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Foreword

Fritz Fischer’s book Griff nach der Weltmacht appeared in the autumn
of . It caused a long and fierce debate about the causes of
the outbreak of the First World War and, in particular, about the
responsibility of the German military and government for it. This
debate was of particular historiographical and political significance
in Germany, but quickly involved and inspired scholars of the
First World War around the world. On the occasion of the fiftieth
anniversary of the publication of Fischer’s book, the German
Historical Institute London organized a conference to review the
legacy of this controversy and to take stock of new research on
the outbreak of the First World War.

The conference brought together many of the most prominent
researchers from a wide range of countries involved in the First
World War, and several colleagues who, like the co-editor of this
volume, Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, as well as contributors
such as John Röhl and Gerd Krumeich, were in contact with
Fischer at the time. Some were influenced by him, others not
entirely convinced by some of his statements, and others even
provided him with relevant archival material for his subsequent
books. The aim of the conference was, therefore, twofold. On
the one hand, it looked at the immediate historiographical and
political dimensions of the controversy at the time. Contributions
to this part of the conference were edited in  by the co-
organizer of the conference, Annika Mombauer, and published as
a special issue of the Journal of Contemporary History. The other
part of the conference, which is presented in this volume, dealt
with some of Fischer’s core hypotheses and examined how they
have stood the test of time, in particular since the new surge of
research and publications in the context of the centenary of the
outbreak of the war.

The essays in this volume, therefore, provide a very focused
and problem-oriented overview of how the debate on the causes
of the First World War has evolved over the past fifty years,
how questions have shifted, and where new archival material has
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shed new light on old problems. It concentrates on the fact that
while many of Fischer’s positions had become mainstream by
the mid s, the last two decades have seen the emergence
of a challenging new body of research. Without being outright
revisionist, it suggests that some processes might have been more
complicated than could be shown by previous research, which
argued mainly within the Fischer framework of interpretation and
concentrated predominantly on Central European archives. It is
not only new research on Russia and Eastern Europe, however,
that casts new light on the core questions of decision-making
processes and their links with war aims: there are also new studies
on the Western powers. Some strongly support Fischer’s theses,
adducing an even larger body of archival evidence; others suggest
that differentiations must be made with regard not only to German
decision-making processes but also to the role and responsibility
of the other Western powers and Russia.

The abundance of activities around the centenary, in which
many of the contributors to this volume were involved, and
the fact that the editors also felt it necessary to include some
additional essays to cover areas which had not been dealt with
at the conference, meant that this volume has been rather a long
time in the making. I would like to apologize to all contributors
and thank them for their patience. As historiography on the First
World War has virtually exploded over the past five years, it was
not possible to keep updating all the essays. Most of them appear
in the form in which they were finally submitted early in .

The volume has profited not only from all the contributions to
and lively discussions at the  conference, but also from the
comments of OUP’s anonymous referees. The editors would like to
thank them for their perceptive comments and helpful suggestions.
My thanks also go to the staff of the German Historical Institute,
who helped with the organization of the  conference, and to
Angela Davies, who undertook the task of translating the German
and revising the English manuscripts and preparing the volume
for publication with her usual care. Finally, my thanks go to
Oxford University Press, to Sarah Holmes and Hollie Thomas,
who oversaw the editorial process, and the Delegates who accepted
this volume for publication.

It is with particular sadness that the editors of this volume
have learnt of the untimely death in April  of their esteemed
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colleague and contributor to this volume, Professor Keith Neilson,
who had just recently retired from his chair in history at the Royal
Military College of Canada in Kingston. The editors would like
to dedicate this volume to his memory.

Andreas Gestrich
London
August 
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Introduction

A G   
H P  S

Fritz Fischer’s epoch-making book on the First World War, Griff nach
der Weltmacht , caused a major controversy soon after its publication
in November . This was mainly because of the approach he
took to the July Crisis of  and German prewar imperialism
in the first two chapters.1 The remaining twenty-one chapters
attracted far less attention, although they deal with the equally
provocative issue of German war aims policy during the war.
However, the fierce academic and public debate on Griff nach der
Weltmacht caused Fischer to publish a second volume in the late
s, War of Illusions, which concentrated entirely on Germany’s
prewar policies and ambitions and linked them even more closely
to his thesis of Germany deliberately waging a war in .2 Fifty
years after the publication of Fischer’s Griff nach der Weltmacht , this
volume wants to return to these debates, not in order to revisit the
controversy as such,3 or to provide a new, comprehensive overview

1 Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht: Die Kriegszielpolitik des kaiserlichen Deutschland
–, nd edn. (Düsseldorf, ). The English translation was published under
the title Germany’s Aims in the First World War , intro. Hajo Holborn and James Joll (New
York and London, ).

