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    The Origins of the First World War
Providing a new interpretation of the origins of the First World War, this textbook synthesises recent scholarship and introduces the major historiographical and political debates surrounding the outbreak of the war. William Mulligan argues that the war was a far from inevitable outcome of international politics in the early twentieth century and suggests instead that there were powerful forces operating in favour of the maintenance of peace. His fresh perspective on the pre-war international system takes account of new approaches to the study of international politics since the end of the Cold War and the acceleration of globalisation. Thematic chapters examine key issues, including the military, public opinion, economics, diplomacy and geopolitics, and analyse relations between the great powers, the role of smaller states, the disintegrating empires and the July crisis. This compelling account will significantly revise our understanding of diplomacy, political culture, and economic history from 1870 to 1914.
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1 Introduction


The American political commentator and an adviser to President Woodrow Wilson, Walter Lippmann, introduced his book on public opinion with the following story: ‘There is an island in the ocean where in 1914 a few Englishmen, Frenchmen, and Germans lived. No cable reaches that island and the British mail steamer comes but once in sixty days. In September it had not yet come and the islanders were still talking about the latest newspaper which told about the approaching trial of Madame Caillaux for the shooting of Gaston Calmette. It was therefore with more than usual eagerness that the whole colony gathered at the quay on a day in mid-September to hear from the captain what the verdict had been. They learned that for over six weeks now those of them who were English and those of them who were French had been fighting on behalf of the sanctity of treaties against those of them who were Germans. For six strange weeks they had acted as if they were friends, when in fact they were enemies.’1 Lippmann used the story to illustrate the way in which public opinion was shaped by the flow and control of information. It also illustrates that war was not widely expected in the summer of 1914.
From the well-connected diplomat to the agricultural labourers in the field, many Europeans were confident that peace between the great powers, which had been tested by a series of severe crises between 1911 and 1913, would endure. At the beginning of 1914, Arthur Nicolson, the permanent under-secretary at the Foreign Office, suggested that the governments of the great powers would have their hands full with domestic affairs. The Home Rule crisis in Britain, the revolving door of government in the French Third Republic, the scandal over military abuse of civilians in Zabern in Germany, and the perennial concerns about the nationalities in the multi-ethnic Habsburg empire meant governments wanted international stability so that they could deal with domestic problems. Only Russia, he thought, had no such internal distractions, but he did not consider the Tsarist regime a threat to international peace.2 Whereas Nicolson was writing about the immediate prospects of the international system, others believed that they lived in ‘the golden age of security’, as Stefan Zweig put it in his memoirs. Peace and stability characterised the permanent condition of life in Europe before 1914, or so many contemporaries believed.
In the town of Mansle, half way between Limoges and La Rochelle in western France, a teacher, speaking on 1 August 1914, the day of mobilisation, following the German declaration of war the previous day, remained confident that war could still be avoided because nobody would be ‘so insane and criminal as to inflict such a scourge’. But within days, even hours, perspectives changed. By August 1914, the stability of the pre-war years seemed superficial. War forced contemporaries to confront and stress the severe tensions in the international system before 1914 and the deep roots of the conflict. Frenchmen pointed to the aggression of German foreign policy in the decade before the First World War. The war was the responsibility of the German government and culture. It was no longer an act of lunacy, but the intended outcome of Germany's war party. ‘You can feel how different the attitude would have been’, noted one teacher, ‘if France had initiated a war of provocation and conquest.’ The widely accepted view was that France was fighting a war of national defence against German aggression, a view which, in turn, influenced the interpretations of international relations before 1914.3
This shift in perspective was repeated around Europe. The initial shock of war was replaced with attempts to understand how the conflict had come about. This change had important consequences for understanding the history of international relations before 1914. That history was recast by contemporaries as a prelude to the outbreak of war. Of course, there had been writers who predicted that war between the great powers was likely, even inevitable. It is striking, however, how dominant this interpretation of international relations before 1914 was to become once war broke out. The narrative stressing compromise, restraint, and cooperation between the great powers, was replaced with one stressing the causes of war and its inevitability. Indeed, this change of perspective was underpinned by a political imperative. Each side had to justify its entry into the war as a defensive act. To do so, they depicted their opponents as the aggressors. The politicisation of the history of pre-1914 international relations lasted until at least the 1960s. The early histories and accounts produced during and immediately after the war have shaped the questions that we ask of this period to the present day. It is important to understand the debates that have taken place over almost one hundred years, so that we can look afresh at the history of international relations after 1914. Nationality, political allegiance, and generational shifts are only a selection of factors that have shaped the writings of historians about the causes of the First World War. Even today, almost a century after the war, contemporary concerns shape some of the questions historians ask about the history of international relations in the early twentieth century. The question which has framed almost all research on the history of international relations before 1914 has been ‘What caused the First World War?’ By privileging the war as the logical culmination of international politics before 1914, the history of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has become framed in a narrative that stresses the increased tensions, confrontations, and crises between the great powers. Until recently, characteristics of the international system that did not fit into this narrative scheme were marginal in historical accounts.
