do to honour its victims’ (McMeekin, p. 243). Annika 
Mombauer echoes these sentiments, arguing that the ‘tragedy of 
the First World War and its poisonous legacy’ motivates historical 
research and controversy about its origins.12 The subject continues to 
speak to contemporary political preoccupations; Christopher Clark is 
struck by the ‘raw modernity’ of the era (Clark, p. xxv). The legacies, 
from British relations with Europe to the political topography of the 
Middle East, still preoccupy us. Given that historians consider that 
the First World War marks a rupture in modern European, indeed 
global, history, the significance of this rupture demands that we 
interpret the origins of the conflict.

The books under review here range widely, in examining the visions 
of warfare entertained by naval and military leaders in the early 
twentieth century, in analysing the shifting diplomatic cultures of the 
era, in challenging existing accounts of Russian foreign policy, and, 
in the case of Clark’s book, in revising our understanding of how the 
international system functioned before 1914. Despite differences in 
theme and scope, they raise similar questions for the decades leading 
up to the War about the exercise of power, the relationship between 
great power politics and economic interdependence, the function of 
international law, expectations of future war, and the geographical 
frameworks for analysing international politics.

10. R. Hamilton and H. Herwig, eds., The Origins of the First World War (Cambridge, 
2003).

11. For a small sample of the debate over the Schlieffen plan, see T.  Zuber, Inventing the 
Schlieffen Plan: German War Planning, 1871–1914 (Oxford, 2002); T.H. Holmes, ‘The Reluctant 
March to Paris’, War in History, viii (2001), pp.  208–32; C.M. Bell, ‘Sir John Fisher’s Naval 
Revolution Reconsidered Winston Standards: A Reply to Christopher Bell’, War in History, xix 
(2012), pp. 217–40; C. Bell, ‘On Standards and Scholarship: A Response to Nicholas Lambert’, 
War in History, xx (2013), pp. 381–409.

12. A. Mombauer, ‘Introduction’, in ead., Fischer Controversy after 50 Years, p. 240.
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I. VISIONS OF WARFARE

The extent to which political and military leaders anticipated the 
scale of warfare that occurred after 1914 is an important interpretative 
hinge in the debate on the origins of the war. In the mid-1990s, Stig 
Förster questioned the ‘short war’ myth, arguing that German general 
staff officers believed that a general European war would most likely 
be a drawn-out affair, lasting well over a year, with the attendant risks 
of economic upheaval and political revolution. He also emphasised 
that the professional prestige of the officer corps within society, and 
their political influence, depended on their perceived ability to fight 
short wars. That leaders chose war as an instrument of policy in 1914 
led Förster to conclude that the decision for war lay in the ‘realm 
of the absurd’—an act determined by irrational abstractions, rather 
than a careful analysis of the heavy costs and minimal benefits. His 
argument has been questioned by historians working on German 
military planning, who suggest that the generals considered a short 
war a plausible scenario, though they did not rule out a lengthy 
conflict. Such a scenario makes the decision for war in 1914 appear 
more rational, a calculated act of power politics, rather than a 
desperate gamble. The same question about expectations of future 
war can be asked of military and naval planners in other European 
states.13

The wars before 1914—the Anglo-Boer War, the Russo-Japanese War, 
and the Balkan Wars in 1912 and 1913—provided considerable evidence 
about the impact of technological developments on the battlefield, 
the dynamics of violence, and the political, economic, and (not least) 
humanitarian catastrophes caused by war. Yet, as Olivier Cosson shows 
in his study of French tactical doctrines in the early twentieth century, 
officers tended to incorporate the ‘lessons’ of these wars into existing 
scenarios and expectations. Unlike their German counterparts, French 
officers endured a sense of crisis in the early twentieth century. The 
Dreyfus scandal, the reduction of military service from three to two 
years, and the German empire’s overwhelming military superiority 
undermined the professional credibility of the French officer corps 
(Cosson, p.  43). Tactical doctrine not only embodied expectations 
about a future European war, it also offered a sense of cohesion and 
purpose. Historians have long emphasised the importance of the 
cult of the offensive in French tactical doctrine on the eve of the 
war, as epitomised in the works of Louis de Grandmaison, who was 
later killed in February 1915. As Cosson shows, Grandmaison rose 
to prominence in 1905, promoting training techniques which he 

13. S. Förster, ‘Der deutsche Generalstab und die Illusion des kurzen Krieges, 1871–1914: 
Metakritik eines Mythos’, Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen, liv (1995), pp. 61–95; for a different 
interpretation, see O. Stein, Die deutsche Heeresrüstungspolitik, 1890–1914: Das Militär und der 
Primat der Politik (Paderborn, 2007), pp. 99–103.
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developed as commander of the 1st Battalion of the 30th Infantry 
Regiment (Cosson, p.  203). In contrast to German thought, which 
aimed at flanking manœuvres, French officers such as Grandmaison 
argued for direct offensives by the infantry against the enemy. They 
emphasised morale as the key to success—the offensive side enjoyed 
moral superiority and would drain the psychological resources of the 
defenders, leading to victory.

Infantry offensives, however, had been shown to be highly costly in 
the Russo-Japanese war. Cosson offers the intriguing and convincing 
reflection that military observers were like anthropologists (Cosson, 
pp.  63, 78). They described (as best they could, given their limited 
access) the anatomy of the armies and the unfolding of battles. Their 
questionnaires looked for specific information, including details about 
rations and the condition of railway carriages bringing soldiers to the 
front, but observers went beyond description to analyse the lessons of 
the war. These lessons were refracted through the lenses of political 
interests, cultural stereotypes, and military doctrine. The success of 
Japanese forces was attributed to their offensive spirit, the patriotism 
of the individual soldier, and the initiative demonstrated by the officer 
corps. Russian forces, by contrast, were regarded as passive and stolid, 
if brave. As Cosson argues, this ‘psychological’ interpretation of the 
war fitted neatly with officers’ understanding of their own military 
strengths, which emphasised the inventiveness and intelligence of 
the French soldier. While the work of Gustav Le Bon on national 
psychologies shaped the broad intellectual atmosphere, Cosson shows 
that officers had a much more varied understanding of ‘psychology’, 
adapted to specific military preoccupations with authority, discipline 
and initiative (Cosson, pp. 168–73).

The Russo-Japanese War posed troubling questions for European 
military observers. Battles were longer and indecisive. While the war 
was relatively short compared with the First World War, exhaustion 
and revolution rather than the destruction of enemy forces brought 
the war to an end. And this might have cast doubt on the utility of war 
between great powers as an instrument of policy. Cosson argues that 
the French military evaded these questions, which would have struck 
at its sense of mission, by attributing the failure of Japanese forces to 
win a decisive victory to dogmatism imbued by their German military 
advisers. French military thinkers defended the primacy of the decisive 
battle, founded upon the ‘offensive à l’outrance’, the patriotism of 
their soldiers, and the skill of the commanders and officers (Cosson, 
pp. 195–202). By the eve of the First World War, French officers were 
increasingly confident of their chances in a general European war, on 
account of the ‘national revival’ after 1905, the introduction of a three-
year military service law in 1913, and the victories of French-trained 
Serbian and Bulgarian forces over the German-trained Ottoman army 
in the First Balkan War of 1912 (Cosson, pp. 260–73, 330). Cosson does 
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not address the question of whether French civilian leaders shared this 
confidence on the eve of the war, though Stefan Schmidt’s important 
(and controversial) recent study argues that they believed war was 
probable, if not inevitable, and that growing Russian strength and the 
outcome of the Balkan Wars led to an increased willingness to accept 
the risks of war.14

Historiographical discussions of expectations of future war have 
somewhat neglected the ways in which navies were reshaping modern 
warfare in this period. The impact of blockade strategies, the targeting 
of enemy civilians, and the relationship between naval power and 
economic warfare on visions of warfare are the subject of three new 
studies on the Royal Navy, by Stephen Cobb, Nicholas Lambert and 
Matthew Seligmann respectively. While Seligmann addresses the Royal 
Navy’s plans to defend British trade against German commerce raiding, 
Lambert examines more aggressive plans drafted in the Admiralty to 
wage economic warfare against Germany. Meanwhile, Cobb addresses 
both these dimensions of naval warfare in his book, which sometimes 
meanders in its argument and overwhelms the reader with details about 
Royal Navy officers.