2 Fritz Fischer, War of Illusions: German Policies from  to  (London, ).
3 Contributions relating to this aspect of the conference on which this volume

is based were published as a special issue of the Journal of Contemporary History:
Annika Mombauer (ed.), The Fischer Controversy after  Years, Special Issue of the
Journal of Contemporary History, / (Apr. ). On the conference see also ead.,
‘The Fischer Controversy: Fifty Years On’, German Historical Institute Bulletin, 
(Spring ), –. For earlier assessments of the character and impact of the
controversy see e.g. Imanuel Geiss, ‘Die Fischer-Kontroverse: Ein kritischer Beitrag
zum Verhältnis zwischen Historiographie und Politik in der Bundesrepublik’, in
id., Studien über Geschichte und Geschichtswissenschaft (Frankfurt a.M., ), –;
Volker Berghahn, ‘Die Fischer-Kontroverse: Fünfzehn Jahre danach’, Geschichte und
Gesellschaft ,  (), –; Wolfgang Jäger, Historische Forschung und politische Kultur
in Deutschland: Die Debatte – über den Ausbruch des Ersten Weltkrieges (Göttingen,
); John W. Langdon, July : The Long Debate, – (Oxford, ); Konrad



        

of the international research on the origins of the war,4 but to look
specifically at some of the controversial topics Fischer raised and to
see where research on these stands now.

Fischer’s provocative theses caused an enormous upsurge of
research into the origins of the First World War in the s
and s. Although the topic of the ‘Great War’ never ceased
to fascinate historians in the subsequent decades,5 the centenary
of its outbreak sparked another new wave of research and saw
the publication of a large number of important new studies based
on a wide range of archival and published material not freely
available to the historians of the early s. Studies such as those
by Christopher Clark, Margaret MacMillan, Max Hastings, Sean
McMeekin, and Thomas G. Otte in Britain and the USA, and by
Gerd Krumeich, Jörn Leonhard, Annika Mombauer, and Herfried
Münkler in Germany, to name but a few, drew not only upon
a completely different corpus of international research, but also
on new source material which is still being unearthed in specific
archives in eastern Europe.6

H. Jarausch, ‘Der nationale Tabubruch: Wissenschaft, Öffentlichkeit und Politik in der
Fischer-Kontroverse’, in Martin Sabrow, Ralph Jessen, and Klaus Große Kracht (eds.),
Zeitgeschichte als Streitgeschichte: Große Kontroversen seit  (Munich, ), –.

4 Excellent overviews of international research have been presented by the following
authors: Richard F. Hamilton and Holger H. Herwig (eds.), The Origins of World War I
(Cambridge, ); Keith Wilson (ed.), Decisions for War:  (London, ); and
Robert J. W. Evans and Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann (eds.), The Coming of the First
World War (Oxford, ). Holger Afflerbach and David Stevenson (eds.), An Improbable
War? The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture before  (New York,
), discusses the policy of the powers involved from the specific perspective of
whether they expected war to break out and what this meant for their political and
military planning and risk-taking.

5 See e.g. important studies such as Zarah S. Steiner, Britain and the Origins of
the First World War (London, ); David Stevenson, The Outbreak of the First World
War:  in Perspective (London, ); Sönke Neitzel, Kriegsausbruch: Deutschlands Weg
in die Katastrophe – (Zurich, ); Stephen Schröder, Die englisch-russische
Marinekonvention: Das Deutsche Reich und die Flottenverhandlungen der Trippelentente am
Vorabend des Ersten Weltkriegs (Göttingen, ).