The first histories were produced by the belligerent governments in an effort to justify their actions before the tribunal of domestic and world opinion. These histories were found in the famous coloured books, which were rushed into print in August 1914. In the nineteenth century, the British government had come under pressure to publish diplomatic correspondence and to present it to parliament. The result was the publication of what became known as the Blue Books. The Foreign Office made a careful selection, as keen not to embarrass another government as to protect the reputation of Her Majesty's government. Other countries followed suit in the decades before 1914, with each great power choosing its own particular colour – the German White Book, the Austro-Hungarian Red Book, the Russian Orange Book, and the French Yellow Book. There was little pretence that these books constituted a full record of diplomatic correspondence, but they provided the raw material from which the first histories of the July crisis were fashioned. The speed with which such collections were compiled led to mistakes, but there was also a political injunction. At the end of August, the German Foreign Secretary, Gottlieb von Jagow, instructed officials to prepare a publication presenting German policy in a favourable light, which could be issued in a few days, if necessary. James Wyclif Morley, later Sir James Headlam Morley, was told to ‘ensure that the salient points were duly emphasised’ in the British Blue Book published in late August.4
During the First World War, academics, journalists, and others were mobilised, indeed mobilised themselves, to support the war. They published articles, pamphlets, and books. Most intellectuals adopted a patriotic stance, portraying the war as a defensive one. Many moved away from the intricacies of diplomatic interchange to provide a broader perspective on the origins and meaning of the war. The war was no longer the outcome of the twists and turns of diplomacy of the early twentieth century; it was a world historical event, with deep roots in the conflicting cultural values of the great powers. As with government propaganda, the arguments of the intellectual classes ascribed blame to their opponents and portrayed the war as one of self-defence. For many German academics, the war was a defence of German, indeed European, culture against Russian barbarity and British materialism. In France, the war was depicted as ‘the struggle of civilisation against barbarism’, as Henri Bergson, perhaps the most influential philosopher in France, put it. A group of Oxford historians defended Britain's declaration of war, on the grounds that Germany was ruled by a militarist caste, which arrogated to itself the right to attack weaker states. British foreign policy was not simply determined by the ugly dictates of the balance of power, but by grander ideals of international law and humanity. War cultures placed great emphasis on the ideological dimension of foreign policy and war aims. This raised the deeper cultural causes of war – German militarism, French revanchism, Russian pan-Slavic ideology, British materialism and commercial interests, and nationalism to name but a few of the issues that remain the subject of historical research.
During and after the war, there was an element of ‘patriotic self-censorship’ amongst intellectuals. In 1915, Kurt Riezler asked the well-known Munich historian, Karl Alexander von Müller, to write a work, based on carefully selected documents, justifying the case of the German government. Müller, after reviewing the evidence, refused to participate in the project, but he never exposed the responsibility of the German government either during or after the First World War. He went on to become a major critic of the Weimar republic and a supporter of the Nazi party. John Holland Rose, a Cambridge historian working on nineteenth-century European history, was able to gain access to the Foreign Office archives, after Arthur Balfour, Conservative Prime Minister between 1902 and 1905, pointed out that ‘a general conception of the German policy, which has led to the present catastrophe is of public importance and Rose would do it well’.5 In fact, Rose had briefly opposed British intervention in the war, before writing a number of books on the origins of the war, justifying British policy, another personal example of the rapid shift in perspective in 1914.
Critical voices were rare, but important. In Germany, Prince Lichnowsky, the German ambassador to London between 1912 and 1914, grew increasingly resentful of criticism that he had been duped by Grey and had failed in his mission to keep Britain out of the war. In 1916, he prepared a memorandum, defending his actions during the July crisis and pointing out that he had warned the German government on several occasions that Britain would join in a general European war. He argued that the leaders in Berlin had wilfully disregarded his warnings and ignored the desperate attempts of the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, to resolve the crisis. Lichnowsky was concerned at rehabilitating his reputation amongst a small elite, but, as luck would have it, his memorandum was leaked to a Swedish newspaper. It was seized upon with delight by the press in Allied countries as proof from within the inner circle of German diplomacy of the Reich's guilt for the war. The argument that the French President, Raymond Poincaré, bore considerable responsibility was first articulated within France by pacifists, such as Mathias Morhardt, the Secretary General of the Ligue des droits de l'homme. He argued that Poincaré had progressively surrendered French freedom of manoeuvre to Russia after becoming Premier in early 1912. By 1917, the epithet ‘Poincaré-la-guerre’ was used by critics of the president. His background – he had left his native Lorraine in 1870 following the Prussian invasion – also made it easy for opponents to suggest that his foreign policy was motivated by a personal commitment to revenge for defeat in the Franco-Prussian war.
While most commentators assigned responsibility to one of the belligerent states, other perspectives emerged during the war, which sought to explain the war in terms of the structures of the pre-war international system. These arguments were no less influenced by political interests. In Britain, E. D. Morel, who had campaigned against the atrocities of the Belgian regime in the Congo in the early twentieth century, turned his outrage on the secret diplomacy of the great powers. Morel set up the Union for Democratic Control. He argued that war was the result of a closed system of diplomacy. The mass of the people, he contended, had not wanted war and the answer to preventing future conflicts between the great powers lay in democratising governments and popular control of democracy. ‘A secret and autocratic diplomacy…is the greatest obstacle to the emancipation of the peoples from the shackles of militarism and war’, argued Morel.6 The failings of secret diplomacy, which culminated in the war, were used by President Wilson, to whom Morel had issued an appeal in his book, to advance his case for open diplomacy.
