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THE ORIG@ NS OF THE FI RST WORLD WAR

I.  WORLD WAR | | N PERSPECTI VE
A, In 1890 Europe was a nice, quiet place. Things were cool. Question:

how coul d such a great war energe from such an untroubl ed worl d?
B. WN unl eashed an aval anche of violence that pervaded the 20th century.

1. FOUR COMMON EXPLANATI ONS FOR WN
A, "Cermany caused the war." Three nmain variants are of fered:

1. The mninalist Germany-blani ng view Germany consciously risked a
great war in July 1914 in order to make gains for the
German/ Austrian alliance. Germany preferred the prewar status
quo to a general war, but did knowingly risk a general war.

2. The internedi ate Germany-blamng view GCermany preferred a
continental war to the prewar status quo, but preferred the
prewar status quo to a world war (a war against Britain, France,
and Russia). This is the view of "Fischer School" noderat es,
exenplified by | manuel GCeiss.

3. The maxinmalist Germany-blam ng view GCermany preferred even a
world war to the prewar status quo. The First Wrld War as
deliberate plot. This is the extreme "Fischer School" view

B. "Russia, or Serbia, or Britain, or France, or Austria caused the war."

1. During 1919-1945 many Gernans all eged that Britain organized the
encirclement of Germany and conspired to cause the war. Germany,
they said, was wholly innocent.

2. Sidney Fay and other scholars have put prine responsibility on
Austria and Russia; sone heavily blame Serbia; sone bl ame France
and Britain for not restraining Russia nore firmy; sone suspect
that France egged Russia on.

C. "Olisis bungling caused the war." In this view no European power
willfully risked war. European |eaders sinply nmi smanaged the July
crisis.

1. "Russia began pre-mobilization w thout realizing that nobilization
neant war, or that partial nobilization against Austria was
i mpossi ble. "

2. "Austria failed to give Russia its evidence showing that Serbia

was responsible for the death of the Archduke. Had Russia known
Serbia's guilt it would have synpathi zed more with Austria's
position."

3. "British leaders (Gey) did not realize that nobilization neant
war; hence they unwisely failed to restrain Russian
nmobi | i zation."

4, "GCernan | eaders (Jagow) fal sely assured Russia that Germany woul d
tolerate Russian partial nobilization against Austria, |eading
Russia to mobilize."

D. "The explosive mlitary situation caused the war." In this viewthe

wi despread belief in the power of the of fense and the general enbrace

of offensive plans prinmed the world for war. This explosive nilitary

backdrop nagnified the dangers posed by a mnor crisis and the usual
crisis blunders that it produced.

111, BACKGROUND TO WAR EURCPE 1890- 1914
A.  The Powers' relative strength: they ranked as follows: (1) Germany; (2)
Britain; (3) Russia; (4) France; (5) Austria-Hungary; (6) Serbia.
(See Paul Kennedy tables, attached to these notes, especially Tables 7

and 9.)
B. Social Structure and Donestic Politics in Europe, 1890-1914.
1. digarchy and fears of upheaval in Europe, e.g., in Austria-

Hungary and Ger many.
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2. Mlitarism(see assigned Martin Kitchen readings).

a. The mlitary's influence was | arge, especially in Germany.

b. The mlitary's ideas were dangerous. These included:

i. Ofense is easy // windows are common & large //
surprise is essential.

ii. VWAvi ng big sticks nakes others nice.

iii. G hers are hostile.

iv. Enpires are val uabl e.

V. War is short, glorious, even fun.

3. Self-glorifying nationalist myths in the school s--history as
fiction (see assigned Langsam readi ng).

4. Lack of independent schol arship. Professors were propagandists
for the state who repeated fatuous ideas instead of evaluating
them especially in Gernmany (see L.L. Snyder, Gernan Nationalism
in "further readings," chapter on schol ars).

The Changi ng Nature of War

1. The rise of nass armes and the nobilization system
a. Prelimnary mobilization vs. full nobilization.

b. Why did nobilization nean war? Because Germany's
Schlieffen plan nandated a surprise attack on Bel gi um as
soon as nobilization began.

C. WAs secret nobilization possible? No, but some thought so.

2. The rise of the power of the defensive on the battlefield: nachine
guns, barbed wire, railroads, and nass arnies.

3. The growh of the "cult of the offensive": Germany's Schlieffen
Pl an, France's Plan XVIl, Russia's Plan 20, Austria's offensive
war plans; the cult of the offensive at sea.

Question: Wiat war plans woul d have made the nmost sense for each

power? Once at war, what was the best way for each side to fight?

Perceptions in Europe (see assigned Ceiss reading).