Although they differ in matters of interpretation and emphasis, 
these authors share three general arguments. Firstly, the Royal Navy’s 
plans for future war concentrated on Germany. While technological 
developments, popular opinion and fiscal politics shaped naval planning, 
the perception of a German threat was the key determinant.15 Secondly, 
naval planners took account of the interdependent global economy 
that had emerged since the late nineteenth century. While Britain, at 
the centre of world trade and finance, was vulnerable to shocks to the 
international economy, political and naval leaders considered how they 
could exploit this dominant position to throttle enemies—first and 
foremost, Germany, also highly integrated into the world economy—
in a future conflict. Whereas recent work on economic history has 
suggested that the international economy developed autonomously of 
great power politics, these books suggest that the interdependent world 
economy offered new fields for the exercise of power. In this reading, 
power amounted to more than the number of boots on the ground or 
ships in the sea. Rather, power was constituted through the sensitivities 
and vulnerabilities of states that operated in an interdependent world.16 
Thirdly, planners were preoccupied with economic warfare and blockade 
rather than with the clash of large fleets in the North Sea. Economic 

14. Schmidt, Frankreichs Aussenpolitik. For a review by G.  Kruemich, disputing many of 
Schmidt’s judgements, see http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/rezensionen/2011-1-242.

15. For a different view, see J. Sumida, In Defense of Naval Supremacy: Finance, Technology, 
and British Naval Policy, 1889–1914 (Winchester, MA, 1989) and N. Lambert’s earlier important 
work, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution (Columbia, SC, 1999).

16. R. Keohane and J. Nye, Power and Interdependence (3rd edn., New York, 2001), pp. 10–15, 
25‒6.
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warfare operated in multiple dimensions, from the use of naval power 
to blockade enemy trade, to the laws of war, to state intervention in 
the national and international economy. Whereas studies of military 
planning have emphasised the failure of general staffs to integrate 
civilian government departments and economic interest groups into 
war planning, these studies demonstrate that admiralties adopted a 
sophisticated approach to war planning.

A strength of Cobb’s research is that he shows how naval planners 
adapted their plans to defend trade against commerce raiding as 
Germany replaced France as Britain’s most likely enemy. In the late 
1880s, with the rise of the Jeune École in France, observers realised that 
the purpose of commerce raiding was not simply to destroy the British 
merchant marine or cut off food supplies, but to cripple trade by making 
insurance rates prohibitive (Cobb, pp.  58–60). Seligmann dates the 
recognition of the threat of German commerce raiding to 1901, when 
the Royal Navy noticed the subsidies paid by the German government 
to major passenger liners, such as HAPAG and Norddeutsche Lloyd 
(Seligmann, p. 26). One of the virtues of Seligmann’s analysis is his use 
of German as well as British archival material. The German Admiralty’s 
plan involved subsidising commercial shipping, which would then 
be transformed into auxiliary cruisers at the outbreak of war. The 
relative importance of commerce raiding in German naval thinking 
requires further research, especially given that the Imperial Navy only 
deployed ten auxiliary cruisers during the war, destroying 427,433 tons 
of shipping (Seligmann, p. 163).

The Royal Navy’s efforts to grapple with commerce raiding 
demonstrated how the interdependence of the international economy 
changed expectations of warfare. Naval planning, integrating commercial 
institutions and civilian government departments, became much more 
porous and less amenable to the control of naval professionals. Naval 
planners considered subsidies to commercial shipping lines and state 
insurance. Cobb’s analysis of the naval manœuvres in 1906 shows that 
planning for the defence of trade against commerce raiding involved 
deals with insurers, including Lloyds, and shipowners (Cobb, pp. 189–
222). Seligmann argues that the construction plans of Sir John Fisher 
(appointed First Sea Lord in 1904)  favoured fast, heavily armoured 
cruisers, as a means to protect trade (Seligmann, pp. 65–80).

Naval planning also had to take account of international maritime 
law. Although some officers, notably Fisher, mocked attempts to 
civilise war, the development of international law was inescapable 
before 1914. The two Hague conferences in 1899 and 1907 and the 
1909 Declaration of London concerning the laws of naval war shaped 
expectations of future war. Given the limited respect for laws of war 
after 1914, these efforts to restrain violence appear naïve. Indeed, in 
the early twentieth century views diverged about the effectiveness of 
international law. Giving evidence to the Royal Commission in 1903, 
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Admiral Prince Louis Battenberg expected that belligerents would 
adhere to international law as ‘it is rather difficult to see how civilised 
warfare can be carried on unless you assume that’. However, he also 
warned that it would be unwise to rely on belligerents adhering to the 
rules of war. Cobb offers further examples of this uncertainty (Cobb, 
pp. 67–74, 93), as does Dirk Bönker’s study, which shows how German 
and American planners tried to shape international law to limit the 
effectiveness of a British blockade (Bönker, pp. 158–70).

Naval officers, lawyers, and diplomats expended considerable effort 
in drafting laws and treaties governing the conduct of belligerents 
before 1914.17 These studies suggest that international law was not 
merely rhetorical, but a preoccupation that framed the conduct and 
justification of power politics. Law and power were not opposites, 
but mutually constitutive. Naval power, Admiralty officials realised, 
was exercised within a political context, partly defined by law and 
commercial interests, that restrained the application of violence. 
Seligmann shows that British and German interests in the laws of naval 
war were diametrically opposed, as Edmond Slade, briefly the Director 
of Naval Intelligence, sought to prevent the conversion of merchant 
ships to auxiliary armed cruisers on the high seas at the London 
conference in 1908 and 1909 (Seligmann, pp. 95–101). Following the 
absence of agreement at the London conference, the Admiralty under 
Winston Churchill decided to arm merchant ships. The leading Pan-
German League figure, Ernst von Reventlow, among others, denounced 
these ships as ‘franc-tireurs’, a term that had ominous echoes in the 
justification of German atrocities against French and Belgian civilians 
in 1914.18 The Admiralty, Seligmann shows, responded by drafting in 
academic experts on international maritime law to defend the legality 
of its policy (Seligmann, pp. 144–62).

Lambert’s challenging, exhaustively researched and sophisticated 
analysis examines British planning for offensive economic warfare 
against Germany and its implementation in 1914 and 1915. He 
distinguishes between blockade, which aimed to destroy enemy morale 
over a lengthy period by limiting food supplies, and economic warfare, 
a means to win the war rapidly by destroying enemy commerce and 
hence its credit. Cutting off Germany’s trade involved blockading 
ports, but in addition it also required massive state intervention in 
the British economy, to ensure that British merchant ships did not 
carry goods that were ultimately bound for Germany and that bankers 
and insurance companies in London would not facilitate firms in 
neutral states trading with Germany. By June 1905, Fisher considered 
Germany a likely enemy, and Admiralty officials, notably Charles 

17. M. Koskenniemi, The Gentle Civilizer of Nations: The Rise and Fall of International Law, 
1870‒1960 (Cambridge, 2001); J. Dülffer, Regeln gegen den Krieg? Die Haager Konferenzen von 
1899 und 1907 in der internationalen Politik (Frankfurt am Main, 1981).

18. J. Horne and A. Kramer, German Atrocities, 1914: A History of Denial (New Haven, 2001).
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Ottley and George Ballard (Lambert, in contrast to Seligmann, plays 
down Slade’s importance), began to refine plans for economic warfare, 
which took account of British economic interests, naval technology 
and international law. One British success in the London declaration 
was the extension of the geographical boundaries of the blockade to 
a rayon of 800 miles; but Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, gave 
up the doctrine of continuous voyage, which would have allowed 
the Royal Navy to stop goods destined for the enemy even if these 
were first imported through a neutral state. Fisher chafed at the legal 
restrictions, but during the war these issues formed part of the grit of 
Anglo-American relations.