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1. Blood and Iron, by Charles Ernest Butler, 1916 (IWM ART 6492). This painting was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1917. It offered a clear explanation of the origins of the war, drawing on Bismarck's famous ‘blood and iron’ speech, to suggest that German military aggression was the cause of the war. The burning of Louvain, which is partly depicted in this painting, reflected the idea that Britain had gone to war to defend international law and morality, against which German militarism had offended.
The Bolshevik leader, Vladimir Lenin, also weighed into the debate. He located the origins of the war in the crisis of capitalism and the imperial rivalries of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. According to Lenin, the struggle between capitalist groups for control of the world's resources intensified after the economic depression of the 1870s. The free competition, which was the essence of capitalism, had been corrupted by the establishment of monopolies. ‘Imperialism’, argued Lenin, ‘is the monopoly stage of capitalism.’ Capitalists, dominating the great powers, partitioned the world, until there was no territory left to divide. ‘In the future only redivision is possible’, declared Lenin.7 In this capitalist competition for resources lay the roots of the war. By its nature expansionist, capitalism was incompatible with peace by 1914. Moreover, expansion had only warded off the fundamental crisis of an intrinsically unstable capitalist system.
By the end of the war, therefore, governments and intellectuals had set out numerous interpretations of the origins of the war, including the responsibility of individual states, economic rivalries between the powers, the rise of militarism in Europe before 1914, the tensions generated by popular nationalist movements, and the consequences of secret diplomacy and alliances. These issues continue to generate debate amongst historians to the present day.
The politicisation of the debate on the origins of the war was fuelled by the war guilt clause of the treaty of Versailles, which attributed sole responsibility for the war to the German government. In 1918, even before the ceasefire, it had become clear that responsibility for the outbreak of the war would become a significant political, legal, and moral issue in the peace negotiations. There were voices that warned against raising the issue. ‘We must look to the future’, Robert Lansing, the American Secretary of State told Edward Smith on 14 November 1918, three days after the armistice, ‘even though we forget the immediate demands of justice. Reprisals and reparations are all very well, but will they preserve society from anarchy and give the world an enduring peace? Don't be carried away…either by victory or by the natural desire for justice and punishment to be meted out to the criminals. The question is much greater than that.’8 For a variety of reasons, sometimes contradictory, article 231 was inserted into the treaty of Versailles, stating that the war had been ‘imposed…by the aggression of Germany and her allies’. The need to secure reparations, the hopes for a new world order based on international law, and the pressures of public opinion in the Allied countries informed the war guilt clause. While it was simply a statement of what the Allies and Americans believed about the origins of the war, it provided a starting point for a new round of publications and debates on the origins of the war.
The German government had already been busy since the armistice, preparing publications on the July crisis. The situation was complicated by the abdication of the Kaiser and the establishment of a republic in November 1918. There was a temptation for the new republic to distance itself from Imperial Germany and to blame the emperor, his generals, and diplomats for the war. Germany's later defence against the charge of war guilt was almost sunk below the waterline when the new government appointed Karl Kautsky on 18 November to prepare an official selection of documents for publication. Kautsky was a member of the Independent Social Democratic Party and had opposed the war from the outset. Before the war he had condemned the German military and industrialists for promoting the arms race. Kautsky had been appointed to give as full a record as possible of German diplomacy in the July crisis, but the German government thought better of its folly in early 1919. Thereafter, Kautsky's work was hindered. He was denied access to important files, two extra editors were added to his team – Walther Schücking and Maximilian Montgelas, the former a pacifist, the latter a career diplomat – and the publication of the documents was delayed until December 1919. However, damaging extracts of Kautsky's work had already found their way into the public sphere, serving to confirm the Allies’ view of German war guilt.
The publication of these documents opened an important new front in the debate about the origins of the war. Governments began to use their archival collections to defend their own pre-war diplomacy and blacken that of their former enemies. The German Foreign Office took the lead, publishing over forty volumes of documents in a series entitled Die Grosse Politik der europäischen Kabinette. This forced others to follow suit. In 1926, Pierre de Margerie, ambassador to Berlin, told Aristide Briand, the Premier, that France would have to respond to the Grosse Politik to win the contest for world opinion. The French and German collections started in 1870, the British in 1898, and the Austrian in 1908, the dates suggesting official understandings of the origins of the war. In Russia, the Soviet government published documents that discredited the Tsarist regime. Not surprisingly, these were translated into German, but not into English or French. These documents provided a huge amount of material for contemporary diplomatic historians and they continue to be used to the present day.
However, governments were not throwing away control of their historical records. Governments normally chose professional academics to put together the collection of documents, but they relied on the patriotism of the chosen, as well as some limits on access, to present a suitable case. Harold Temperley, a British historian who worked on the British Documents on the Origins of the War, noted that ‘We cannot, of course, tell the whole truth.’9 In the German Foreign Office, the War Guilt Section, staffed by diplomats, retained control over the flow of documents to the editors. In any case, the editors were committed to defending the record of German diplomacy before 1914. They shortened certain documents and omitted some damaging material, including the crucial meeting with the Austrian diplomat, Alexander von Hoyos, on 5 July 1914.
