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History from the Deep Freeze

Considering the importance of Russia’s war of 1914–1917 for 
the subsequent his tory of the world—from the collapse of the Otto-

man Empire and all that followed in the Middle East to the rise of Com-
munism—it is curious how little is widely known today about the think-
ing of policymakers in Petrograd during the con flict. It has been fifty years 
since the publication of Fritz Fi scher’s Griff nach der Weltmacht in 1961 
(literally “Grab” or “Bid” for World Power, published in En glish as Ger-
many’s Aims in the First World War) and, judging by the Fi scher- esque 
tone of a recent boomlet in popular books on the First World War, his-
torians are still in Fi scher’s shadow, massaging the same basic argument 
about German responsibility for the con flict. Although few scholars ac-
cept any  longer Fi scher’s extreme thesis that World War I was a premedi-
tated “German bid for world power,” histories of the war’s outbreak still 
invariably focus on decision making in Berlin and, secondarily, Vienna. 
For scholars and general readers alike, the war of 1914 remains essentially 
Germany’s war, in which Russia plays, at most, a passive role: fear of 
 Russia’s de mo graphically unstoppable “Slavic hordes,” who were due 
shortly to be mobilized far more rapidly after the enactment of Russia’s 
Great Army Programme of 1913, swings the Germans into preemptive ac-
tion. As for what Russia’s leaders hoped to accomplish by going to war in 
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1914, most histories of the con flict have little to say, beyond vague mutter-
ings about Serbia and Slavic honor, treaty obligations to France, and con-
cern for Russia’s sta tus as a great power.1

 The gap in public knowledge of Russia’s war aims owes much to the 
deep freeze into which her revolution and civil war thrust historical schol-
arship on the war generally. Not until 2015 or so (we are told) will the first 
volume of Russia’s of fi cial wartime his tory fi nally appear, and even this 
schedule is believed by few Russians. Several Soviet scholars produced 
specialized monographs on wartime operations, but the subject always 
took a backseat to social and economic his tory in accordance with the 
ideological imperatives of Marxist- Leninism. Military his tory is just now 
coming back into fashion in Russia: there is a lot of catching up to do.2 So 
sparse is the literature in the West, meanwhile, that searching for books 
on Russia in World War I turns up mostly books on the Second World 
War. Only one or two general narratives on the eastern front have been 
completed in the last thirty years, and almost none before.3

 The poor scholarly output on tsarist Russia’s war effort is not surpris-
ing, in view of the dif fi culty of archival access in Russia until very recently 
and the fact that so few Russian- language monographs exist to guide re-
searchers on their way. The same cannot really be said, however, of Rus-
sia’s wartime diplomacy. Since Trotsky’s revelation of the “secret treaties” 
of the Entente powers in 1917, and the publication of vast troves of secret 
Russian diplomatic correspondence by the Bolsheviks in the 1920s, the 
world has known the basic gist of Russia’s war aims, if not all the particu-
lars. Russian specialists have known about these documents for de cades. 
They have been mined with particular enthusiasm in Germany, where 
scholars for understandable reasons have often sought to prob lematize 
the Versailles “war guilt” thesis used to levy a colossal reparations bill (the 
last installment of which was paid in 2010). Since the fall of the Soviet 
 Union in 1991, western and Russian scholars alike have discovered even 
more relevant material in the tsarist archives, such that there is now more 
formerly secret material available on Russia’s war aims in 1914 than on 
those of any other power. Strangely, however, most general histories pub-
lished in recent de cades ignore Russia’s war aims almost entirely, in a way 
those published before 1961 did not. In a real sense, historical un der-
stand ing of the First World War may be said to have regressed after the 
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Introduction l 3

Fi scher debate taught several generations of historians to pay serious at-
tention only to Germany’s war aims.4

 In similar fashion, in most of the myriad books, novels, and films deal-
ing with the notorious Sykes- Picot Agreement of 1916 and its impact 
on the greater Islamic world, one hears scarcely a word about the Rus-
sian side. That Britain and France conspired together to destroy the Ot-
toman Empire is taken as a given in most books on the modern Mid-
dle East, especially those inspired by Edward Said’s famous critique of 
western attitudes in Orientalism (1979). Although not untrue, so far as it 
goes, the now- ubiquitous narrative of western perfidy in carving up Asi-
atic Turkey is nonetheless deeply misleading, for it leaves out the main 
character in the drama. To tell the story of the collapse of the Ottoman 
Empire without mentioning the role of Turkey’s age- old Russian enemy, 
as some authors do, is like writing a his tory of the fall of the Soviet  Union 
in 1991 without reference to American foreign policy and strategy in the 
Cold War.5

