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When the First World War broke out, Henry James wrote to a friend of ‘the 
intense unthinkability of anything so blank and so infamous in an age that we 
have been living in and taking for our own as if it were of a high refinement of 
civilisation’. The whole sentence, cited by Margaret MacMillan at the conclusion 
of The war that ended peace: how Europe abandoned peace for the First World War, is, in 
typically Jamesian style, much longer and more convoluted. James’s reaction was 
not unusual. In Vienna, Sigmund Freud spoke in similar terms. In 1914, i ntelligent, 
cultivated and cosmopolitan men (and women) were shocked that the international 
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interchange of which they had been part, and of which German higher education 
was such a major component, could break into competing nationalisms, riven not 
just by the closure of borders but by the definitive act of war.

For them, Europe was the centre of the world, not so much because so many 
of its states possessed empires or because the London-focused international finan-
cial system formed a ‘globalized network’ avant la lettre, but because it was the 
apex of high culture. In May 1913, Sergei Pavlovich Diaghilev brought the Ballets 
Russes to Paris to perform the premiere of Stravinsky’s The rite of spring. It was a 
sensation and a scandal: ‘savagery in un-art and also in art: old form is ravaged, 
new form suddenly arising out of the chaos’, according to another international 
aesthete, Harry Kessler (quoted by MacMillan, p. 592).1 Two months earlier, 
Arnold Schoenberg, having moved to Berlin in pursuit of greater recognition, 
had returned to his native Vienna to conduct his own chamber symphony. That 
too provoked uproar. Culture crossed the continent.

Most of these journeys were less publicly controversial, even if often fraught 
for personal reasons or pregnant with future possibilities. They are evoked with 
wry humour and an understated irony in Florian Illies’s playful 1913: the year before 
the storm. This is not a book about the First World War, but it is a book which 
depends on an awareness of what is to come. The birth of modernism was not a 
product of the war, even if it was to provide a vocabulary with which to compre-
hend it, or—if that was impossible—to give it shape. Illies uses chronology to 
juxtapose episodes of which our knowledge is partial, and so to create signifi-
cance where none may be obvious. Knowing that Hitler and Stalin were briefly in 
Vienna at the same time, Illies supposes that they might have passed each other in 
the park of Schönbrunn Palace, itself the preferred home of Kaiser Franz Joseph, 
in the gathering gloom of a January evening. 

Parks are about as rural as Illies’s evocations of prewar Europe become. The 
same point can be made about Charles Emmerson’s similarly titled but very 
different book, 1913: the world before the Great War. Geographically its scope is much 
broader. All the continents are here, but the overall effect is still to confirm the 
dominance of Europe. A book about modernism of another sort—technological 
and industrial rather than cultural and intellectual—it vividly conveys the sense of 
change and innovation. The underlying fear of many countries in 1913, not least 
when the canvas is broadened from that covered by train travel within greater 
Europe or even by transatlantic liners beyond it, was as much that of revolution as 
of war. When on 3 August 1914 Sir Edward Grey remarked (if indeed he actually 
did) that the lamps were going out all over Europe, he was not alone in fearing the 
social consequences of conflict as much as the military.2 Others of a more conser-
vative disposition, from Tsar Nicholas II of Russia to Theobald von Bethmann 
Hollweg, the German chancellor, expressed themselves in similar terms. They 

1 See also the wonderful book by Modris Eksteins, Rites of spring: the Great War and the birth of the modern age 
(London: Houghton Mifflin, 1989). 

2 Edward, Viscount Grey of Fallodon, Twenty-five years 1892−1916 (three vols, London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1926), vol. 2, p. 223; this passage suggests that Grey himself could not recall saying it but that a friend reminded 
him of it.
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were not wrong. The revolution which preoccupied them was derived from 
collective memories of 1789 and 1848; its authors were Robespierre or Marx. It 
was not just socialists within Europe who took their role models from the past, 
so too did the educated and progressive leaders of subject peoples in the colonies 
outside Europe. If they were Muslims, they looked to the ‘bourgeois revolution’ 
of France, rather than Islamic fundamentalism or jihad. In Constantinople, the 
Young Turks, some of whose education had begun in Parisian exile, wanted to 
resuscitate the Ottoman Empire as a European power. Even in the French empire 
itself, the Young Tunisians and Young Algerians were westernized dependants of 
a revolutionary legacy spawned by the very country they now wished to remove.