The ‘war of documents’ had at least three significant consequences for the study of the origins of the war. First, it pushed the chronology of the origins of the war back to 1870/1. This raised questions which continue to intrigue historians. The continuities between the wars of German unification and the First World War, the consequences of Bismarck's management of the international system, and the enduring tensions between France and Germany were debates stimulated by a study of the German and French documents. Similarly, Britain's decision to start in 1898 highlighted Anglo-German antagonism as a central theme in the origins of the war. The encirclement of Germany, a common argument during and after the First World War, and the threat from Russia were emphasised in Russian and German documents. Second, the welter of documents from foreign ministries pushed other factors into the background, such as the role of the military, the influence of commercial elites on foreign policy, and the impact of public opinion on the international system. The origins of the First World War, therefore, became inextricably linked with diplomatic history. American historians, such as William Langer, Sidney Bradshaw Fay, and Harry Elmer Barnes, became leading practitioners of diplomatic history and their questioning of the war guilt thesis did much to undermine its credibility. Third, Germany's decision to publish and publish quickly meant that the sole war guilt interpretation came under severe pressure. By the end of the 1920s, academic historians had largely discarded the argument that Germany was solely responsible for the outbreak of the war. This revision of historical interpretations was also part of a wider political process, in which the treaty of Versailles was unravelled, while the former belligerents, Germany, France, and Britain sought to demobilise war cultures in the late 1920s. Jules Isaac, the general-inspector of public education in France, spoke of the need for a ‘moral Locarno’, and he organised international conferences on the origins of the war.
By the eve of the Second World War, there was, as Mombauer has put it, a ‘comfortable consensus’. Within this consensus, there was room for disagreement, but it was generally accepted that all great powers had had some share in the origins of the war, that the forces at work – the alliance system, the arms race, nationalism – were beyond the control of the statesmen of 1914, and that war had not been planned by any one person, institution, or state. David Lloyd George, British Chancellor in 1914 and later Prime Minister between 1916 and 1922, famously declared in his memoirs that Europe had ‘slithered into war’. As one Habsburg critic of the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia, Prince Lajos Windischgraetz noted, politicians had come to see the war ‘as a tragic event’.10 It was an event that lay beyond personal responsibility.
The Second World War both marginalised interest in the First World War and also shaped new perspectives on the previous global conflict. On the Allied side, two distinctive narratives of German history emerged, which stressed its militaristic culture as the root of European upheaval for almost a century. This militaristic culture was embodied in the Prussian state, which was abolished by Allied decree in 1947. In the Soviet interpretation, militarism was associated with capitalism, so that the two world wars were the product of a capitalist class system, which, in Germany, was underpinned by military power. As a latecomer to the capitalist struggle for empire, Germany had adopted very aggressive methods in its conduct of foreign policy, leading to the two world wars. In the liberal interpretation, favoured in Britain and the United States, Prussian militarism and foreign policy aggression was the product of a flawed historical development, during which constitutional liberties and parliamentary democracy had been fatally compromised by an elite military and agrarian class, whose power was rooted in Prussia. Academic works, including Luigi Albertini's three-volume history of the origins of the war and the incisive history of Germany by A. J. P. Taylor, pointed to the continuities in German history between the nineteenth century and the Second World War. The Second World War seemed to confirm German responsibility for the First World War.
This narrative of German history, with 1914, 1933, and 1939 as the key staging points in its peculiar historical development or Sonderweg, was challenged by West German historians after 1945. In truth, they were preaching to the converted in their own country and their work had less impact than they might have wished outside the new Federal Republic. Gerhard Ritter was to become one of the leading protagonists in the most intense debate on the origins of the First World War after 1945. Born in 1888, he had fought in the First World War, briefly supported the Nazi regime in the early 1930s, and ended up in prison in 1944 after the July plot. After the end of the Second World War, he was elected president of the Historians’ Association of Germany. ‘How infinitely important a task it is for the historian to assure the continuity of our historical thought’, he wrote to Friedrich Meinicke, another highly influential post-war historian, ‘and thus to prevent a chaos of political and moral desperation, which could result from the catastrophic and abrupt end of our traditions, and still to possess the necessary flexibility in order to be able to sustain a real new beginning.’11 Ritter was not blind to the faults of the Kaiserreich, as his four-volume history on German militarism showed. He argued that Schlieffen and his fellow generals had exercised too much influence over German foreign policy, leading to catastrophe in 1914. This interpretation diminished the responsibility of figures such as William II and Bethmann Hollweg. Ritter's view of the Kaiserreich was largely positive and he saw Nazism as the product of modern mass political culture, rather than the outcome of a specifically German historical development. International politics also shaped judgements. A Franco-German Historians’ Commission concluded that the outbreak of the First World War was the collective responsibility of the great powers. The need for a Cold War consensus between the new allies in the western bloc facilitated this judgement, which built on the orthodoxies of the 1930s.