1. The rise of international Social Darwinismand the cult of the
of f ensi ve.

2. Big stick ideas in Germany: Admiral Tirpitz's R sk Theory and Kurt
Riezler's theory of "bluff diplonacy."

3. The self-encirclement of Germany, and the German nyth that others
had conspired to bring it about.

4. The need for enpire--Pan-Germani smand Pan-Sl avi sm expansi oni sm
in Germany, Russia, Serbia (!), and France.

5. "War is good for you"--a remarkabl e idea.

German expansi on and the Fischer Controversy (see Ceiss reading).

1. How expansionist was Gernmany? The "War Council" of Decenber 8,
1912: howto interpret it?

2. How expansioni st were the other European powers?

The decline of British power and the Angl o-Gernman Detente of 1912-1914.

The appearance of a tight (offensive) network of alliances in Europe
(the transformation of alliances from "epinmachies" to "symmachi es.")

The crises of 1905, 1908, 1911. Were these causes of trouble or nere
synptons of other causes?

The naval and | and arns races. Wre these causes of trouble or mere
synptons of other causes?

The rise of econom c interdependence (it was high in 1914!) and

i nternational cooperation (e.g., international agencies regulated

rai l ways, postal service and tel egraph).

The al | eged appearance of dunb national |eaders in Russia, Germany,

Britain, and Austria-Hungary.

The rise of (inconpetent?) peace novenents: "let's arbitrate
disputes!"; "lets have arns control!"

THE "JULY CRISI S": JUNE 28- AUGUST 4, 1914

Ask three questions of these events: (1) Wat caused the war? i.e. what
conditions, events, or actions nade the war inevitable? (2) Wo caused the
war? What states, or political groups or persons within states? (3) Wy




did these actors cause the war? Wat expectations and intentions ani nmated

their actions? Wre they trying to cause war? Expecting to cause war?

A.  The Sarajevo Assassination of Austria's Archduke Ferdi nand, June 28.
Was the Serbian governnent responsible? | think yes, although some
say no.

B. The German "Bl ank Check" to Austria, July 5-6. Germany does nore than
approve an Austrian war agai nst Serbia: it pushes Austria toward war.
1. Cerman expectations: what were they?

>Did the German government think that such a war woul d provoke
Russia to intervene? Most evidence (see Geiss) suggests that
nmost CGernmans thought Russia would sit quietly, from nonarchic
solidarity, and for w ndow reasons: Germany's good wi ndow was
the Russi an- French bad wi ndow. However, sonme straws in the
wi nd suggest that sone Gernans foresaw where the crisis would
| ead.

>Was British intervention in such a war expected? Again, this
i s debated, but nost evidence suggests that nost Gernmans
t hought not.

2. Cerman desires: what were they?

>Did Germany want a war? The elite was split. The Arny
actively wanted a continental war, the Kaiser and Bet hmann
didn't. In ny viewthe preferred center-of-gravity outcone of
the elite was a crisis victory; the next preferred outcone was
a continental war; the next was status quo ante; and the
| east-desired result was world war. Bethmann and the Kai ser
preferred the status quo ante to continental war, but the Arny
didn't, and prevailed--ultimately in an unrecorded
confrontati on on July 30.

C. The Austrian Utimatumto Serbia, July 23. This had a 2-day deadline,
and was designed to be inpossible to accept. Austria' s plan was then
to smash the Serbian arny and vassalize Serbia, but not to annex it,
because Austria-Hungary's Hungarian politicians wouldn't accept nore
Slavs in the enpire.

D. Serbian reply, 6:00 p.m, July 25. The Serbs consi dered accepting all
Austria's demands but in the end rejected Austria's demand to al |l ow
Austrian officials to participate in the Serbian enquiry into the
assassi nation of Franz Ferdinand.

On receiving this reply the Austrian government pronptly ordered
nmobi |l i zation of its arny against Serbia. This order reached the arny
command at 9:23 p.m July 25; it posited July 27 as "alarmday," and
July 28 as the first day of nobilization.

E. Russian Prelimnary Mbilization, July 25, with orders issued at 4:00
p. m--even before the Serbian tinme limt expired at 6:00. Russian
| eaders also decide in principle to nobilize |ater against Austria
(but not Germany).

The French al so began pre-nobilization on July 25, although this
had | ess effect on the crisis, perhaps because these neasures were
still substantially undetected by July 28.

Wiy did the Russians pre-nobilize? Wth what expectation?
Answer: we don't know. This grave decision, a key to the crisis, has
never been fully expl ai ned.