 Just as the military his tory of the eastern front has been smothered by 
historians’ understandable focus on the titanic drama of the Russian Rev-
olution, Russia’s own war aims have been buried in popular modern his-
tories underneath the explosive postwar his tory of the Middle East under 
British and French imperial tutelage. As a matter of historical malprac-
tice, however, the latter case of negligence is the more serious. It is possi-
ble (if hardly ideal) to explain the Russian Revolution in mostly domestic 
terms, with only passing reference to military developments on the east-
ern front between 1914 and 1917. Few historians really do this anymore: 
the cardinal theme in recent scholarship is the continuity between “Rus-
sia’s Great War and Revolution,” as one major scholarly initiative terms it, 
a “continuum of crisis” between 1914 and 1922.6 By contrast, the last hun-
dred years of his tory in the lands of the former Ottoman Empire—stretch-
ing from European Thrace and the Aegean and Black Sea littorals to Ana-
tolia, “Turkish Armenia,” the Caucasus and Persia, Mesopotamia and 
Palestine—is arguably impossible to rec ord without reference to Russia’s 
aims in the First World War. And yet few contemporary historians of the 
modern Middle East seem familiar with any but the most general outlines 
of tsarist Russian foreign policy.7

 Even the basic chronology of the First World War cannot be properly 
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understood without grappling with the war aims of Imperial Russia. 
From the Sarajevo incident that sparked the July crisis, to the mobiliza-
tion drama surrounding the war’s outbreak, the unrealistic timetable of 
the Germans’ Schlieffen Plan and the bogging down of the western front 
in trench warfare, the sanguinary tragedy of Gallipoli, the Armenian mas-
sacres of 1915, the Sykes- Picot Agreement of 1916 and the subsequent 
carve- up of Asiatic Turkey, until the Revolution of 1917, all of the most 
notorious—and enduringly explosive—events of the war were intimately 
related to Russian foreign policy. Trenches, Verdun, and the poppies of 
Flanders field may be the lasting images of the Great War in western imag-
ination, but it would be dif fi cult to argue today that anything of lasting 
strategic importance was at stake in the Franco- German clash in Flanders. 
That action’s lack of identifiable foreign policy goals helps explain why 
the carnage there seemed so senseless and so badly scarred the men who 
fought and bled there. But can one really say the same of the struggle 
for Gallipoli, “Turkish Armenia” and the Transcaucasus, Baku, Teheran, 
Baghdad, Damascus, Palestine, and Suez?
 From the perspective of present- day residents of these places, the First 
World War appears not as a kind of senseless civil war between European 
nations which have now long since learned to live in peace—what we 
might call the standard European  Union narrative—but more like a delib-
erate plot to disrupt and dismantle the last great Islamic power on Earth, 
Ottoman Turkey. One does not have to credit the wilder conspiracy theo-
ries to realize that there is a certain grain of truth here. What were the Ital-
ian and Balkan wars fought by the Turks in 1911–1913, after all, but a kind 
of opening act for the world war of 1914, in which great powers threw in 
with the smaller ones already fight ing to dismember the Ottoman Em-
pire? If one takes the long view, bracketing the global con flict between the 
Ital ian invasion of Ottoman Libya in 1911 and the Treaty of Lausanne in 
1923 that fi nally granted Turkish in de pen dence (with the renunciation of 
Turkish claims over many former Ottoman territories), the First World 
War could very easily be labeled “The War of the Ottoman Succession.”
 This is the story told in the rec ords of the Imperial Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, a story that has been hiding in plain sight ever since 
Trotsky first burgled the archives in 1917. It has been available to any 
scholar who reads Russian (or German, as many of the Soviet- produced 
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volumes of tsarist documents have been translated into that language).8 
Drawing on these materials, along with still- unpublished documents now 
open to the public in Russian and European archives, I contend in this 
book that the current consensus about the First World War cannot sur-
vive serious scrutiny. The war of 1914 was Russia’s war even more than it 
was Germany’s.
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