It was in this historiographical context that Fritz Fischer wrote a series of articles and books between 1959 and 1969, which destroyed the consensus about shared responsibility for the First World War. His first book, published in 1959, was on German war aims. This was followed four years later by one on German foreign policy between 1911 and 1914, entitled Krieg der Illusionen or War of Illusions. In his first book, he argued that during the war Germany pursued extensive and radical aims. In War of Illusions, Fischer argued that these extensive war aims had governed German foreign policy before the outbreak of war and were widely shared, rather than limited to a small section of pan-German opinion. Moreover, he argued that German leaders had brought about the war with their aggressive policy. He pointed to the now famous meeting of William II and his military advisers in December 1912 as the moment when the course was set for war. Further, he argued that war was a response to internal and external weakness, both self-inflicted. In the international system, Germany had brought about its own encirclement, by pursuing imperialist goals, which pushed France, Britain, and Russia into each other's arms. At home, the German elites refused to reform constitutional structures in the face of growing pressures, particularly from the Social Democratic Party, the largest in Germany after the 1912 elections. In a book that was argued as trenchantly as it was well-researched, Fischer placed the blame for the First World War firmly on the shoulders of the Wilhelmine elite.12
In West Germany, Fischer's arguments caused controversy. His opponents, notably Ritter, engaged with him at several levels. They argued that the evidence could be read in a less damning way. They noted the lack of a comparative perspective in Fischer's work. By examining only German foreign policy, it was likely that the Kaiserreich would appear as the state most responsible for the war. But contemporary political preoccupations were never far from the surface. Conservative West German politicians and historians were concerned that Fischer's thesis on the origins of the war would revive the war guilt controversy of the 1920s, undermine the political cohesion of the Federal Republic, and give ammunition to Communist propagandists. The Cold War and domestic West German politics exercised an important influence on the course of the Fischer controversy. It rose to such a pitch that the government funded Ritter and other opponents of Fischer. In particular, Fischer's argument, which traced continuities between the Kaiserreich and the Third Reich, undermined efforts to present the development of German history in a more positive light, in which Hitler was regarded as an aberration, the product of a highly unusual set of circumstances.
By the 1970s, however, Fischer's thesis had emerged as the new orthodoxy on the origins of the First World War. In large part, this was due to the research based on new archival material, which underpinned his arguments. However, his success was also related to the rise of a new generation of West German scholars, who adopted a much more critical approach to their national history. His work stimulated new research into all aspects of German politics before the war, from naval policy to public opinion. Fischer's thesis had important consequences for the historiography of the origins of the First World War. First, it directed the attention of historians to the domestic context of foreign policy. The primacy of foreign policy was replaced by a primacy of domestic policy. According to this approach, foreign policy was the product of domestic political considerations, rather than a response to pressures within the international system. In the work of Hans-Ulrich Wehler, this approach went so far as to reduce politics to a contest between different social groupings. ‘German imperialism’, argued Wehler, ‘can be seen on the one hand as a defensive strategy in domestic politics. On the other hand, it introduced an aggressive component into Germany's foreign relations.’ War was the result of the effort of the German elites to stave off the rise of their domestic political opponents, notably the trade unions and SPD.13
The second impact of the Fischer controversy was related to the first. While there remained considerable disagreement amongst a new generation of German historians about the precise causes of the war, there was general agreement that Germany bore the lion's share of the responsibility. In turn, this meant that the foreign policies of the other great powers were often depicted as reacting to German ambitions, either for colonies, naval supremacy, or hegemony in Europe. Moreover, if German policy was the product of the dynamics of its internal politics, then other European states, reacting to German policy, were largely absolved from responsibility for the war. Britain, France, and Russia were defending themselves against the thrusting new arrival in world politics, Germany. Austria-Hungary's role was almost completely ignored, certainly in Anglophone historiography, until Samuel Williamson's study on Habsburg foreign policy appeared in 1991. The works of Zara Steiner and Paul Kennedy argued that British policy was determined by the German challenge, though Steiner stressed the continued significance of the European balance of power to policy-makers in London, whereas Kennedy stressed naval and colonial conflicts. In France, the study of international history before the First World War had almost vanished by the late 1970s. Books by the British historian, John Keiger, and the German historian, Gerd Krumeich, offered the most cogent new interpretations, based on extensive archival research. Keiger stressed the defensive nature of Poincaré's policy, while Krumeich examined the tensions caused by the different needs of French internal and external politics. Dominic Lieven's book on Russian foreign policy, in the same series as Keiger's and Steiner's, absolved Russia of primary responsibility for the war, while Richard Bosworth analysed the disparity between Italian weakness and her ambitions.
There was some scattered resistance to Fischerite orthodoxy. Manfred Rauh and Erwin Hölzle sought to revive the encirclement thesis, arguing that Britain and Russia had tightened the noose around Germany, leaving its leaders with little option but to go to war in 1914. They conceded that immediate responsibility for the outbreak of war lay in Berlin, but they argued that the constellations of the international system, which led to war, owed much to decisions in St Petersburg and London. Paul Schroeder, in an article in the Journal of Modern History in 1972, argued that the collapse of peace between 1907 and 1914 was due to British policy, which sought to appease Russia, and in doing so encircled Germany and doomed the Habsburg empire. These arguments, which assumed that foreign policy was the product of pressures within the international, rather than domestic political, system never achieved sufficient recognition to overturn the broad Fischerite consensus about Germany's primary responsibility.