Lambert’s argument centres on two further claims of immense 
significance for our understanding of pre-war international history. 
Firstly, he argues that the Committee of Imperial Defence adopted 
economic warfare as the national strategy in 1912. In January 1911, Prime 
Minister Asquith appointed Lord Desart, a former midshipman and 
later a barrister, to chair a sub-committee of the Committee of Imperial 
Defence to examine trading with the enemy. Desart’s plan, presented 
to the Committee of Imperial Defence in December 1912, aimed to 
destroy German credit. Contemporaries saw trade as fundamental to 
credit, so that the proposed wartime restriction of trade through neutral 
ports (particularly Rotterdam) and on the British merchant navy 
denied enemy belligerents the carrying capacity necessary to sustain 
trade. The Committee agreed to limit trade to neutral ports. Lambert 
considers this a victory for the Admiralty over the War Office, in which 
the former had succeeded in getting the Cabinet to approve its strategy 
(Lambert, pp. 176–8). In contrast, he dismisses the significance of the 
Committee of Imperial Defence meeting on 23 August 1911, in which 
Henry Wilson’s proposal to send the British Expeditionary Force to 
northern France proved a more convincing military strategy than Arthur 
Wilson’s proposal to blockade Germany (Lambert, pp. 150–55). Yet the 
results of the meeting in December 1912, as Lambert’s own account 
suggests, were far from a triumph for the Admiralty. Asquith refused to 
allow state intervention in financial services, a central element of the 
economic warfare strategy (Lambert, p. 179). While the Cabinet agreed 
to the Desart Committee report’s proposed restrictions on trade and 
the merchant marine, it proved far more difficult to implement them 
once war broke out in 1914.

Secondly, Lambert claims that economic warfare was the naval 
version of the short war. In support of this interpretation, he cites 
Lord Esher’s claim, made in discussions about the Desart Committee 
proposals in January 1912, that economic warfare would bring the war 
to a rapid close and that the prospect of economic calamity meant it 
would be an ‘act of madness’ for German leaders to countenance a war 
(Lambert, pp. 161–4). However, in this discussion, Robert Chalmers, 
the permanent secretary to the Treasury, argued that, because it was 
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likely that a general European war would be short in any case, the 
disruptions of economic warfare and the massive intrusions of the state 
into the economy were not warranted. Indeed, there was a risk that 
the economic warfare would damage Britain even more rapidly than 
Germany. One of the leading advocates of economic warfare, Ottley, 
warned in 1905 that ‘if other nations did not intervene, the war might 
drag on indefinitely, involving great mutual loss to both countries’ 
(Lambert, p. 42). Crowe, according to Grant-Duff in a diary entry on 
8 March 1911, ‘shares my view that the “sea-pressure” on Germany in 
the event of war is not going to prove the effective weapon of war our 
sailors fondly imagine’ (Lambert, p. 150).

In fact, the question of whether politicians and military leaders 
believed that the next war would be short or long may be misleading. 
Before 1914 people wondered whether war would lead to catastrophic 
political, social, and economic upheaval. Even what we now consider 
a short war—say, the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 or the Russo-
Japanese War—could fuel revolution. In this respect, Lambert’s title, 
Planning Armageddon, is suggestive, and throughout the text financiers, 
admiralty officials and politicians conjure up calamitous visions of 
future war (Lambert, pp. 115–21). As the financial system seized up in the 
last days of July 1914, Lloyd George feared that the resulting economic 
collapse would lead to ‘violence and tumult’ (Lambert, p. 192).

Lambert charts the impact of that financial crisis on British policy, 
but economic considerations were secondary to geopolitical ones. In 
the final analysis, as Grey told the House of Commons on 3 August, 
British trade would collapse whether it entered war or not (Lambert, 
pp. 192–3). More than half of Lambert’s book examines the conduct of 
economic warfare in 1914 and 1915. If there was reluctance to deploy the 
British Expeditionary Force to France, confusion, procrastination and 
division reigned in implementing Admiralty plans to strangle German 
commerce and credit. In part, as Lambert argues, this reflected the 
unwieldy machinery of state. Yet it also emphasised that economic 
warfare had not been adopted as a national strategy. Opponents in the 
Foreign Office, concerned about alienating the United States, and in 
the Treasury, fearful of damaging financial services, stymied economic 
warfare. Lambert shows how porous the blockade was, with goods from 
British ships and manufacturers reaching Germany through the neutral 
Netherlands (Lambert, pp. 422–35).

The naval politics of Germany and the United States— two powers 
equipped to challenge Britain’s dominance in global politics—are the 
subject of Dirk Bönker’s comparative study. Whereas Royal Navy officers 
wove evolving international and domestic economic interests into their 
war plans, German and American naval officers, according to Bönker, 
sought to subordinate domestic politics to their visions of national 
power. He locates the rise of navalism—the belief in the centrality 
of naval power in international and domestic politics—as part of a 
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broadening of ‘established European notions of a bellicose Realpolitik’ 
(Bönker, p.  3). In their imperial ambitions, their understandings of 
naval power, and their focus on the battleship, German and American 
naval officers were remarkably similar and often learned from each 
other’s experiences.

The imperative of achieving world-power status shaped an aggressive, 
imperialist view of international politics. ‘Big states’, Tirpitz believed, 
‘become bigger and bigger’ (Bönker, p. 29). However, this expansive 
outlook, Bönker argues, also accommodated more limited goals. While 
naval experts resorted to Social Darwinist rhetoric and presented 
commercial competition as a zero-sum rivalry between states that 
led to war, their specific aims were more limited. Tirpitz, in Bönker’s 
interpretation, wanted Britain to accept Germany’s equal status, to 
‘attain “fair play” from England’, as he put it in a letter in 1909 (Bönker, 
pp.  27–36). Indeed, American naval leaders’ long-term ambitions to 
challenge British global dominance appear more pronounced in this 
account (Bönker, pp. 79–84).

In contrast to the Royal Navy, the German and American navies, 
according to Bönker, prioritised the battleship fleet with a view towards 
fighting a decisive battle. This created numerous problems, particularly 
for German naval planners. They neglected potentially more effective 
methods, such as submarines and cruisers; Bönker pays little attention 
to the commerce raiding strategy described by Seligmann. The German 
plan relied on the Royal Navy making mistakes, such as dispersing its 
fleet and offering battle at a time opportune for the German fleet. By 
1908, German naval officers recognised that Britain could impose a 
distant blockade, making a decisive battle less likely (Bönker, pp. 101–
14, 146). Whereas Royal Navy planners sought to exploit economic 
interdependence to enhance British power, there is limited evidence 
that German and American sailors hatched similar plans (Bönker, 
pp.  156–7). Indeed, they believed that international legal agreements 
and treaties could restrain the exercise of British naval power.

The divergent paths of German and American naval politics before 
the First World War hinged, in Bönker’s account, on geography and 
the perception of future world-power status. Secure in its western 
hemisphere redoubt, expanding its colonial presence, and developing 
its economic influence in Latin America, the United States was 
making confident strides towards world-power status. Bönker argues 
that Tirpitz’s cautious optimism about Germany’s world-power 
prospects gave way to ‘deep anxieties’ by 1911 (Bönker, pp.  89–90). 
In Tirpitz’s view, Britain had not accepted Germany as an equal 
world power, leaving the German empire with the choice of fighting 
Britain or accepting its rank as a second-tier power. This sense of 
weakness produced risky prescriptions. In a hint of the catastrophic 
logic evident in other decision-makers on the eve of the First World 
War, Tirpitz told officers in October 1913 that it was ‘more honorable 
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for a great nation to fight for the highest goal and perhaps to go 
down instead of ingloriously renouncing the future’. However, as 
Clark notes in the volume under consideration in this review, Tirpitz 
had repented of this fatalism in July 1914 and retreated to a more 
cautious view, fearful of war against Britain. Bönker concludes that 
naval experts were key figures in the process of ‘global militarisation’ 
in the early twentieth century. The construction programmes, the 
establishment of naval bases, and the cultivation of popular support 
for navalism testify to the militarisation of international and domestic 
politics. Nonetheless, there remained important constraints, from 
international law to domestic political barriers. In addition, the high-
flown bellicose rhetoric disguised a dread fear that made men cautious 
about embarking on war.

II. DIPLOMATIC CULTURE

In contrast to the bellicose image of soldiers and sailors, diplomats 
presented themselves as the guardians of peace, a European 
diplomatic family, whose habitus was a product of shared codes of 
behaviour, norms, and dense networks.19 Verena Steller’s theoretically 
rich study concentrates largely on the French diplomatic corps, but 
she provides new ways of thinking about international relations, 
power, and the construction and erosion of peace between the 
Franco-Prussian War and the Treaty of Versailles. Drawing on the 
work of Hans-Georg Soeffner and Dirk Tänzler, Steller argues that 
diplomacy is a form of figurative politics—that is, the diplomat 
embodies political action in their person and through symbolic 
action such as presenting their credentials. Symbolic action is not 
simply a superficial reflection of power, but rather a constitutive 
element of politics (Steller, pp. 15–16).