Emmerson, even more than Illies, is relentlessly urban. His chapter titles are all 
the names of cities, either major metropolises like London (already with a popula-
tion of 7 million) or emerging boom towns like Winnipeg. The latter’s promise 
depended on grain and therefore rested on agriculture, but what both Emmerson 
and Illies do not reflect is that the world’s population, however ‘modern’ some 
city-dwellers might be in some states in 1913, was still predominantly rural. 
Germany had only just become the second country in Europe, after Britain, to 
claim that more than half its working population lived in cities. Emmerson does 
not ignore the Lumpenproletariat, who would provide at least some of the cannon 
fodder of 1914−18 and—more importantly—produce the shells for the guns, but 
both he and Illies have nothing to say about peasants. During the crisis of July 
1914, and particularly in its last week, crowds formed in the streets, squares and 
boulevards of large cities, less because they were enthusiastic for war and more 
because they were desperate for news. Literate and enfranchised, they wanted 
the latest edition of the newspaper. Revealingly, and appropriately, the cover of 
MacMillan’s book shows a street vendor with a banner-headline poster. In rural 
areas the news did not travel so fast, and in any case could seem scarcely relevant. 
As peasants struggled to bring in the harvest, they had more immediate concerns 
on their minds; very often their first intimation of the crisis was the announce-
ment of mobilization. For them, the shock of war’s outbreak was even greater 
than in the towns.3 Compulsory military service and mandatory primary educa-
tion had given the state a toe-hold in rural consciousness in most European states. 
They explain why the overwhelming majority reported for duty when called up 
despite their surprise, but it was the war after 1914, not their experiences before 
1914, which was to provide both their real education and their break with a world 
still shaped largely by tradition and sometimes by superstition.

This reminder that not all Europe was metropolitan or self-consciously 
‘modern’, let alone bourgeois, is not an attempt to invoke that other manifesta-
tion of pre-1914 internationalism, the interconnectedness, thanks to the fecundity 
of Queen Victoria and her descendants, of the royal families. The photographs 
of all those cousins in full dress uniforms at funerals and weddings, so beloved 

3 Jean-Jacques Becker, 1914: comment les Français sont entrés dans la guerre de 1914−1918 (Paris: Presses de la Fonda-
tion nationale des sciences politiques, 1977), remains definitive and revealing, but see also P. J. Flood, France 
1914−1918: public opinion and the war effort (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990), for more on rural reactions.
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by book illustrators and television documentaries, mislead on two counts. First, 
they suggest that family relations were better than they were: their kith and kin 
also found Wilhelm II bumptious and Nicholas II vapid. Second, they show less 
the realities of power, and more its emptiness behind the pompous façades. The 
continuing fascination with the ‘Willy-Nicky’ exchange in the last days of July, as 
both autocrats tried to bring their countries back from the brink without compro-
mising the martial images so important to their understandings of monarchy, 
belies the almost complete irrelevance (by then) of their views. To be sure, both 
might have quashed the idea of war when it had first been bruited—Wilhelm II 
when he issued the ‘blank cheque’ to Austria-Hungary on 5 July 1914, when the 
Hoyos mission came to Berlin, and Nicholas II when he presided over the council 
of ministers on 24 July 1914, in the wake of the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum 
to Serbia. Thereafter they could do little to arrest a sequence of events whose 
 interconnectedness and self-sustaining independence were beyond their individual 
control.

Margaret MacMillan’s title, with its implication that Europe was peaceful 
before 1914, chimes with the themes of both Illies and Emmerson. For all three 
authors the Continent was in its pomp, and then it perversely plunged into a 
great civil war, in which it shed its blood and spent its treasure, and (in the long 
run) forfeited its global primacy to the United States. Implicit are two themes, 
both reflections as much of our times as those of a century ago. First, then, as 
now, the world’s economies constituted a globalized network, linked in 1914 by 
the shipping and insurance markets of the City of London, underpinned by the 
gold standard, and trading on the convertibility of sterling. Second, peace and war 
existed in close relationship with each other. Now, as then, we tend to see peace 
as the default position, the normal state of mankind, and are surprised when it 
fails. By seeing peace and war as alternatives, we can be neglectful of their mutual 
dependence. 