By the mid-1980s, James Joll, professor of international history, was able to write a synthesis, based largely on research produced since the Fischer debate of the 1960s. Joll had introduced Fischer's book on German war aims to an English-speaking public, but while he was generous in his praise of Fischer's work, he did not agree completely with the German revisionist historian.14 He examined the major themes, which had preoccupied historians for decades, comparing the policies of the great powers, the influence of military planners, the commercial and financial aspects of foreign policy, and the role of public opinion. His approach was comparative, unlike Fischer's. He concluded that the origins of the First World War were complex and varied and he generally eschewed apportioning blame, urging historians to investigate the ‘unspoken assumptions’ that governed European politics and society before 1914. Only in the conclusion did he ascribe more responsibility to the German leaders, who, in his view, had decided by December 1912 that war was inevitable in order to prevent further decline and to achieve world power status. Once this was decided, the political objective was to choose the best time to strike, rather than to maintain peace. Germany's ‘strategic plans became all-important and these had more immediate military consequences than those of any other power’.15
By the late 1980s, the debate on the origins of the First World War seemed to have reached an equilibrium, it had lost much of its political relevance, and historical research had moved into other fields, notably social and cultural history, pushing the study of the history of international relations to the margins of the profession. In a recently updated version of Joll's work, Gordon Martel has argued that the classic text required some minor tweaking and that the vast amount of literature since the early 1990s had failed to overturn or modify many of Joll's arguments.16 Yet neither international history nor the debate on the origins of the First World War stood still for long. Three developments – one in historical research and two in contemporary politics – have helped to revitalise the history of international relations. Approaches from cultural history were adopted by historians writing on international relations, while cultural historians reworked old themes in diplomatic and military history. Second, contemporary debates about globalisation have encouraged historians to examine previous eras for evidence of global integration. The chronologies of the history of globalisation do not fit neatly into the boxes of international history, which are conventionally demarcated by great power wars. The late nineteenth century has been heralded as the first age of globalisation, which raises questions about the relationship between different forms of globalisation and great power politics. Kevin O'Rourke and Richard Findlay contend that the First World War brought nineteenth-century globalisation to an ‘abrupt end’, but they also suggest that the war was not the result of inherent tensions in the global economy. Rather, the war ‘still appears as somewhat of a diabolus ex machina’ in their account.17 The final development was the relatively peaceful ending of the Cold War, in which the Soviet Union surrendered its super-power status without a general great power war. Political scientists and historians have asked whether the Cold War and its ending marked a milestone in the ‘waning of major wars’ and whether this is part of a long-term historical trend. These developments, in addition to the findings based on new archival evidence, have produced fresh interpretations of international politics before 1914.
In 2000, Stig Förster suggested that the pre-war statesmen and generals ‘were operating in the realm of the absurd’.18 In an article published five years earlier, Förster had punctured a long-standing myth about the origins of the First World War, namely the argument that governments and generals expected a short war. The short-war myth allegedly made statesmen more willing to resort to war because it did not seem too risky, while the public, unaware of the traumas awaiting them between 1914 and 1918, saw war in a positive light. Förster showed that German generals expected a lengthy conflict, with terrible social, economic, and cultural consequences. Two other books had already cast considerable doubt on the argument that people greeted war enthusiastically in 1914. Jean-Jacques Becker's work on French society showed the defensive patriotism, the stoic resignation of many, when war broke out in 1914, while Jeffrey Verhey's study of German reactions argued that the idea of war enthusiasm was fashioned into a political myth by the German government. The crowds that had protested against the war in late July 1914 were much larger than those who gathered in jubilation once the declarations of war had been exchanged.
These works modified conventional interpretations about militarism before 1914 and undermined some of the orthodox interpretations of the origins of the war. However, a full assault on the broad outlines of the post-Fischer consensus had yet to be launched. It was led by Holger Afflerbach, who in a series of books and articles argued that a general war between the great powers was improbable. For the first time since the outbreak of the First World War, 1914 was no longer regarded as the teleological culmination of great power politics in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Over twenty years earlier, Paul Schroeder had argued that historians should undertake more research on how peace was maintained between the great powers – though his own work on pre-1914 international relations was mainly concerned with explaining why peace collapsed, rather than why it was preserved since 1871. Afflerbach's study of General Erich von Falkenhayn dwelt briefly on Falkenhayn's frustration with William II, whom he condemned as a ‘peace Kaiser’, always ready to compromise rather than draw the sword. Falkenhayn feared that he would never achieve his aspiration of becoming a great wartime general.19 Afflerbach's research hardly fitted into the argument of his supervisor, Wolfgang Mommsen, who claimed that German political thought embraced the ‘topos of inevitable war’ before 1914 in what was to become a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Afflerbach’s second major book, on the Triple Alliance, offered a sustained criticism of the argument that the alliance system was one of the major causes of the First World War. He contended that the alliances had made the ‘accident prone European balance-of-power system’ more stable. Alliances provided security, encouraged restraint, and allowed the great powers to pursue specific interests beyond the limits of the alliance terms. Allies, unwilling to get dragged into wars outside their sphere of vital interests, tried to restrain their partners from risky policies. In particular, the Triple Alliance preserved peace between two traditional rivals, Austria-Hungary and Italy. In Afflerbach's view, therefore, the Triple Alliance was a force for peace and stability in European politics.