6 Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in  (London,
); Max Hastings, Catastrophe : Europe Goes to War (London, ); Margaret
MacMillan, The War that Ended Peace: How Europe Abandoned Peace for the First World
War (London, ); Sean McMeekin, July : Countdown to War (New York, );
Annika Mombauer (ed.), The Origins of the First World: Diplomatic and Military Documents
(Manchester, ); Thomas G. Otte, July Crisis: The World’s Descent into War, Summer
 (Cambridge, ); Gerd Krumeich, Juli : Eine Bilanz (Paderborn, ); Jörn
Leonhard, Die Büchse der Pandora: Geschichte des Ersten Weltkriegs (Munich, ); Herfried
Münkler, Der Große Krieg: Die Welt – (Berlin, ); Annika Mombauer, Die



  

It is interesting to note in the context of this volume, however,
that only a few of these new analyses still use Fritz Fischer’s
research as a major point of reference. This might be taken in
part as a sign that after decades of fierce and politicized debate,
much of Fischer’s work is now accepted knowledge and common
ground, and a return to these old debates seems unnecessary.
Indeed, during the s and s an international consensus
seemed to have emerged among the majority of historians, who
accepted Fischer’s verdict that German military and foreign policy
planned and deliberately risked a war and that Germany was,
therefore, the European power to be held primarily responsible for
its outbreak.7 The recent reluctance to return to Fischer’s questions
and theses, however, is probably less a sign of this consensus than the
corollary of a recent trend to analyse the outbreak of the war, unlike
Fischer, not with a focus on individual or collective responsibility or
guilt, but with a wider interest in why the system of international
diplomacy was unable to prevent the war, even if some governments
actively worked towards unleashing it.8 If recent studies do return to
Fischer, most of them do so critically, trying yet again to refute the
overall tendency of his fierce criticism of the military and political
leadership of Wilhelmine Germany.9 Some use this shifting of the

Julikrise: Europas Weg in den Ersten Weltkrieg (Munich, ). In addition, there are
extremely valuable contributions to recently published handbooks such as Jay Winter
et al. (eds.), The Cambridge History of the First World War , i. Global War (Cambridge,
); John Horne (ed.), A Companion to World War I (Oxford, ), and the online
reference work ‘–-online: International Encyclopedia of the First World War’
〈http://encyclopedia.--online.net/home/〉 [accessed  May ].

7 On this consensus see also the summary in Neitzel, Kriegsausbruch, .
8 On the three different types of explanation of the outbreak of the war—the

structuralist, the intentionalist, and the systemic approaches—see the illuminating
essay by John F. V. Keiger, ‘The War Explained:  to the Present’, in Horne (ed.), A
Companion to World War I , –. Cf. ibid. – and the reference to Paul Schroeder’s
proposal to focus not only on the causes of war. Instead, he suggests, ‘scholars should
analyse the causes of peace and why that peace no longer held’. For a different way
of grouping explanatory approaches see also Neitzel, Kriegsausbruch, –. The most
comprehensive recent engagement with the positions of Fischer and his followers is
Mark Hewitson, Germany and the Causes of the War (Oxford, ). Despite taking on
board some of the criticisms brought forward against Fischer’s arguments, Hewitson
still places the responsibility for the outbreak of the war firmly on the policy of
brinkmanship which the German government had pursued since the s.

9 The notable exception in the anglophone literature is, of course, Niall Ferguson,
The Pity of War (London, ), which places the main responsibility at least for the
expansion of the conflict into a full-blown world war on the British government, ‘which
ultimately decided to turn the continental war into a world war’ (p. ).



        

focus of international research away from German responsibility
to the failure of the system of international relations as the basis
for a renewal of the argument that the European powers shared
responsibility for the outbreak of the war. In this sense, the present
volume also captures some of the new trends in memory politics
that have sprung up in the context of the centenary.

At the time, the lengthy and controversial public debate about
Fischer’s book focused on three areas. First, the German causes
of the Europe-wide conflict attracted most attention. Second, the
domestic politics of the war were widely discussed, but failed to cause
a public debate. And third, the aspect of continuity between the First
and Second World Wars stoked the heat of the public discourse.
This volume will revisit the ‘Fischer controversy’ primarily from
the first of these three areas, the international relations perspective,
and Fischer’s construction of the causes of the war on this level.
It will leave aside the aspect of German domestic politics and the
much-debated German Sonderweg as there is now general consensus
that Fischer’s notion of the centrality of domestic issues for the
conduct of foreign policy in Wilhelmine Germany is untenable.10

The question of the continuity between the First and the Second
World Wars will be touched upon in the final essay in this book.