Her story begins with the defeat of Napoleon III and the effort of the 
new Third Republic to secure its position among the great powers. She 
shows how French envoys, such as Joseph de Gobriac and Anne-Armand 
Gontaut-Biron, both aristocrats, adapted to the new republican regime 
and presented France as a force for peace and stability in Europe after 
1871. Not only did this reflect their instinctive belief in the necessity 
of peace, but it was also a means of rebuilding French credibility in 
an international environment dominated by monarchies. In contrast, 
Bismarck’s appointment of a general, Alfred von Waldersee, as envoy to 
the French government in 1871 signalled the primacy of military power 
in German foreign policy (Steller, pp.  70–78). The limited success 
of French diplomacy in the 1870s was followed in the 1890s by the 

19. P. Jackson, ‘Pierre Bourdieu, the “Cultural Turn”, and the Practice of International History’, 
Review of International Studies, xxxiv (2008), pp. 155‒81; M. Mösslang and T. Riotte, eds., The 
Diplomats’ World. A Cultural History of Diplomacy, 1815‒1914 (Oxford, 2008).
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formation of the Franco-Russian alliance. Conventionally understood 
as a means of balancing German power and a result of the failure 
to renew the Russo-German Reinsurance Treaty, the negotiations 
between Paris and St Petersburg are recast in Steller’s account. She 
emphasises the importance of face-to-face diplomacy—the invitation 
of military observers to army exercises—and the public presentation of 
the burgeoning relationship in reciprocal fleet visits to Kronstadt and 
Toulon (Steller, pp. 147–54). While the military and navy in both states 
played a central role in negotiating the alliance, Steller stresses that 
the alliance aimed at the ‘consolidation of peace’ and was defensively 
orientated. Whether the Franco-Russian alliance could have endured 
without this public affirmation remains unexplored in Steller’s book—
though her analysis implies that it would not have endured.

In her study of European alliances, covering two hundred years 
between 1714 and 1914, Katja Frehland-Wildeboer shows how the 
texts of treaties, negotiated generally by diplomats, reflected their self-
understanding as guardians of peace. Her analysis of the content of 
the treaties yields some interesting statistics—84.5 per cent of alliance 
agreements between 1890 and 1914 stipulated the purpose of preserving 
‘calm’ and ‘peace’—but the significance of the content, as opposed to 
the understanding, of alliance treaties is unclear. After all, 85 per cent 
of alliance treaties between 1789 and 1814 aimed to preserve ‘calm’ and 
‘peace’ (Frehland-Wildeboer, p.  417). While the scope of her study 
enables her to chart long-term trends, it denies her the space to consider 
how these treaties were received beyond their text.

By the turn of the twentieth century, the diplomat’s self-proclaimed 
role as the guardian of peace was undermined by popular pacifist 
movements and international lawyers. Concentrating on the spate 
of international conferences—notably the two Hague conferences of 
1899 and 1907—Steller shows how the claims of diplomats to control 
international relations were contested and reshaped. Diplomats and 
pacifists had different views of how to maintain peace. Steller argues 
that a choice existed between an international system ordered on the 
basis of power (Macht) and law (Recht)—and diplomats relied on the 
former (Steller, p. 273). The distinction was certainly made at the time, 
but arguably this neglects how international law constituted a field 
within which states exercised power. The codification of international 
law, the discursive emphasis on peace, and the establishment of new 
institutions did have important long-term consequences (Steller, 
pp.  482–7). Steller shows, however, how the expectations invested 
in the Hague conferences dissipated—sessions were held in private, 
the public pronouncements of pacifist activists undermined the 
traditional modus operandi of ‘face-to-face’ diplomacy, and the 
application of the conventions, indeed the spirit, of international law 
was limited. In Franco-German crises over Morocco in 1905/6 and 
1908/9, legal rights were frequently invoked as a means of asserting 
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claims—an act of power politics. She develops brilliantly the idea of 
the ‘offensive conference’ (Steller, pp. 336, 359), in which the purpose 
of a diplomatic conference was to isolate and overwhelm one’s 
opponent, undermining an earlier conception of congress diplomacy. 
Herein lies one explanation of the refusal of German leaders to agree 
to Grey’s proposal for a conference in late July 1914. By the time that 
diplomats met in congress at Versailles, the subject of the final section 
of her book, their professional credibility, methods, and practices lay 
in ruins.

III. CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE

While Anglo-German and Franco-German relations have long figured 
in accounts of the origins of the war, the eastern half of the continent has 
received less attention, certainly in the English-language literature. Yet 
the most radical transformations during the First World War occurred 
in central and eastern Europe. Foremost among these was the October 
revolution, following which the Bolshevik government published secret 
treaties between the Tsarist regime and its British and French allies as 
well as documents damning pre-war Russian foreign policy.20 Most 
recent English-language accounts of Russian foreign policy before 1914 
emphasise poor judgements, chaotic structures of governments, and 
relative military weakness rather than expansionist ambitions.21 Sean 
McMeekin’s study offers a bold, though flawed, revisionist account, 
criticising the aggressive designs of Tsarist ministers and generals. 
In contrast, Marina Soroka’s biography of the Russian ambassador 
to London, Paul Benckendorff, adheres to the more conventional 
interpretation.

Russian diplomats have remained a comparatively faceless lot. 
Based on Benckendorff ’s papers at the Bakhmeteff archive, as well as 
sources in three other languages, Soroka’s study goes some way towards 
changing this. Benckendorff, brought up a Catholic by his German 
mother in France, easily fitted the stereotype of the Russian diplomat 
without any emotional connection to the nation. But Soroka’s 
nuanced analysis shows that he had a broad vision of what it meant 
to be Russian, reconciling his international milieu with a sense of 
patriotism shorn of the more aggressive ambitions of radical nationalist 
groups (Soroka, pp.  13–21). He was a wealthy man, as was essential 
to keeping an embassy and participating in (and seeking to influence) 
elite society in Britain. He became friendly with Cabinet members 
and senior Foreign Office officials, while his daughter married Jasper 

20. O. Hoetzsch, ed., Die internationalen Beziehungen im Zeitalter des Imperialismus (Berlin, 
1931).

21. D. Maclaren McDonald, United Government and Foreign Policy in Russia, 1900‒1914 
(Cambridge, MA, 1992).
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Ridley, a member of a prominent Conservative family. This network of 
interwoven professional and social relations facilitated Benckendorff ’s 
diplomacy, and Soroka’s analysis enlarges our understanding of how 
diplomacy operated (beyond formal inter-state relations) before 1914.22 
Nonetheless, Benckendorff was not a particularly effective diplomat. 
He was affable, but too prone to try to please people, rather than 
express Russian views forcefully (Soroka, pp. 50–57, 87–92).

More significantly, he consistently recommended Russian concessions 
to British interests as the only means of preserving the entente 
concluded in 1907. Benckendorff was well disposed to a rapprochement 
with Britain, hence his appointment as ambassador in 1902. During the 
negotiations of the Anglo-Russian entente, Benckendorff urged that 
Russia should declare that it had no interests in Tibet, Afghanistan 
and Persia. Struck by the weakness of Russia following defeat and 
revolution, he saw an agreement with Britain as more significant than 
the specific terms (Soroka, p.  142). Historians of the Anglo-Russian 
entente now stress the frictions between the two sides, particularly 
over Persia, where Russian influence increased as the Tsarist regime 
recovered its confidence.23 In 1911, the Russian Foreign Minister 
Sazanov forced the Foreign Office to abandon its support of William 
Shuster, an American banker appointed to oversee financial reforms in 
Persia. Shuster, who had ties to British banks, had appointed British 
officials to important posts. Benckendorff defended Shuster’s record 
even as the Foreign Office agreed to his dismissal (Soroka, pp. 207–10). 
Benckendorff ’s willingness to see, even to accept, the British point of 
view, owed much to his fear that German diplomats were trying to 
prise apart the entente. This reflected an understanding of German 
diplomacy that was widespread in the British Foreign Office. Although 
he viewed a strong entente as vital for security and stability, he wanted to 
put off Sazanov’s initiative in spring 1914 to open Anglo-Russian naval 
conversations (Soroka, pp. 245–7). Soroka’s account of this important 
episode, including the leaking of the proposed talks to Berlin by Benno 
von Siebert (a Baltic German diplomat in the embassy), is cursory, 
though she suggests that Benckendorff, perhaps picking up on Grey’s 
reluctant interest in the proposal, feared that another failed initiative 
would be a disaster for the fraying Anglo-Russian entente.