In July 1914 the congress system, a legacy of the settlement at the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars, may have been dog-eared, a point which MacMillan stresses, 
but the principal players still realized that it was the only available and recog-
nized basis for regulating some form of international order. A year before, they 
had used their ambassadors to settle the outcome of the First Balkan War in a 
prolonged international negotiation. Sir Edward Grey may have failed on 26 July 
1914 when he appealed to Germany by invoking the concert of Europe, but only 
a few days before, René Viviani, the French prime minister, had pointed in the 
same direction when he called on Russia to internationalize the dispute rather 
than to respond unilaterally to any Austro-Hungarian action. More decisive was 
Austria-Hungary’s arrival at the opposite conclusion: its desire to pursue a local 
war against Serbia rested on the realization that the system which Metternich 
had done so much to create precisely to shore up the Habsburg empire was now 
undermining it.

MacMillan’s dismissal of the concert of Europe as outdated in July 1914 may 
therefore say less about its irrelevance and more about another point. None of these 
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states had as unblemished a record in the use of war since 1815 as is suggested by 
the stress placed on European peace by The war that ended peace and—implicitly—
by Illies and Emmerson. If the books that have appeared to mark the centenary of 
the outbreak of the First World War have a common theme, it is how little most 
of them have to say about war, military planning and the ideas associated with 
them in the minds of politicians and public. Max Hastings’s Catastrophe: Europe 
goes to war 1914 (HarperCollins, 2013) has linked the causes to the consequences, 
at least up to Christmas 1914, and the massive three-volume Cambridge History of 
the First World War, edited by Jay Winter, treats military themes alongside social, 
cultural and economic, in the best traditions of current academic approaches to 
conflict, but these are more the exceptions than the rule. War plans get short shrift 
from both MacMillan and Christopher Clark’s The sleepwalkers: how Europe went to 
war in 1914.

After the 1848 revolutions the use of war had gradually acquired fresh legiti-
macy, particularly when states could employ it to achieve defined objectives in 
short order and without provoking revolution. This is where much of the public 
debate in 2014 around the war’s origins is misleading. It cites the decision by Britain 
to enter the war in defence of Belgium’s neutrality as though it were couched in 
the vocabulary of public ethics and especially that of just war. What mattered 
in the rhetoric of July 1914 was less political philosophy and more an embryonic 
sense of international law, less the abolition of war and more its containment. In 
the Cambridge History, Jean-Jacques Becker and Gerd Krumeich raise the inter-
esting question of what (if anything) was understood by ‘localized war’, but sadly 
do not provide answers.4 This, after all, the consensus now argues, was the sort of 
war Europe thought it was getting into at the beginning of July 1914.

The two Hague conferences of 1899 and 1907 had emphasized not the preven-
tion of war but reasonable behaviour within it, jus in bello rather than jus ad bellum. 
That was one reason why Britain’s concern about the international agreement to 
uphold Belgium’s status could look so odd to Germany, and was never important 
to the decision-making of its allies, France and Russia. Belgium mattered far more 
in international discourse once the German army had committed the atrocities 
which reflected so badly on its way of conducting war, than it had in relation 
to the initial decision to go to war. After all, it was precisely because a great war 
was breaking out in Europe that Germany felt the need to invade Belgium in the 
first place. Belgium helped reconcile the British people to a ‘war of choice’, and 
indeed made it in the minds of many a ‘war of necessity’, but its role in the crisis 
does not belie the assumption among all parties that state sovereignty rested not 
least on the right independently to declare war. In The sleepwalkers, Christopher 
Clark is concerned to ditch the notion of ‘guilt’, evoked almost immediately by 
the publications of foreign ministries, and then cemented after the war both by the 
Versailles treaty in 1919 and by the Kellogg-Briand Pact’s outlawing of war in 1928. 
In doing so, Clark is rightly pitting himself against the terms in which so many of 

4 However, Gerd Krumeich has devoted more attention to the subject in Juli 1914. Eine Bilanz (Paderborn: 
 Ferdinand Schöningh, 2014), pp. 79–86.
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the historical debates since 1914 have been conducted, and he is also getting closer 
to how most statesmen saw war’s place in international relations in 1914 itself.