Taking the specific field of the German causes of the war as its
main focus, the volume is organized around four major thematic
areas. The first is the famous debate on whether German politi-
cians were right to speak of the danger of a hostile ‘encirclement’
(Einkreisung ) of Germany by the Entente powers, whether this was a
chimera and pretext for German aggression, or whether Auskreisung ,
that is, exclusion from the ‘concert of European powers’, would
have been a better term. This topic is approached here primarily
through recent re-evaluations of German and British naval policies.
The question of Germany’s alleged fear of hostile ‘encirclement’,
however, also leads to the wider and most provocative of Fischer’s
theses, namely that Germany, with the ‘help’ of Austria-Hungary,
effectively waged a preventive war in .11 This topic is at the
centre of the next parts of the volume, which explore the processes
of making a decision to go to war from three different international
perspectives: that of the central, the western, and the eastern Euro-
pean powers. The first part, on the central powers, concentrates

10 For a short summary of the research see Hewitson, Germany, –.
11 Fischer, Griff , –.



  

primarily on the problem of a preventive war, but this topic also
forms the backdrop for the next part, as Germany was neither the
only power whose military in particular toyed with the idea of a
preventive war, nor the only one with expansionist dreams. The
third part in this context looks at eastern Europe and the Ottoman
Empire, an area where recent research has been especially produc-
tive and has come up with new, hitherto unknown material. The
third thematic field of the book is dedicated to one of Fischer’s
central sources and arguments, Germany’s far-reaching war aims,
in particular Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg’s Septemberprogramm of
, which would have brought Europe under German hegemony.
Did other powers develop similar war aims? Were they also part
of wider public debates on the desired outcomes of a future war?
Discussion of the September Programme was at the heart of the
Fischer controversy, as the topic of war aims most clearly linked
Germany’s policy during the July Crisis to long-term factors such
as rising German imperialism and its ‘bid for world power’.12 This
connection is also taken up in the final part of this book, which deals
with Germany’s attempts to destabilize the British Empire by sup-
porting pan-Islamist and nationalist anti-colonial movements, and
to put its war aims into practice in the context of the Brest-Litovsk
peace treaty with revolutionary Russia.

The topic of German war aims is central to several of Fischer’s
arguments and relevant not only to the final parts of this volume.
This introduction will, therefore, give a brief outline of the argu-
ments and main sources Fischer and some of his supporters used
in order to support their claim that German military and political
leaders planned and deliberately risked a war in .

The Core of the Fischer Controversy: German War Aims

What is particularly surprising about the many recent books on the
outbreak of the First World War is that few of them, and none of

12 In  Holger Afflerbach devoted a conference to the importance of war aims in
the First World War and their impact on military strategy. See Holger Afflerbach (ed.),
The Purpose of the First World War: War Aims and Military Strategies (Berlin, ). This
volume provides a very comprehensive overview of the war aims of all major powers
involved in the war. It does this not from Fischer’s perspective of possible causes for
the outbreak of the war, however, but primarily from the point of view of how they
influenced the way in which the powers fought it, and why these war aims prevented
earlier peace negotiations based on compromises.



        

the English publications, discuss in any detail Fischer’s emphasis
on German war aims.13 These formed the basis of his argument
and controversial reassessment of Germany’s prewar policy and
responsibility for the outbreak of the war. MacMillan, Clark, and
Otte, impressive as they are, end with the outbreak of the war in
August  without dealing with Fischer’s main argument. Max
Hastings’s work concentrates on military actions and the fighting
once the war had broken out, and Sean McMeekin concentrates,
more narrowly and controversially, on the July Crisis and the
Russian and French machinations in bringing about the war.14 This
absence of the topic of war aims in anglophone research, however,
can probably be attributed to the fact that many historians, like
Mark Hewitson, conclude that Fischer’s ‘audacious conjecture that
Germany’s ruling elites planned a war of aggression, proceeding
from the Kaiser’s so-called “War Council” of  December  to
the orchestration of the conflict in July , has subsequently, in
the absence of supporting evidence, been abandoned by virtually
all historians’.15

It is interesting to note that this is different in some of the
recent German publications on the First World War, which still
seem to struggle with this part of Fischer’s argument—if only to
refute it again. Herfried Münkler takes a critical stance towards
Fischer’s interpretation, denying any links between war aims and
the outbreak of the war.16 Leonhard mentions Bethmann Hollweg’s
September Programme and believes that there was a contradiction
between existing details of war plans and the lack of strategic aims.17

Similarly, Marvin Fried, in his study of Austro-Hungarian war aims
in the Balkans,18 concludes that even though it was the Monarchy’s

13 The older views of German war aims policies are contrasted with Fischer’s new
approach by Wolfgang Mommsen, ‘The Debate on German War Aims’, Journal of
Contemporary History, / (), –. For Fischer’s reception in East Germany see
Matthew Stibbe, ‘The Fischer Controversy over German War Aims in the First World
War and its Reception by East German Historians, –’, Historical Journal , /
(Sept. ), –; and id., ‘The View from the Other Germany: The Fischer
Controversy in the GDR’, Journal of Contemporary History, / (Apr. ), –.