While disputes over Persia and the Ottoman empire had soured 
Anglo-Russian relations, the management of the Balkan Wars by the 
great powers placed further pressure on the entente. From Sazanov’s 
perspective, British and French diplomacy was failing to support 
Russia’s legitimate interests. Benckendorff, on the other hand, 
considered the diplomatic management of the Balkan Wars as a major 

22. See also the analysis of informal networks in T. Otte, ‘Détente 1914: Sir William Tyrrell’s 
Secret Mission to Germany’, The Historical Journal, lvi (2013), pp. 175‒204.

23. J. Siegel, Endgame: Britain, Russia, and the Final Struggle for Central Asia (London, 2002).
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success. Although he attended the London conference of great-power 
ambassadors, organised by Grey to revive the Concert of Europe and 
maintain peace, Soroka offers a brief analysis of his role, noting his 
fear that the support of sections of the Russian press for Serbia might 
push Europe into a war (Soroka, pp. 230–32). His primary concern in 
1912, as Soroka illustrates very effectively, was to avoid war. His fear of 
war—as a humanitarian catastrophe, a precursor to revolution, and a 
repudiation of civilised values—ran like a thread through his career.

War was no abstraction for Benckendorff. In 1905 his eldest son 
was taken prisoner by Japanese forces. In 1914 his brothers went to 
war, as did his son-in-law, Jasper Ridley. Benckendorff viewed military 
service as a duty, but recognised the human costs of war. On hearing 
from Sazanov on 28 July that the Tsar had issued a decree for partial 
mobilisation, Benckendorff believed that war was inevitable, though 
precisely why remains unclear. Soroka’s account anticipates the 
significance which McMeekin and Clark attribute to Russia’s partial 
and general mobilisation orders. Aside from the technical military 
details, it is surely significant that, in political and diplomatic terms, 
Benckendorff viewed partial mobilisation as making war inevitable. 
Soroka also shows how Ridley acted as a go-between for his father-in-
law and the Liberal Unionist MP George Lloyd, and the nationalist 
journalist Leo Maxse, who urged him to press Grey to enter the war. 
Ridley also met Balfour on 1 August, the Conservative leader noting 
that Britain had no obligations to go in. Yet, on 2 August, Conservative 
leaders offered to support the Liberal government if it entered the 
war, thereby strengthening Grey’s and Asquith’s hand in the Cabinet 
struggle against those advocating neutrality. Benckendorff ’s role 
did not determine British policy, but it nudged politics towards the 
decision to enter war. Benckendorff had connections in the other camp 
as well. Prince Lichnowsky, the German ambassador to London, was 
his cousin. ‘This war’, he wrote in a note to Benckendorff on 2 August, 
‘is a crime against humanity’.

Whose crime remains a contentious issue and McMeekin offers a 
contentious answer in The Russian Origins of the First World War, a 
work of relentless revisionism. The title makes clear the thesis. ‘The 
war of 1914’, he claims, ‘was Russia’s war even more than it was 
Germany’s’ (McMeekin, p. 4). Central to his argument is that Russian 
foreign policy ambitions were directed primarily against the Ottoman 
empire and towards the acquisition of Constantinople. In focusing on 
Russian policy towards the Ottoman empire, he shifts the crucible of 
European politics away from the North Sea, the Rhine, and even the 
Balkans. Russian interest in conquering Constantinople dated back 
to the eighteenth century, but McMeekin dismisses the importance 
of tradition and ideology in framing foreign policy aims. Decision-
makers had little interest in pan-Slavist ideals, but McMeekin’s claim 
that Russian possession of Poland was of ‘symbolic value’ is a reckless 
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overstatement (McMeekin, p. 21). He follows Bobroff ’s argument that 
Sazanov feared that Bulgarian forces would seize Constantinople in 1912, 
during the First Balkan War. Russian leaders were primarily interested 
in the Straits, as it provided the essential route for food exports and a 
gateway to the eastern Mediterranean (McMeekin, pp. 28–30).24

The renewal of an aggressive Russian policy towards the Ottoman 
empire was motivated by a sense of weakness, according to McMeekin. 
Occasionally he chooses strange examples to support his argument, 
citing Lord Durham’s view in 1836 of Russian weakness, while relegating 
the British ambassador to St Petersburg George Buchanan’s comment 
in April 1914 about Russia’s overwhelming power to a footnote 
(McMeekin, p. 14). Sazanov’s concerns reflected the military recovery of 
the Ottoman empire from wars against Italy and the Balkan states and 
the imminent purchase of two dreadnoughts from the British company 
Vickers. This threatened to alter the naval balance of power in the Black 
Sea in favour of the Ottoman empire. In January 1914, according to 
McMeekin, Sazanov considered provoking a general European war to 
seize the Straits. The following month, he arranged a special conference, 
attended by generals, admirals, and ministers, to discuss plans to seize 
the Straits. Sazanov’s initiative in opening naval conversations with 
Britain was designed to force London to reduce British support for the 
Ottoman navy (McMeekin, pp. 31–40). McMeekin’s account, however, 
shows another dimension to growing Russian apprehension about the 
Straits. Germany was winning the contest for great power influence at 
Constantinople in early 1914. The appointment in late 1913 of a German 
general, Liman von Sanders, to reorganise the Ottoman army caused 
the first direct confrontation between Russian and German interests 
in the Ottoman empire. Although it ended in compromise, Sazanov 
considered the episode a setback. Moreover, he thought that Britain’s 
half-hearted support of Russian interests in the Liman von Sanders crisis 
reflected a deeper division within the entente. This was the context 
for the conference on the Straits in February and the proposed Anglo-
Russian naval conversations, which Sazanov hoped would signal a more 
coherent Triple Entente. Rising Russo-German tensions were bound 
up with their confrontation in the Ottoman empire, while McMeekin 
presents the essence of the First World War as struggle between Russia 
and Germany over the Ottoman empire (McMeekin, pp. 26, 30, 243).

The Ottoman empire’s potential strength meant that Russian leaders 
had only a brief window of opportunity to initiate war and seize the 
Straits. According to McMeekin, the assassination of Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand provided Sazanov with the occasion to trigger a general 
European war (McMeekin, pp. 46–51). The concept of a window of 
opportunity is well known to students of the origins of the First World 
War, but here McMeekin applies it to Russian, rather than German, 

24. R. Bobroff, Roads to Glory: Late Imperial Russia and the Turkish Straits (London, 2006).
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strategic thinking. However, in a general European war the window 
of opportunity favoured a German preventive war. The logic of 
McMeekin’s argument is that Russian leaders forced a general European 
war in order to seize the Straits from a state which would not enter the 
war in August 1914. As he argues in a later chapter, Russian leaders were 
only too pleased to see the Ottoman empire enter the war in November 
1914. However, this sequence of events assumes an enormous degree of 
foresight on the part of Russian leaders. Moreover, if Russian leaders 
expected a ‘short war’, as McMeekin claims, then it was unlikely that 
any states neutral in August 1914 would have entered the conflict at 
all—unless it was on the winning side with a view to sharing in the 
spoils (McMeekin, p. 78).

The sequence of mobilisations has been the source of considerable 
controversy since the outbreak of the war. McMeekin argues, using 
the memoirs of the chief of the mobilisation section, General Sergei 
Dobrolskii, that the partial mobilisation ordered on 25 July was a 
fiction. Dobrolskii and Nikolai Yanushkevich, the chief of the general 
staff, prepared for full mobilisation from 25 July, while, the previous 
day, the Council of Ministers had decided on an assertive response to 
the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum, to transfer Russian state deposits out 
of Germany, and to begin a secret mobilisation. Sazanov, who played 
the key role in this meeting, was convinced that war was inevitable 
(McMeekin, pp. 55–68). By starting a mobilisation schedule so far in 
advance, Russian leaders limited Germany’s options to negotiate. By 
the time the Tsar ordered a full mobilisation on 30 July, reports had 
already flooded back to Germany, emphasising the scale and urgency 
of the Russian threat. On this reading, Sazanov forced the pace of the 
crisis in order to start a general war.