Further work on bilateral relations, which appeared at around the same time and independently of Afflerbach's study, strengthened the argument that a great power war was improbable in 1914. Klaus Wilsberg's work on Franco-German relations between the Second Moroccan crisis and the July crisis, argued that the two powers, if not friendly, had at least cordial relations on the eve of the war. They could cooperate in certain areas, there were common commercial and colonial interests, and popular attitudes, while never warm, had improved since the war scare of 1911. By early 1914, there was no reason for the two states to fight each other and their acceptance of the basic structures of the international system reinforced peace and stability. Friedrich Kießling argued that détente and rapprochement were significant characteristics of international politics after 1911. Focusing on Anglo-German relations, he showed how both countries wanted to avoid war, cooperated to resolve crises, and managed the international system in 1912 and 1913. He identified an increasing confidence that peace could be sustained, which, paradoxically, weakened efforts to avert war in the July crisis, as statesmen became too confident that war could be avoided or that the other side would back down. Nonetheless, like Wilsberg and Afflerbach, Kießling had offered a sustained account of a more stable international system on the eve of the First World War.
Taken together these volumes, in addition to the research of Förster, Becker, and Verhey, represent a substantial challenge to the dominant narrative structure of international history before 1914, which shows the escalation of tensions, the numerous crises, and the pressures for war as the prelude to a war that was, if not inevitable, highly likely. The revisionist perspective places more weight on contingent circumstances as an explanation for the outbreak of war. In particular, the July crisis takes on an additional importance in any explanation of why the First World War broke out; it was not a trigger for deeper tensions, but a significant cause in its own right.
The advocates of an improbable war thesis have certainly not had it all their own way in recent years, as many historians have produced vibrant new interpretations of a whole series of topics. One of Afflerbach's critics, Volker Ullrich, has expressed concern that these revisionist arguments mark a return to Lloyd George's convenient excuse that Europe ‘slithered into war in 1914’. Ullrich, who generously described Afflerbach's book on the Triple Alliance as one of the most important works on diplomatic history in recent years, asked how the outbreak of war could be explained, if the system was as stable as Afflerbach and Kießling contend.20 The debate has been conducted with much generosity of spirit, without the personal rancour and political passion that characterised previous disagreements over the origins of the war. Broadly speaking, historians have emphasised either structural developments in international politics leading to war or the role of intention and agency – political and military leaders, institutions, states – in bringing about war.21 Within these broad categories, there is a multitude of approaches, drawing on political, military, cultural, and economic history.
Taking the intentionalist approach first, the arguments continue to stress Germany's primary responsibility for the outbreak of war, though studies of Austro-Hungarian foreign and military policy underline the significant role Vienna played in the collapse of peace before 1914. The completion of John Röhl's three-volume biography of William II in 2008 marked a formidable addition to this literature. When the high politics approach to German history had become deeply unfashionable in the 1970s, Röhl argued that William II had exercised full control over German foreign policy, launched an aggressive expansionist policy, and, from 1912, had been prepared to risk European war in his attempt to establish German hegemony. He charts a series of decisions and moments, when William II made clear his intention to plunge Europe into war, including the famous war council of December 1912 and the warning to King Albert of Belgium in November 1913 that Germany would attack France within a year. In short, William II controlled the main lines of German foreign policy and propelled his empire and Europe towards war. Röhl's argument stresses the significance of William II's military advisers and his student, Annika Mombauer, has published a biography of the chief of the German General Staff between 1906 and 1914, Helmuth von Moltke. Based on archival material, returned from Russia to Germany after the Cold War, Mombauer argues that ‘the importance and dominance of the military in Imperial Germany is almost proverbial, and their responsibility for bringing about war in 1914 can be clearly demonstrated’.22 In Mombauer's account, Moltke wielded an important influence in the decision-making processes of the Kaiserreich and he used this influence to push for war before German military strength was eclipsed by Russia. Mark Hewitson rebutts the argument that German leaders were concerned about the prospective deterioration of their position in 1914 in a book that offers a provocative reworking of the argument that Germany adopted a belligerent policy in 1914 because of overwhelming confidence in its own strength.
For decades, the role of Austria-Hungary in the origins of the war has been underplayed in general accounts. The works of Samuel Williamson and Günther Kronenbitter show that the Habsburg empire was not a client state of its powerful German ally, but an aggressive actor in its own right. Williamson charted the strengthening of the war party in the second half of 1913 in the Austro-Hungarian leadership, which was able to seize the initiative during the July crisis. The Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister, Berchtold, consciously risked European war when he decided to exploit the assassination to crush Serbia. Kronenbitter's work concentrates on the Austro-Hungarian officer corps, arguing that the war resulted from ‘the long-term habituation of politicians and public to the use of military threats as a means of diplomacy’.23 The Habsburg Chief of the General Staff, Conrad, was the central figure in Kronenbitter's account. His persistent calls for a preventative war against the various enemies of the empire was one of the major factors that led to reckless Austro-Hungarian diplomacy and war in 1914. Other great powers have not been bracketed with Austria-Hungary and Germany as intending to bring about war in 1914. At most, accounts stress the growing assertiveness of Russian and French policy, but they never argue that either state wanted or was willing to risk a general European war.