Clark’s aim, he says, is to examine first how war came about and only then to 
consider why it did so. Reviewers have been more sympathetic to him than they 
have been to Margaret MacMillan, despite the fact that her approach—at least 
in this respect—is not very different. Asking herself at the end of the book who 
was to blame for the First World War, she responds: ‘There are so many questions 
and as many answers again’ (p. 605). Those anxious for clarity where there is only 
complexity see this as a cop-out. Her book emphasizes description and narrative 
more than analysis and argument. Nonetheless, at the outset of The war that ended 
peace she lays out her stall more clearly than her conclusion later suggests: ‘Austria-
Hungary’s mad determination to destroy Serbia in 1914, Germany’s decision to 
back it to the hilt, Russia’s impatience to mobilise, these all seem to me to bear 
the greatest responsibility for the outbreak of the war’ (p. xxxi). The point of her 
narrative is that none of this was preordained: as her very last sentence says, ‘There 
are always choices’ (p. 605).

That too should scotch the other hardy perennial in populist accounts of the 
war’s origins. Academic historians inwardly groan when asked yet again whether 
the war was inevitable or not, particularly when so often the questioner, like 
Wolfgang Mommsen’s article of 1981, is really begging the answer yes.5 MacMil-
lan’s gain in retelling a story in terms familiar to most students of the subject 
is that she is able to bring out more clearly the role of chance in international 
affairs. The notion of a ‘peaceful’ Europe is particularly helpful in ditching the 
notion of an ‘inevitable war’. If the war is seen as a clash brought on by imperi-
alism and capitalism, in other words, if the study of its origins is still locked in a 
Marxist historiographical legacy, the question of inevitability may still have some 
purchase. However, Marx’s retreat from the academy since the end of the Cold 
War has encouraged historians to stress not inevitability, but contingency. 

In its determination to dispense with the notion of guilt, The sleepwalkers 
seems resolved, as its title suggests, also to discount responsibility. Clark may be 
dismissing ‘inevitability’ as it has been conventionally construed by earlier genera-
tions of historians, but he has reintroduced the idea of ‘unavoidability’ by the 
back door. This is not a difference without a distinction. The great historian of 
the July crisis, Luigi Albertini, on whose shoulders all subsequent historians have 
stood and whose interpretation of events has not been substantively overthrown, 
remarked that those who played the critical roles in 1914 were pygmies dwarfed 
by the scale and speed of the events they were trying to control. Particularly 
in the last week of July (a period to which Clark devotes rather less space than 
might have been expected), the number of independent decision-making centres, 
and the complexity of communications between them (with the encoding and 
deciphering of telegrams all adding to delays in transmission), made it hard for 
any one statesman to assert himself. But to extend the story from the crisis of July 

5 Wolfgang Mommsen, ‘The topos of inevitable war in Germany in the decade before 1914’, in Volker Berghahn 
and Martin Kitchen, eds, Germany in the age of total war (London: Croom Helm, 1981). 
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to the longer-term origins and then to go one stage further and call the principal 
actors ‘sleepwalkers’ is to suggest that they were unaware of what they were doing, 
had little conception of war or its dangers, and were not seized of the seriousness 
of what they were about. The bitter irony is that they knew enough about all these 
things but, although awake to them, could still not control them.

In particular the First Balkan War prompted a crisis which made several of the 
leading actors of July 1914 realize that a repeat involving both Austria-Hungary 
and Russia could precipitate a more general European war. Those concerned to 
follow Fritz Fischer’s case for German war guilt have focused on the meeting of 
his military chiefs called by the Kaiser on 8 December 1912. They argued that 
the crisis set a timetable for Germany in the approach to a war which it actively 
sought. Clark pays little attention to the meeting, arguing rightly that its principal 
witness, Georg von Müller, concluded that its outcome amounted to ‘almost 0’, 
and that the key player in the July crisis, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, was 
not present. Instead, Clark rewinds the story to the German Chancellor’s speech 
in the Reichstag six days before. Bethmann Hollweg made clear that Germany 
was ready to support its allies and to fight for its position in Europe if need be. 
Others may have misunderstood Bethmann Hollweg’s meaning, but Grey did not. 
He summoned the German ambassador to inform him that, if Germany ended 
up fighting France and Russia, Britain would probably fight alongside them. It 
was this robust British response which prompted the Kaiser to convene the ‘war 
council’ in the first place. Britain and Germany were not alone in setting out their 
positions on the Balkans; so too did France and Russia, with Raymond Poincaré 
stressing France’s solidarity with its ally in the event of a Balkan war failing to 
remain localized. These statesmen were strangely sentient sleepwalkers.