McMeekin charts Russian war aims through to the 1917 revolutions. In 
March 1915 Sazanov managed to get his British and French allies to agree 
to the Russian annexation of Constantinople. McMeekin’s argument 
that Gallipoli was in fact a Russian policy initiative is unconvincing—
for one thing, Sazanov was alarmed that British imperial and French 
forces might win the battle, seize Constantinople, and deprive Russia 
of its great prize. His interpretation of Russian Armenian policy also 
pushes the argument in radical, and ultimately implausible, ways. Since 
the 1890s, Russian diplomats had exploited Armenian discontent within 
the Ottoman empire, supplied weapons to Armenian separatists, and 
co-operated with Kurdish chiefs. The February 1914 agreement between 
Russia and the Ottoman empire on the Armenian reform programme 
allowed for the appointment of two European inspectors to the region, 
while keeping open the channels for the exercise of Russia’s disruptive 
influence. This, in McMeekin’s interpretation, was part of a wider 
process of European partitioning of the Ottoman empire. He is not 
the first historian to argue that the dismemberment of the Ottoman 
empire by the great powers and Balkan states provided a context for 
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the Armenian genocide in 1915.25 Ottoman leaders, fearful of the nexus 
between external threats and potentially disloyal subjects, decided to 
kill Armenian civilians. In fact, as McMeekin recognises, only a tiny 
handful of Ottoman Armenians were prepared to revolt in 1915. ‘Still’, 
he argues, ‘there was little question where the loyalty of most Armenians 
lay worldwide’ (McMeekin, p. 154). He does not provide any evidence 
that Committee of Union and Progress leaders were concerned with 
the Armenian diaspora. If this claim is irrelevant, his assertion that 
the ‘root of the Armenian catastrophe lies not so much in the fact of 
treachery and collaboration, which was rampant among other groups 
on both sides, but rather in the gap between Russia’s imperial ambitions 
and her limited means for achieving them’ is crude, even desperate. 
While the threat of defeat was central to the radicalisation of CUP 
(Committee of Union and Progress) policy towards the Armenians 
in 1915, Russia’s policy most certainly does not lie at the ‘root’ of the 
explanation (McMeekin, p. 159).

The vigour of McMeekin’s argument is marred by a lack of control. 
This persists into the conclusion. Here, with considerable justification, 
he reminds the reader that the legacy of the First World War is still 
evident in the Middle East, and his book is a timely reminder of the 
relationship between the dissolution of the Ottoman empire and the 
origins of the war. In a somewhat hyperbolic vein, he claims that the 
central core of the war was a struggle between Germany and Russia 
over the Ottoman empire. Finally, he argues that the ‘bamboozlement’ 
of British diplomats by their ‘clever’ Russian counterparts ‘has much 
relevance for our own age’, illustrating the weakness of democracies 
in international politics (McMeekin, pp. 240–43). Given the collapse 
of Tsarist Russia in revolution in 1917, it is tempting to conclude that 
Sazanov was too clever by half, while Britain’s dominant position 
in the Middle East after 1918 can hardly be ascribed to dumb luck. 
Neither the lesson nor the argument are always as clear as McMeekin 
would like.

IV. THE REVISIONIST SYNTHESIS

Mastering literature in six languages and drawing on archival and 
documentary sources for each belligerent, Christopher Clark’s book 
represents the most complete international analysis of the origins of 
the war since Luigi Albertini’s three-volume study published in the 
1940s.26 He emphasises the complexity of the international system and 
how, rather than why, the war happened. In adopting this approach, 
Clark moves away from the ‘prosecutorial’ glare that views the war as 

25. D. Bloxham, The Great Game of Genocide: Imperialism, Nationalism, and the Destruction 
of the Ottoman Armenians (Oxford, 2005).

26. L. Albertini, Origins of the War of 1914 (Oxford, 1953); first published in Italian in 1942‒3.
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willed by a particular group within any given state. Whereas Annika 
Mombauer suggests that ‘we know much about the “how”, but still 
relatively little about the “why”’, Clark claims the opposite. The 
different approaches of Clark and Mombauer may well result from 
their particular research perspectives. Mombauer is primarily interested 
in German policy-making before 1914, a topic that lends itself to 
reconstructing motivations and aims, whereas Clark adopts a systemic 
approach that probes how decisions made in one capital affected the 
interests and security of other states. The relationship between the 
structure of the international system—its great powers, alliances, and 
legitimising ideas—and diplomatic decision-making in each state is 
central to his argument.

Drawing on theories of decision-making, he constantly refers to 
‘scenarios’ and ‘framing’, rather than ‘policy’ and ‘aims’. Concepts such 
as ‘policy’ and ‘aims’ imply a relationship between means and ends, 
the co-ordination of different bureaucracies, and a sense of singular 
purpose. Scenarios are more open-ended and contingent. A statesman 
entertained several different scenarios at any given time. Options 
were flexible until the moment of decision. This enables Clark to 
reconcile the contingency of decision-making with longer-term trends 
in the international system which structured the conditions and ideas 
of political and military leaders. Leaders considered war as a future 
option, for which they prepared, while they also preferred compromise 
within certain limits. Flexibility, rather than consistency, is one of the 
hallmarks of the decision-makers in Clark’s account. People were able 
to reason, as he puts it, at ‘different levels of conditionality’ (Clark, 
pp. 62, 413–19). That said, he identifies certain recurring scenarios which 
made one outcome—a general European war starting with a dispute 
in the Balkans between Austria–Hungary and Serbia—more likely 
than alternative developments. ‘Framing’ is another concept deployed 
frequently (for example, Clark, pp. 98, 543) to describe how decision-
makers understood the international system, their own motivations, 
and the perceived intentions of others. Leaders viewed issues within 
a particular context, creating a narrative linking past experience to 
likely future developments. Before 1914, the stories European leaders 
told each other diverged, making it increasingly difficult to find some 
common understanding of the international order and legitimate 
national interests.

The decision-making process was further complicated by the 
‘disparate power centres’ in each European state (Clark, p.  170). 
Monarchies, diplomats, soldiers, sailors, press barons and popular 
associations all claimed a stake in defining the national interest. This 
mélange of domestic political interests had important, and mainly 
negative, consequences for the conduct of diplomacy, according to 
Clark. Decision-making lacked transparency, exacerbating the lack of 
trust between the different actors. Signalling (the means by which a 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ehr/article-abstract/129/538/639/460400 by N

ottingham
 U

niversity user on 21 January 2019



660

EHR, CXXIX. 538 (June. 2014)

The Trial ConTinues

power expressed its intentions over a particular issue) became more 
difficult under these conditions (Clark, pp. 189–203, 240–41). This was 
not because diplomats were devious, but because they were no longer 
the sole interlocutors in international politics—a theme of Steller’s 
work, as we have already seen. In Frehland-Wildeboer’s work on alliance 
systems in Europe between 1714 and 1914, she argues that the dynamic 
relationships within each alliance bloc also contributed to uncertainty 
and miscalculation in 1914 (Frehland-Wildeboer, p. 13).

 Clark’s argument is embedded in a layered narrative of international 
politics in the early twentieth century. The First World War was the 
result of a cumulative interaction of individual decisions within two 
distinct geopolitical spheres—the rising tension between Serbia and 
Austria–Hungary in the Balkans and the consequences of imperial 
politics for the relations between Germany and the Triple Entente—
that intersected, to catastrophic effect, in July 1914.