These points are pertinent:

1. Evidence suggests that Russian | eaders thought Gernmany neant to
push matters to war and felt conpelled to nove first to prepare
for the coming conflict. Sazonov, the Russian Foreign Mnister,
said on July 24 "C est | a guerre Européenne!" when he heard the
terns of the Austrian ultimatum |t seens the Russians already
expected war at this point: they felt the Austro-Gernman nove
showed that Austria and Germany planned to smash Serbia, and that
Russia would have to allow this or fight; and since Russia
wouldn't allow this, it would have to fight. Perhaps they also
felt that Germany would nerely find another excuse for war if
Russi a conceded on Serhbia, making concessions fruitless.



If so, it seens likely that the Russians pre-nobilized to
gain the first strike (really first-mobilization) advantage in
the war that Gernmany and Austria seened to be forcing upon them
Since war seened inevitable, and the Russians thought that
whoever nobilized first would have the upper hand, quick
nmobi | i zati on nmade sense

Note: the July crisis occurred agai nst the backdrop of
mani f est signs of war fever in Germany (e.g., the Jubilees of
1913) that Russia had detected.

Note: during July 24-25 Russian civilians al so nade a
decision in principle to fully nobilize against Austria but not
Germany. This suggests a civil-nmilitary split on preenpting
Germany: the civilians were not yet sold onit. D d the Russian
mlitary manipulate unwitting civilian consent to Russian
mlitary neasures?

2. Russian civilians (Sazonov and the Czar) were apparently unaware
that nobilization neant war until later in the crisis. W can
surmse that their soldiers talked theminto these prelimnary
nmeasures before they realized that nobilization neant war.

3. Russian civilians (Sazonov and the Czar) were apparently unaware
that Russia had an "all or nothing" nobilization plan; Russia had
to nobilize against Germany if it mobilized against Austria. The
Russi an chief of staff failed to explain this to the civilians at
the key meetings on July 24-25. This msconception eased the
Russi an decision in principle to nobilize against Austria.

4. Russian |eaders did not receive Austria's dossier showi ng Serb
responsibility for the Sarajevo nurder of Archduke Ferdi nand
until after Russia had pre-nobilized on July 25 and nobilized on
July 30

F. Germany hangs tough, July 25-30

The British proposed nediation of the crisis under British auspices.

But the Germans kept pushing Austria forward, seeking to get the fait

acconpli finished. The German problem Austria wouldn't be ready to

attack Serbia until August 12. Hence, to forecl ose dipl omacy, the

CGermans urged Austria to declare war on Serbia, which Austria did on

July 28. This in turn hel ped spur Russia to declare partial

nmobi l'i zation on July 29, and then full nobilization on July 30.

What went on? Some details:

1. Bethmann sabotages the Kaiser's peace effort. The Kaiser wasn't
told of the Serbian reply for several days. Wen he sawit, he
wote (July 28) that "every cause of war falls to the ground."
He then asked Bethmann to ask Austria to offer the "Halt in
Bel gr ade" peace plan to Russia.

But Bethmann didn't do it! He waited half a day, and then
late on July 28 he told the Austrian's sonething much milder! He
never told themhow strongly the Kai ser wanted the crisis ended

2. Mltke sabotages Bethnmann's peace effort. Then late on July 29
Bet hmann reversed course and tried to pull the Austrians back
fromthe brink, in messages sent overnight, asking Austria to
accept the Halt in Belgrade. These nmessages were sent at 2:55
a.m and 3:00 a.m July 30

Too nuch can be made of this change. Even on July 30
Bet hmann never nade a clear threat to Austria, or clearly stated
that the crisis should be called off. Still, it was a change.

a. What caused it? Sone say it was the |atest warning from
Britain, received at 9:12 p.m July 29. Sone say it was
Russi an partial nobilization, which convinced himthat
Russia woul dn't cave. | also wonder if it wasn't Belgian
mobi | i zation too; Germany |earned of significant Bel gi an
nobi | i zation neasures on July 29 at 4:00 p. m

b. Mol t ke sabot aged Bet hmann's effort at 2:00 p.m July 30
with a telegramto Austria urging i mrediate Austrian




nobi | i zati on agai nst Russia and prom sing that Gernmany

woul d follow suit.

It's possible that Mdltke also nade nore direct efforts
to persuade Bethmann to halt his peace effort. Bethnann
was inactive during the morning of July 30. |If he really
meant to avoid war, he should have been telling Russia that
he was now willing to pressure Austria, and asking it not
to nmobilize in the neantime; and he should have been
telling Britain the sane thing, and asking it to restrain
Russia. He didn't. Could coercion or persuasion by Mltke
be the reason?