14 See Clark, Sleepwalkers; Hastings, Catastrophe; MacMillan, The War that Ended Peace;
McMeekin , July ; Otte, July Crisis.

15 Hewitson, Germany, —the notable exception being John Röhl, Hewitson adds in
a footnote.

16 Münkler, Der Große Krieg , –.
17 Leonhard, Büchse der Pandora, .
18 Marvin Benjamin Fried, Austro-Hungarian War Aims in the Balkans during World

War I (Basingstoke, ).



  

fixation on its war aims in the Balkans which made the war last as
long as it did, ‘at the outbreak of the war in , few of its leaders
had any specific war aims in mind beyond the military defeat and
political subjugation of Serbia’.19 Taking a more general European
perspective, Gerd Krumeich concludes in his latest book on the
First World War that for ‘none of the Great Powers was the reason
for entering the war territorial acquisitions’.20

However, even though a new international consensus seems to
have emerged about the minor role prewar expansionist aspirations
or outright war aims might have played in the complex mechanisms
which led to the outbreak of the war in August , it is still worth
revisiting Fischer’s argument and rich documentation. He makes a
strong case that the September Programme of  September , in
which the German government of Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg
formulated its first catalogue of German war aims, reflected not
only the government’s deliberations of July, August, and September
, but also long-term prewar political goals.21 The programme
was drawn up at the peak of the Battle of the Marne, when it
was anticipated that a German victory in the west was imminent.
This Programme clearly contrasted with the official version that
Germanywas fighting a defensive war.ManyGermans believed that
their country had become involved in a conflict against its will, and
this attitude did not change much during the war. Even Bethmann
Hollweg’s early admission in the Reichstag that Germany’s invasion
of Belgium ‘was a breach of international law. The wrong—I speak
frankly—the wrong we thereby commit, we will try to make good as
soon as our military aims have been attained’ dismayed the political
right wing, but did not alert the public to the German causes of
the war.22

19 Marvin Benjamin Fried, ‘“A Life and Death Question”: Austro-Hungarian War
Aims in the First World War’, in Afflerbach (ed.), The Purpose of the First World War ,
–, at .

20 Gerd Krumeich, Der Erste Weltkrieg: Die  wichtigsten Fragen (Munich, ), .
Similarly, Holger Afflerbach recently stated: ‘War aims were created during the war,
not before. This is at least true for the states which entered the War in August .
All the Great Powers were responsible for the outbreak of war in , albeit perhaps
to different degrees’ (Holger Afflerbach, ‘What Was the Great War About? War Aims,
Military Strategies and Political Justifications during the First World War’, in id. (ed.),
The Purpose of the First World War , –, at ).

21 Fischer, War of Illusions, –; id., Griff , –.
22 Hans W. Gatzke, Germany’s Drive to the West: A Study of Germany’s Western War Aims

during the First World War (Baltimore, ), .



        

In the s A. J. P. Taylor had argued that ‘none of the Great
Powers entered thewar of with definedwar aims’ and ‘each took
up arms for an ostensibly defensive reason’.23 As far as Germany
was concerned, Fischer was able to demonstrate that Taylor was
incorrect in suggesting that its ‘war-programme boiled down to
keeping all or part of what they had gained’. This was only true
for some parts of the programme. Germany already had aspirations
for a large colonial empire in Central Africa. As will be shown,
its war aims were far larger in scope and went beyond a limited
peace. Some were drawn up or discussed immediately after the
outbreak of hostilities, while others were mentioned as intentions
even before the outbreak of war. In any case Taylor was not aware
of the September Programme, but referred vaguely to Mitteleuropa
without going into much detail.