This point should not be interpreted as a wider criticism of what is undoubt-
edly the best and most important of the books to emerge from the glut of volumes 
published to coincide with the centenary of the war’s outbreak. Clark’s story 
begins in the right place, not in Berlin but in the Balkans. In that respect he is 
building on the work of Fritz Fellner, John Leslie, Roy Bridge and above all Samuel 
Williamson. When Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated, the Habsburg 
monarchy was from the outset determined to militarize its response. The chief of 
the general staff, Conrad von Hötzendorf, attended the meetings of the common 
ministerial council. A notorious advocate of pre-emptive war against Serbia, he 
now found himself pushing at an open door, with the officials in the foreign 
ministry of like mind. However, the freshness of Clark’s focus lies in its attention 
less to Vienna and more to Belgrade. While he is not finding either power ‘guilty’ 
of causing the First World War (Vienna wanted a war, but a local and limited 
one, confined to the Balkans), he does expose the Serb regime and its policies as 
bloodthirsty, devious and malign. In many ways, therefore, the character pivotal 
to his story is Serbia’s prime minister, Nikola Pašić. The problem for all historians 
hitherto has been that Pašić’s motives during the crisis (and before) remain opaque. 
The fact that the assassins were supported by Serb officials ought to have given 
Austria-Hungary an open and shut case against the Serb  government. Indeed, so 
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appalling was the reputation of Serbia that at the beginning of July 1914, many 
European statesmen—notably Grey—shared that assumption of collusion. And 
yet, just as in 1914, it is very hard to make the evidence stick. At a conference 
held in Leeds for the eightieth anniversary of the war’s outbreak, Mark Cornwall 
portrayed Pašić as dismayed by the assassination, desperate to conciliate Austria-
Hungary and profoundly aware that Serbia was in no state to fight a third Balkan 
war in successive years.6 For Clark, this was all a cover. Pašić was the consummate 
Serb politician, able to play his cards so close to his chest as to present himself 
to the firebrands within Serbia as a patriot supportive of a ‘greater Serbia’, while 
ostensibly playing for time as the innocent victim of circumstances. By the end 
of the crisis he had won international backing (including that of Grey), and on 26 
July the Serb ambassador in Moscow reported that Russia was ready to fight in 
Serbia’s support, adding: ‘This presents to us a splendid opportunity to use this 
event wisely and achieve the full unification of the Serbs. It is desirable, therefore, 
that Austria-Hungary should attack us’(quoted in Clark, p. 468).

These are still not words from Pašić himself. As Clark acknowledges, the Serb 
Prime Minister cultivated ‘habits of caution, secrecy and obliqueness’ (p. 19). He 
rarely committed himself to paper. While the circumstantial evidence against 
Serbia is powerful, it does not nail Belgrade’s role in precipitating the Austro-
Serb war in the way in which the available and published record does Vienna’s. 
Clark is not alone in confronting such problems. None of the recent books rests 
on significant fresh archival discoveries. Their arguments are reworkings of the 
existing source base, and when they stray from it they can fall prey to tendentious-
ness and over-statement. Here, Sean McMeekin’s July 1914 stands out.

If Austria-Hungary is the major power most responsible for initiating the 
use of war in response to the July crisis, Russia was the state that responded—
prompted according to the prevailing wisdom by the hurts inflicted by Vienna 
when it annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908−9.7 In doing so, it converted a 
local war into a European one, not least by mobilizing against Germany as well 
as Austria-Hungary. Clark stresses Russia’s role, saying that its aim both in the 
Bosnian crisis and thereafter was to gain control of the Dardanelles, and that its 
responses to events in the last years before the war were increasingly militarized. 
This too was the argument of McMeekin’s first book on the causes of the war, The 
Russian origins of the First World War (Harvard University Press, 2011). Even more 
than Clark (who handles both France and Britain with less reverence than that 
to which their national historians have become accustomed), McMeekin stresses 
Entente complicity as central to the outbreak of the war. As Stefan Schmidt has 
shown, the French army was determined to ensure joint Russo-French action in 
the event of a war with Germany, because only thus could it have enough men to 

6 Mark Cornwall, ‘Serbia’, in Keith Wilson, ed., Decisions for war, 1914 (London: Routledge, 1995); Serbia 
does not even get its own chapter in Richard Hamilton and Holger Herwig, eds, Decisions for war, 1914−1917 
(Cambridge: CUP, 2004). 