Approaches that examine the development of tensions within the international system have become increasingly popular in recent years, with studies of geopolitical changes, arms races, and public opinion. Systemic approaches concentrate on the interaction between the great powers. The motives behind decisions are less important than their consequences, though one of the criticisms of governments is their failure to take into account the likely consequences of a particular decision or policy. A considerable amount of recent research has related two of the major structural changes of the international system in the early twentieth century – imperial expansion and the alliance system. Historians of British foreign policy have examined how global interests interacted with the European balance of power. Others have identified the search for world power as the most important foreign policy ambition for the great powers around the turn of the century. But this was a struggle in which German expansion was blocked, sometimes intentionally, but sometimes not, by Britain, France, and Russia. While the leaders of these powers saw Germany as an aggressive power, German leaders considered imperial expansion a legitimate interest, a necessary pre-condition for the maintenance of their great power status. The result of this tension was that the Triple Entente, formed by the three world powers, ended up encircling Germany (and Austria-Hungary, as Schroeder is at pains to point out), thwarting its expansion, and forcing it to conduct an increasingly desperate and reckless foreign policy. The international system in the early twentieth century faced two fundamentally incompatible choices – either Germany could advance to world power status, overthrowing the balance of power in Europe in the process; or the Triple Entente could block German expansion, but this was likely to provoke a war, as German leaders sought to escape the confines of Europe. Peace was fragile and the détentes and moments of cooperation only served to postpone war.
David Stevenson and David Herrmann have identified the arms race as a systemic threat to peace in the years before the First World War. They pay considerable attention to the domestic political impulses, the financial debates, and the technological aspects of the arms races between the European powers, but they stress the ways in which armaments increases in one great power, often for defensive purposes, provoked an increase in the size of the army and navy in another great power. The arms race, prompted initially by diplomatic and geopolitical factors, developed a dynamic of its own, which made European governments more willing to risk war in 1914. Stevenson does not deny the role of human agency in the origins of the war, but he stresses the arms race, as it developed in 1912 and 1913, as a systemic problem.
As a final example of the problems in the international system that made war likely, one can look to the work of Jan Rüger and Dominik Geppert, who examine the role of public opinion in foreign policy. They move beyond previous accounts of the influence of popular nationalism on foreign policy, by showing how publics in two different countries (Britain and Germany in both cases) interacted. The results included press wars, mutual suspicion, and increasing pressures on the conduct of diplomacy. Both conclude that the expansion of the public sphere from the late nineteenth century was never adequately accommodated by the international system and the expert regulators of that system, the diplomats. Crises were more difficult to control and expectations of war were more prevalent because the interaction between the different publics generated its own set of tensions. Both books note the cooling of tensions between 1912 and 1914, but they contend that the press wars and popular navalism of the first decade of the century had already laid the basis for an Anglo-German war.
None of these different approaches has established itself as the new orthodoxy. A recent collection of essays, edited by Afflerbach and Stevenson, brought together authors with very different interpretations of the origins of the war. It is probably fair to say that few of the contributors subscribed to Afflerbach's thesis of the improbable war, and the essays are characterised by their range of arguments, rather than an emerging consensus.
This book is based, in large part, on the more recent contributions to the debate on the origins of the First World War. It is divided into four large thematic chapters and one chapter on the July crisis. Chapter 2 assesses the development of geopolitical competition amongst the great powers between 1871 and 1914, giving more detailed attention to the period after 1900. It places particular emphasis on the development of the alliance system, the impact of imperial rivalries, and the opportunities for cooperation as well as the moments of conflict between the great powers. Geopolitical concerns shaped military plans, public opinion about international politics, and, to a lesser extent, the relationship between great power rivalry and the international economy, which form the themes in the subsequent chapters. Chapter 3 examines the role of the military in international politics, considering the significance of the war plans, the influence of the military on decision-making, the visions of the next war, and the causes and consequences of the arms races. Chapter 4 looks at the growing importance of public opinion in global politics, the efforts of governments to control and manipulate public opinion, and its influence on the atmosphere and conduct of foreign policy. Chapter 5 deals with the relationship between economic issues and the international system. It assesses the importance of economic power in great power politics, trade relations, and financial relations. Chapter 6 examines the July crisis, asking why and how this crisis ended in a great power conflict when so many previous crises had been resolved. Chapter 7 draws together the main arguments and suggests that the history of the international relations before 1914 can be read not just as a prelude to the First World War, but as part of a longer history of the international system, reaching back to the eighteenth century and continuing to the present.
One of the central contentions of the book is that the history of international relations, even of great power politics before 1914, cannot be reduced to a history of the origins of the First World War. If one starts at 1914 and asks what the origins of the war were, there are many answers. But this frames the history of international relations before 1914 in a teleology that robs the period of its contingency. Of course, there is a risk that contingency, if pursued to a radical conclusion, simply dashes historical narratives into tiny shards, making it impossible to understand the history of international relations in this period. This is why it is worth bearing in mind a longer chronological frame. From the eighteenth century to the present, the declining frequency of great power wars has been the most striking development in the history of international relations. As Paul Schroeder has suggested, this development requires an explanation, which cannot be provided if historians concentrate on the causes of war. So this book pays considerable attention to the factors that preserved peace for over forty years. Of course, one could argue that this is as equally teleological as accounts that take the war as the logical culmination of international relations in the early twentieth century. To try to answer why war broke out, the book suggests that the long peace since 1871 became increasingly frayed from 1911, as the Second Moroccan crisis triggered a series of wars in the Mediterranean and Balkans, which in turn prompted further crises, arms races, and press wars. By January 1914, a general war was a possibility, though not a probability. The book also leans more towards systemic explanations for the outbreak of war, rather than the intentionalist accounts. However, it argues that a series of decisions, favouring a more assertive approach to foreign policy, made from October 1913 in Vienna, St Petersburg, and Berlin set the course for the July crisis and the consequent war.
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