However, assumng that this happened, we still don't
know why. Two very different interpretati ons are possible.
i. Mol t ke had hoped to preserve peace, but was finally

persuaded that Germany had to nmobilize in order to
keep pace with the Russian, French, and Bel gi an
nmobi |l i zations. He explained this necessity to

Bet hmann with sadness in his heart.

ii. Mol t ke, having desired an opportunity for preventive
war agai nst Russia for nonths, and seeing in the July
crisis a fine opportunity for such a war, was
delighted that Russia, France and Bel gi um gave Gernmany
a pretext to nobilize; was enraged that Bet hmann m ght
take this pretext as an opportunity to nake peace; and
ei ther persuaded or coerced Bethnmann to cease his
efforts.

Interpretation #i suggests Wrld War | was an accidenta

war caused by mlitary factors that made the July crisis

exceptional |y dangerous. Interpretation #ii suggests that

World War | was a deliberate war of aggression by Germany,

which plotted to provoke, and then exploited, the excuse

that Russian nobilization presented in order to wage a war
of continental conquest.
Note: the Germans | earned of the Russian pre-nobilization

nmeasures on July 27, two days after they began. |f Gernany
really sought to prevent a continental war, shouldn't this news
have shocked Germany into backtracking--i.e. forcing the "Halt in

Bel grade" conproni se on Austria? But Bethmann kept going unti
late on July 29. This supports the inference that the Germans
viewed a continental war with equanimty, and feared only a world

war .

G British dithering. The British never warned Gernmany in a crystal -cl ear
manner that they would intervene if Germany | aunched a continenta
war, chiefly because the British thenselves did not decide what they
woul d do until August 3.

H  Russian nobilization
1. Partial nmobilization, July 29. Russia did this partly to deter

Austria frominvading Serbia, partly to offset Austrian

nmobi | i zati on agai nst Serbia, partly to forestall Austrian

nmobilization in Galicia, and perhaps partly because on July 27

German Secretary of State Jagow lullingly assured the Allies that

Germany woul d accept a partial Russian nobilization that was

aimed only at Austria-Hungary.

2. Full mobilization, 5:00, July 30. Reasons: the conviction that
war was inevitable, spurred by:

a. Reports that the Germans were upset by Russian prelimnary
nobi i zation, and that the Austrians still resisted any
conpromi se; and Russian military warnings that nobilization
was an all-or-nothing matter--a partial, South-only
nobi | i zation woul d make nore difficult a full nobilization
later if that became necessary.

b. Fal se reports that German nobilization had begun.



German nobilization. Late on July 30 (but before | earning of Russian
full mobilization) the German government nade a conmitment to decide
at noon July 31 whether to nobilize. This was, in essence, a
provi sional decision to nmobilize the next day unl ess sonething
favorable (e.g., a Russian/French cave-in) happened in the interimto
defuse the crisis. Gernmany was probably responding to continuing
Russi an pre-nobilization, to Belgian pre-nobilization, to the Russian
partial nobilization of July 29, and/or to the Kaiser's
msinterpretation of Czar's remark that Russian nobilization had begun
5 days earlier, which energed fromthe WIIly-N cky correspondence.

Thi s decision neant that the war woul d have broken out absent Russian
full mobilization, with German nobilization on July 31. (Thus the
out break of the war was "overdeterm ned.")

J. An interpretation of the crisis to consider. Note that German mlitary

| eaders rightly knew that Germany could not nobilize in secret for any
length of time; but Russian and French mlitary |eaders thought
CGermany coul d nobilize secretly, with the French believing secret
nmobi | i zati on was possible for a week (See Joffre's nmenmoirs). Wy was
this? Perhaps German officers, hoping to bait Russia or France into
early nobilizations that would then justify Gernman nobilization and
the preventive war that nmany German officers sought, primed French and
Russian intelligence with false information that would scare theminto
a premature nobilization. Joffre does indicate that his 7-days-of -
secret nobilization estimate came fromsecret intelligence on Gernany.
Had | been a Gernan general, and had | desired a preventive war, this
is exactly what | would have wanted the French to believe, and | would
have polluted French intelligence with exactly this sort of
information. (This is a speculative interpretation, but | know no

evi dence against it.)

WORLD WAR | AS A CASE STUDY: HOW TO USE CASES TO TEST THECRIES, & HOW TO
USE THECRI ES TO EXPLAI N CASES

M LI

>

onw

TARY- RELATED CAUSES OF WN ?
Preenption

3 Wndows

Fal se Qptimsm

Cult of the Ofensive

Cheap \War

E.
(What if all sides had possessed nucl ear second-strike capabilities in
1914?)

M SPERCEPTI ONS AS CAUSES OF WORLD WAR | ?

moow»

Spiral or deterrence failure?
Non- eval uati on

Nat i onal i st myt hmaki ng
Non- st r at egy

MlitarisnP