7 This is the interpretation favoured by both D. C. B. Lieven, Russia and the origins of the First World War (London: 
Macmillan, 1983) and Samuel R. Williamson, Austria-Hungary and the origins of the First World War (London: 
Macmillan, 1991).
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defend its frontiers successfully.8 On 20 July 1914, Poincaré and Viviani arrived in 
Russia for a state visit, which itself was one reason causing Austria-Hungary to 
delay delivering its ultimatum to Serbia until 23 July, after the French delegation 
had left. All historians of the crisis have wanted to know what the French and 
Russian ministers said to each other in the intervening days. 

At one level we know enough: Poincaré’s commitment to Russia in the event 
of a Balkan crisis did not waver, and both sides were convinced that if Austria-
Hungary acted it would be because Germany was behind the dual monarchy. (This 
inability to see Vienna as acting independently of Berlin was a common failing in 
the Entente capitals and played a crucial role in widening the war.) When Poincaré 
and Viviani left St Petersburg, the Russians could be confident of France’s support, 
and if they ever doubted it, the French ambassador, Maurice Paléologue, was on 
hand to reassure them—and on some readings to go further. Schmidt clearly 
wanted to uncover a conspiracy when writing his book, but could not produce 
sufficient evidence to do so. McMeekin finds himself in the same position but 
is not daunted in his determination to shift the primary responsibility, a sin of 
commission rather than omission, from Vienna and Berlin to St Petersburg. He 
construes the absence of papers as proof of guilt. At the meeting of the Russian 
council of ministers held on 24 July, after the French delegation had left but before 
the Serbs had given their reply to Austria-Hungary, the foreign minister, Sergei 
Sazonov, was indeed ready to support military measures, but he was not alone: 
both the navy and army ministers backed him. 

The big question prompted by this version of events is: why should Russia want 
to turn a Balkan war into a European one? The answer, according to McMeekin, 
was to secure the Dardanelles. Indubitably, when war did break out, securing the 
straits and with them access to the eastern Mediterranean was Russia’s principal 
war aim, just as the recovery of Alsace-Lorraine was France’s. However, nobody 
now argues that France went to war to regain the lost provinces, only that once 
war had broken out it would seek their return. To see Russia’s desire for the 
straits as precipitating the First World War seems to read back into its causes one 
consequence of its outbreak. Before 1914 there were much less dangerous ways for 
Russia to work towards that goal without a major war in Europe, and without 
a conflict which would require its army to fight on at least two fronts—German 
and Austro-Hungarian—and possibly three (if the Ottoman empire is included).

McMeekin’s significant contribution in the current slew of books is to highlight 
the July crisis itself, and so to bring out the interconnectedness of events and their 
sequencing in those hectic weeks in ways that elude both Clark and MacMillan 
given that their accounts reach back to 1900. When Fritz Fischer made the case 
for German war guilt, pre-eminently in Krieg der Illusionen (Droste, 1969), he did 
so by fusing the arguments for German responsibility in July (the essence of the 
Versailles clause) with those for long-term intent. In the 1920s and 1930s, the 
adjustments in European international relations after the unification of Germany, 

8 Stefan Schmidt, Frankreichs Außenpolitik in der Julikrise 1914. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Ausbruchs des Ersten 
Weltkrieges (Munich: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 2009). 
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and the sequence of international crises from 1905 onwards, had been used to 
exculpate Germany and to make the case for a more general crisis in the concert of 
Europe. The consensus adopted by Lloyd George in his memoirs was that Europe 
had ‘slithered over the brink into the boiling cauldron of war’, and it was one 
reflected in the 1930s in the major works of Sidney Fay and Bernadotte Schmitt. 
In many ways, Clark and others have taken the debate back to where it stood 
then—and where it remained until the 1960s. When J. F. Kennedy referred to the 
outbreak of the First World War in his handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 
1962, he was not just responding to the then recent book by Barbara Tuchman, 
The guns of August (Macmillan), he was also reflecting Fay’s teaching when he had 
been at Harvard.

The big question now for historians must be to wonder how the Fischer school 
will respond to the current revival of the old orthodoxy. Fischer may be dead 
but many of those influenced by him, and whose careers were decisively shaped 
by the ensuing national controversy and the deep fissures it caused, are still very 
active. John Röhl, whose career has been dominated by his massive biography of 
the Kaiser, is one. His pupil, Annika Mombauer, used her biography of Helmuth 
von Moltke the Younger, the chief of the German general staff in 1914, to argue 
for an army bent on war and following the alleged agenda of the December 1912 
‘war council’. She has now produced a collection of diplomatic and military 
documents, The origins of the First World War, which both emulates and exceeds 
that produced by Fischer’s pupil, Imanuel Geiss, Julikrise und Kriegsausbruch (two 
volumes, Verlag für Literatur und Zeitgeschichte, 1963−4, and published in an 
abridged one-volume English edition by Batsford in 1967). Predictably, she begins, 
as Fischer did but Geiss did not, in 1911. Her book is a major resource, especially 
for the typically monoglot English-speaking student, and it is introduced by a 
historiographical and even-handed guide to the controversies which the war’s 
origins have generated. 