Clark’s book begins with the murder of King Alexander and Queen 
Draga of Serbia on 11 June 1903. It is one of a number of dramatic 
incidents recounted in typically brilliant detail and bold colours. These 
stories also serve an explanatory purpose, in this case depicting the 
brutality of the new Serbian regime under King Peter. The coup of 
1903 had two legacies, according to Clark. Firstly, Serbian governments 
now viewed Austria–Hungary as an enemy, reversing the pre-1903 
relationship in the western Balkans. Secondly, the leading conspirators 
in the 1903 coup, notably Colonel Dimitrijević, exercised considerable 
political influence, built up terrorist networks, and undermined more 
moderate politicians. Violent conspiracy, therefore, was interwoven 
into the Serbian state and directed against Austria–Hungary and the 
Ottoman empire, then in possession of Macedonia. Whereas McMeekin 
emphasises the collapse of the Ottoman empire as the central process 
in the origins of the war, Clark sees the Serbian threat to Austria–
Hungary’s existence as the central feature of Balkan politics. Clark 
adheres to the now conventional view that Austria–Hungary was a 
functioning empire, providing security and increasing prosperity for its 
subjects despite political and ethnic tensions, notably in the Hungarian 
half of the monarchy (Clark, pp.  66–78).27 Clark makes a powerful 
case that other great powers no longer recognised the legitimacy of 
Austro-Hungarian security interests, a multi-national empire seemingly 
being out of place in a Europe increasingly defined by nationalism. 
The confrontation between Serbia and Austria–Hungary, therefore, 
was framed and exacerbated by a wider conflict between empire and 
nation in Europe on the eve of the First World War.

The international system was transformed into a bipolar system 
between 1887 and 1894. Clark identifies the conclusion of an alliance 

27. H. Rumpler, Eine Chance für Mitteleuropa: Bürgerliche Emanzipation und Staatsverfall in 
der Habsburgermonarchie (Vienna, 1997).
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between France and Russia as a ‘turning point’ on the path to war. The 
alliances ‘structured the environment in which crucial decisions were 
made’ (Clark, pp.  123–32). The Franco-Russian alliance undermined 
German security. Britain’s ententes with France and Russia, in Clark’s 
argument, owed more to the dynamics of imperial competition than to a 
desire to contain Germany. Germany was the loser in the ‘world-historical 
transitions’ of the first decade of the twentieth century. British treatment 
of limited German imperial claims was ‘condescending’, while Delcassé’s 
failure even to consult Germany over French policy in Morocco in 1905 
was ‘an entirely unnecessary element of provocation’ (Clark, pp. 149–59). 
Clark presents a much more critical view of the Triple Entente and a more 
benign view of the Dual Alliance than many other historians, including 
Frehland-Wildeboer, who argues that German leaders after 1890 were 
responsible for departing from the flexibility of Bismarck’s system to one 
marked by clear separations between the blocs. Yet this supposed clarity 
mutated into uncertainty and fear of defections, undermining stability in 
the international system (Frehland-Wildeboer, p. 419).

The tensions in the Balkans intersected with the pressures in European 
great-power politics between 1911 and 1914, creating, in Clark’s words, 
‘a set of escalatory mechanisms that would enable a conflict of Balkan 
inception to engulf the continent within five weeks’ (Clark, p. 242). In 
October 1911, Italian forces invaded two Ottoman provinces in present-
day Libya, Cyrenaica and Tripolitania. Clark shows how the Balkan 
states exploited the crisis in the Ottoman empire to prepare their own 
offensive. In October and November 1912, the Balkan states defeated 
Ottoman armies and implemented a strategy of ethnic cleansing, 
killing and expelling Muslims from the region. In July 1913, the Balkan 
Confederation collapsed, as Bulgaria went to war against Serbia, Greece, 
the Ottoman empire and Romania. Bulgaria lost. While the primary 
loser in these wars was the Ottoman empire, Clark attributes more 
significance to the impact of these wars on Austria–Hungary’s security 
and great-power relations. Firstly, the rise of Serbian power, in a state 
that had doubled its territory and population in two successful wars in 
1912 and 1913, magnified its challenge to Austria–Hungary. Secondly, 
although the great powers established an ambassadorial conference in 
London in December 1912 to manage the outcome of the First Balkan 
War, they failed to take effective action to impose their decisions. 
Leopold von Berchtold, the Foreign Minister, lost confidence in the 
Concert and great-power co-operation. Even German leaders qualified 
their support for Austria–Hungary in 1912 and 1913, fuelling its sense of 
isolation. British and French observers viewed Austria–Hungary as the 
next ‘sick man’ of Europe, neglecting the risks to its existence (Clark, 
pp.  288–91). Berchtold, therefore, made increasingly risky decisions. 
In October 1913, he issued an ultimatum to Serbia to withdraw forces 
from northern Albania, a successful gambit that suggested that Serbian 
governments would only yield to the threat of force.
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The thrust of Clark’s revisionist argument culminates in his analysis 
of great-power relations, in particular his analysis of aggressive French 
and Russian measures. He argues that Raymond Poincaré, elected 
French Premier in January 1912, encouraged an aggressive Russian 
stance in the Balkans.28 While historians have recognised that Poincaré 
wanted a firm alliance with Russia, they have interpreted this policy as 
an effort to maintain peace through establishing the clarity of great-
power relations and deterring German aggression. Clark accepts that 
Poincaré feared Germany, rather than wanting revenge for defeat in 1870 
and the loss of Alsace and Lorraine. However, he argues that Poincaré 
entertained two scenarios—a firm alliance containing Germany, or else 
France and Russia fighting against Germany, in a general European war 
triggered by conflict in the Balkans (Clark, pp. 294–9). He underlines 
the militarisation of Russian diplomacy in the autumn of 1912 (Clark, 
pp.  266–72), and finally, in contrast to recent work emphasising 
détente, plays down the potential for great-power co-operation in a 
revived Concert of Europe. Anglo-German co-operation in late 1912 was 
limited by the persistence of ‘bloc thinking’, namely that states’ default 
position was to support their alliance partners. Moreover, concerns 
about Russia’s expansionist ambitions in central Asia led Britain to 
appease Russian interests in the Balkans (Clark, pp. 314–26). In Clark’s 
analysis, the Entente powers, particularly France and Russia, escalated 
the tensions in the international system, denied Austria–Hungary 
a modicum of security, and encircled Germany. He acknowledges a 
strand of aggressive thinking among German generals, who pressed for 
preventive war, and he shares the now widely accepted view that the 
War Council of December 1912 was of ephemeral importance. Instead, 
the decision to increase the size of the army, taken in November 
1912, was much more significant, triggering a European land arms 
race. German decisions, however, reflected a pervasive ‘fatalism’, not 
aggressive confidence (Clark, pp. 329–34).29

By the spring of 1914, the Franco-Russian alliance ‘had constructed 
a geopolitical trigger along the Austro-Serbian border’. The concept 
of the ‘Balkan inception scenario’ is central to Clark’s revisionist 
interpretation of the July crisis, which reverses the orthodox story 
of Austro-Hungarian and German belligerence and the reactive and 
defensive character of Serbian and Entente policy. Instead, Clark 
makes a number of claims, which will stimulate further debate. Firstly, 
the assassins of the Archduke and his wife were part of a network of 
conspirators that overlapped with institutions in the Serbian state. It 
was likely that Pasić, the Serbian Prime Minister, knew in general terms 

28. Schmidt, Frankreichs Aussenpolitik.
29. For different views, see M. Hewitson, Germany and the Origins of the First World War 

(Oxford, 2004); and also the relevant volume of J. Röhl’s magisterial biography of William II, 
Wilhelm II: Der Weg in den Abgrund, 1900‒1941 (Munich, 2008).
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of the plot, but he and more moderate groups were powerless to contain 
the terrorist threat (Clark, pp. 48–64). Secondly, the Austro-Hungarian 
response was proportionate. The ultimatum was designed to provoke 
a limited war, but it was in line with European diplomatic practice, 
which was characterised by a hierarchy between the great powers and 
other states (Clark, pp.  451–7). The Serbian state, either through its 
complicity with the conspirators or its inability to control them, posed 
a real threat to Austria–Hungary’s existence (Clark, pp. 456–7).