Mombauer argues that after two decades of debate provoked by Fischer, ‘a 
consensus was reached which largely acknowledged that Germany bore a signifi-
cant amount of responsibility for the outbreak of war, that her leaders did 
conspire to provoke a war and that they had been willing to risk an international 
conflagration’ (p. 17). The conference that she (somewhat strangely) footnotes to 
support that point, held in 2011 to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the publica-
tion of the first of Fischer’s two books on the subject, revealed how fractured that 
consensus had by then become. If anybody needs reminding of what the Fischer 
thesis means, or doubts its ability still to command adherents, they need go no 
further than the opening chapter of the Cambridge History. Volker Berghahn, who 
first addressed the topic of the war’s origins with his analysis of Germany’s prewar 
naval policy in 1971, restates what he said then, thundering ‘that there is no need 
for scholars to go on a roundtrip through the capitals of Europe with the aim of 
finding out that other decision-makers were more responsible for the First World 
War than the two emperors and their advisers. Berlin and Vienna continue to be 
the best places for historians to look closely for clues as to why war broke out in 
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1914’ (volume one, p. 37). The mention of Austria-Hungary is some concession to 
historical currents since Fischer, but Berghahn finds himself once again isolated 
from the academic orthodoxy in Germany. The latter, having eventually accepted 
Fischer, has now begun to reject him—as Gerd Krumeich’s contribution (written 
with Jean-Jacques Becker) in the very next chapter in the same volume, on the 
war’s immediate origins, makes clear. Today, Germany welcomes Clark’s account 
as a revisionist respite as though such arguments had never been advanced by 
others.9

Remarkable—and revealing of how insular so much of the debate about German 
war guilt remains—is the continued lack of any reference in most of the literature 
to the most important comparative discussion of aims in the First World War, 
Georges-Henri Soutou’s L’Or et le sang: les buts de guerre économiques de la Première 
Guerre mondiale (Fayard), published 25 years ago in 1989. A truly magnificent work 
of scholarship, it asks why Germany—in 1914 the second-largest industrial power 
in the world, with increasing access to world markets—would want to restrict 
itself to a closed Central European economic bloc in the more backward parts of 
Europe. This is what Fritz Fischer, following Friedrich Naumann’s Mitteleuropa, 
published in 1915, argued Germany went to war to achieve. Soutou showed that, 
in practice, it was the very fact of the war’s outbreak that forced Germany to 
settle for Mitteleuropa. Conflict closed markets that had been open to Germany’s 
goods and boosted protectionism in its opponents. This is a challenge to which 
Fischer’s supporters have still not responded, if indeed they can. Let us hope that 
the coming centenary will produce arguments that are both genuinely compara-
tive and fresh, as Soutou’s were, rather than go round the same ones. Otherwise 
we are in for a very boring and unproductive four years.

9 See the article, ‘Nun schlittern sie wieder’, by Volker Ullrich, a former pupil of one of Fischer’s principal 
opponents, Egmont Zechlin, in Die Zeit, 24 January 2014. Ten years ago, when I was asked to write the article 
on the war’s origins for a ten-part series of articles commissioned by Der Spiegel for the ninetieth anniver-
sary of the war’s outbreak, my piece, which argued that Vienna was more to blame than Germany in what 
began as a Balkan war, was shunted from the beginning to the end and treated as a contribution on the war 
guilt controversy: see Stephan Burgdorff and Klaus Wiegrefe, eds, Der 1.Weltkrieg. Die Ur-Katastrophe des 20. 
Jahrhunderts (Munich: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2004). Instead, the series began with Hans-Ulrich Wehler on 
Germany’s role in precipitating a 30-year war, so conflating the First World War with German guilt in 1939. 
On 3 February 2014, Der Spiegel, running a similar series, put its new article on the 30-year German war, by 
Jan Fleischhauer, at the end of the sequence.
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