Thirdly, German leaders were prepared to risk a general European 
war, but they believed, in early July, that the war could be localised, 
on account of Russia’s lack of military preparedness. Preventive war 
was a possible scenario, not a preferred option. German leaders used 
the July crisis to ‘test for threats’—for Russian intentions. If Russia 
backed down, this would mark a diplomatic triumph for the Austro-
German alliance; if Russia decided to fight, this suggested that Russia 
would have fought a war in the foreseeable future in any case, and 
fighting now, rather than later, was a better option for Germany (Clark, 
pp. 413–9). However (and this is Clark’s fourth revisionist argument), 
the willingness of Russian ministers to contemplate war was hardened 
by the visit of Poincaré to St Petersburg between 21 and 23 July. 
Drawing on Stefan Schmidt’s analysis of French policy during the July 
crisis, Clark argues that Poincaré, more concerned with the cohesion 
of the alliance than with maintaining peace, made no effort to restrain 
Russia (Clark, pp. 440–49, 498–506). Fifthly, Serbia’s response to the 
Austrian ultimatum was a ‘masterpiece of diplomatic equivocation’. 
Serbian leaders had considered accepting the demands, but telegrams 
from Spalajković, the Serbian minister in St Petersburg, on the night 
of 24/5 July led to a more ambiguous (and, from Vienna’s perspective, 
necessarily unsatisfactory) response (Clark, pp.  459–67). Sixthly, 
Russian leaders were prepared to risk war due to fears for national 
prestige, Germanophobia, and geopolitical ambition in the Straits and 
Balkans. Unlike McMeekin, however, Clark argues that the Balkans 
were a ‘crucial strategic hinterland to the Straits’ (Clark, p.  486). In 
line with McMeekin’s claim, Russian military mobilisation from 25 July 
‘escalated the crisis and greatly increased the likelihood of a general 
European war’ (Clark, p. 480). Bethmann Hollweg held back German 
mobilisation for as long as possible, but by 31 July Russian measures 
overwhelmed Berlin’s room for manœuvre. Finally, Grey’s attempts to 
mediate in the crisis were weak, and biased against Austria–Hungary in 
any case. Adherence to the Entente dominated Grey’s thinking in 1914, 
as it had done since 1905, and entry to the war was a means to contain 
Germany and appease Russia (Clark, pp. 537–47).

The interaction of these different decisions, each of which was 
made to serve an apparently rational national interest, culminated 
in ‘Armageddon’—to use Asquith’s phrase. Each state, Clark argues, 
exploited this spectre of general catastrophe, hoping that their 
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opponents would back down. While leaders recognised that a general 
European war would entail catastrophic consequences, they could 
not ‘feel’ it—something that separated the statesmen of 1914 from 
their successors in the Cold War. Although Clark eschews attributing 
responsibility, the tenor of the book places considerable emphasis on 
the role of Serbian, French, and Russian decision-makers in bringing 
about war. As the most significant single contribution to the debate 
on the origins of the war since Fischer’s 1961 book, Clark’s revisionist 
account challenges scholars to refine, modify, and perhaps reject his 
theses and his conceptual framework.

* * *

No new consensus emerges from these books, but, taken as a whole, they 
move the debate forward in new ways. First, as Clark notes, ‘there is no 
smoking gun’. The search for a culprit has dominated the historical debate 
since 1914. Historians have scoured archives, identified incriminating 
evidence, and built their cases, only to find other historians disputing 
their interpretations of particular documents, pointing to contrary 
evidence in other archives, and introducing mitigating circumstances. 
The bounty of documentary evidence, coupled with significant gaps 
in the record, means that there will always be scope for different 
interpretations of the major questions. Further archival research may 
alter interpretations of specific issues—relations between Serbia and 
Russia in the spring of 1914, the press war between Germany and Russia 
in 1914, or Ottoman decision-making on the eve of the Balkan Wars—
but it is unlikely that a single source, say a diary, will establish a new 
consensus on the origins of the war. Major finds, such as the Riezler 
diaries, have in the past proved inconclusive. As Mombauer has pointed 
out, historians today are less confident about notions of historical truth, 
which can be recovered from documents, than was the case in Fischer’s 
generation.30

New questions, approaches and concepts are more likely to enhance 
our understanding of the origins of the war. These will enable us to 
review well-known primary sources in a fresh light. The books reviewed 
here suggest some new departures. Firstly, our understanding of the 
visions of future war may move away from the short war/long war 
debate, itself partly a product of the First World War. People were 
more concerned with the impact of war on political stability, economic 
prosperity, and (not least) their own families and their own bodies. Did 
Europeans think that war would be decisive or catastrophic? What did 
these terms mean? How did the experience of wars before 1914 shape 
expectations of future war? Did a catastrophic vision of war act as a 

30. A. Mombauer, ‘The Fischer Controversy: Documents, and the ‘truth’ about the Origins of 
the First World War’, in ead., Fischer Controversy after 50 Years, pp. 290‒314.
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deterrent before 1914, and, if so, why did it fail in the July crisis? How 
did these visions vary in specific political and social conditions?

Secondly, the economic dimension of international relations before 
1914 requires renewed attention. As the works on naval warfare have 
underlined, ideas of a catastrophic war drew much of their power 
from the image of commercial collapse, credit crunch, and consequent 
social and political upheaval. From the perspective of globalisation, 
the interdependence of pre-1914 national economies is more striking 
than commercial rivalries between the great powers. While trade 
and finance were the sinews of economic interdependence, the 
notion of a national economy remained a powerful way of thinking 
about commerce and great-power politics. The relationship between 
economic interdependence, peace and war remains a contentious 
issue among international relations theorists. Economic exchange can 
produce tensions as well as knit the bonds of peace. While trade can 
produce absolute gains for both partners, the relative gains may benefit 
one partner more than the other, stoking tension. Whereas recent work 
has viewed economic interdependence in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries and the trajectories of great power rivalries as two 
autonomous processes, these books suggest a more complex story—
from the Royal Navy’s plans to exploit economic interdependence to 
inflict a decisive defeat on Germany to the influence of Russian trading 
interests on its foreign policy.

Thirdly, the geographical locus of the origins of the war has now 
utterly fragmented. From the North Sea to the Black Sea, historians 
have identified fissures in European politics. This is a welcome 
development—perhaps a consequence of the end of the Cold War and 
a more expansive notion of the history of European political geography, 
one that includes Russia, Turkey and north Africa. Historians have long 
recognised the importance of the Eastern question and the Balkans, 
but Clark’s work demonstrates the value of restoring agency to the 
states in these regions, rather than either treating them as an inherently 
belligerent space or reducing them to the stage on which the great 
powers conducted their rivalries. Geography is about the political 
imagination as well as the location.

Fourthly, power is a complex concept. Defining the period before 
1914 as a classical age of power politics privileged military power and 
also invited historians to think of power in terms of resources that could 
be counted, or assessed with some confidence. As political scientists 
warn us, power is a ‘troublesome concept’.31 If we think of power in 
terms of determining outcomes, rather than as a resource, we can 
develop new ways of assessing international relations before 1914. Of 
course, military and naval power remain central to our understanding 

31. D. Baldwin, ‘Neoliberalism, Neorealism, and World Politics’, in id., ed., Neorealism and 
Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate (New York, 1993), p. 16.
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of the era, but their ability to influence the outcomes of crises may 
have been restricted to deterrence. In many instances, military power 
was too blunt an instrument with which to conduct specific foreign 
policies. Moreover, as these books remind us, there were political 
constraints on the use of military and naval power. The importance 
of international law in shaping political conduct before 1914 requires 
further study, but it clearly had some purchase on people’s attitudes. 
States needed to legitimise their actions, even their existence, so that 
one of the weaknesses of Austria–Hungary’s position before 1914 
was that other powers no longer considered it to have a legitimate 
function in European politics, while they favoured the principle of 
nationality. Power was exercised within overlapping fields. We need to 
direct our attention to other forms of power—economic, cultural, and 
technological—and to the ways in which small states were influenced 
by loans, military missions, and other instruments of foreign policy.

Finally, the outbreak of war transformed people’s understanding 
of international relations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. The rupture was so intense, even surprising, that it demanded 
explanation. These early histories began to construct an understanding 
of the pre-war world which continues to influence research agendas to 
the present day. It is neither possible nor worthwhile to do away with 
hindsight, but it is important to be aware of how the questions we 
pose are determined not only by our own perspective, but also by the 
accretion of historical debate since 1914. Excavating the relationship 
between political context and historical debate can recover new 
perspectives, in particular the sense of contingency in international 
politics before 1914. Dare one say it in the centenary of the outbreak of 
the war—not all paths led to war. International relations in the early 
twentieth century followed multiple trajectories that intersected with 
the origins of the war, but that also require their own histories.

Univer s i t y  Col l ege  Dubl in  WILLIAM MULLIGAN
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