The German war aims catalogue of  September was the result
of wide-ranging discussions which members of the government had
conducted among themselves, with important politicians, and with
leading members of the business world. The circle of those involved
in these discussions was rather large and indicated the government’s
willingness to listen to the various proposals. But it was also clear that
the Programmewas, in the end,moremoderate than the suggestions
made by the Pan-Germans or even by the military. In letters written
early in the war by Kurz Riezler, the Chancellor’s Assistant, to Otto
Hamann, the Head of the Press Section in the German Foreign
Office, Riezler said that decisions about Belgium and Poland still
had to be finalized, but a return to the prewar status was out of the
question.24 In any case, parts of Belgium would have to be annexed
and other parts included in a German-dominated economic zone.
But the far-reaching annexation of Champagne, Burgundy, and
Franche-Comté was out of the question. Riezler referred to ‘the
purpose of the war’ as being ‘to protect ourselves in the east and
the west by weakening our opponents for a considerable time’.
This may sound defensive, but the aim was to achieve a virtually
unassailable position in the centre of Europe, only possible at the
expense of other European powers.

To what extent did Riezler’s proposals reflect Germany’s prewar
23 A. J. P. Taylor, ‘The War Aims of the Allies in the First World War’, in Richard
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ambitions and even policies?Although there is no prewar September
Programme, there are a number of prewar indications of intentions
which were discussed in Germany. In addition, a number of goals
for expansion were circulated in early August immediately after the
outbreak of war. This seems to be earlier than any discussions on
the Allied side, where it took some time to agree a joint programme,
and where none of the powers entered the war with an explicitly
expansionist programme, be it defensive or offensive in design.25

To Fischer and others the analysis of governmental as well as
public discussions in prewar Germany seems to reveal a widespread
consensus on the necessity to expand Germany’s power in Europe
and overseas. If that could not be achieved by diplomacy, then
the political right would regard war as an acceptable method.26

The breadth of these public deliberations is reflected in talks which
members of the government hadwith influential members of society.
One example wasWalther Rathenau’s conversation with Bethmann
Hollweg in July , when the well-known industrialist suggested
as political goals the establishment of a customs union in central
Europe, the creation of a German-dominated Mittelafrika, and a
strengthening of Germany’s influence in theMiddle East.27 All three
expansionist goals reappear in the September Programme in slightly
modified form. In January  Bethmann explained Germany’s
need to expand to JulesCambon, the French ambassador: ‘Every day
Germany sees its population growing by leaps and bounds; its navy,
its trade and industry are making unparalleled developments . . .
it is forced to expand somehow or other; it has not yet found that
“place in the sun” which is its due.’ The German Chancellor went
so far as to threaten France, stating that a dangerous situation might
be created if Germany’s expansionist drive was blocked.28

Among the non-governmental organizations, it was the Pan-
German League that drafted a war aims programme in July 
because it believed in the inevitability of war. It suggested settlement

25 Taylor, ‘The War Aims of the Allies’, . It took Britain three years to incorporate
the return of the provinces into the British war aims programme. On France see
Krumeich, Der Erste Weltkrieg , . On Russia’s war aims see the essay by David
Schimmelpenninck van der Oye in this volume.

26 Fischer, War of Illusions, –.
27 Walther Rathenau: Industrialist, Banker, Intellectual, and Politician. Notes and Diaries

–, ed. Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann (Oxford, ), –.
28 Quoted in Fischer, War of Illusions, –; on this conversation see also MacMillan,
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schemes for those German farmers in eastern European territories
who were to become colonizers and protectors of the projected
extended German boundaries.29 The fact that similar official war
aims were drawn up later, in the first euphoric phase of the war,
indicated that the thinking of the Pan-German leadership was not so
different from other official and unofficial circles. In early August the
German government advocated the creation of semi-independent
states in western Russia in order to push the tsarist state further east
and gain more space for German settlements and other economic
aspirations.30

Apart from political aims there were alsomilitary ones. One of the
most important war aims which was discussed in military circles was
the re-establishment of Germany’s pre-eminent military position on
theContinent, which it was believed it had gained during Bismarck’s
chancellorship after defeating France in . The key to Germany’s
continued predominance on the European Continent was always
based on a renewed victory in a new war with France. But it was
not fear of its western neighbour which motivated this military
thinking. It was felt that Germany’s safety demanded a reassertion
of its hegemonic position. German society felt superior to France
economically, militarily, and psychologically.31 Nevertheless it was
felt that the French entente with Britain and the Franco-Russian
alliance had strengthened the French position, so that a conflict
looked even more unavoidable than in the late nineteenth century.
As was to be expected, the General Staff in Berlin repeatedly
referred to the need for war to guarantee national security.

The rationale behind the push for war was not used to win
over the public. The threat to military superiority was a military
argument which had been used in all international crises between
 and .32 All the arguments for army increases suggested
that Germany could be put on the defensive if it did not increase its
military strength and seize the earliest opportunity for an aggressive
campaign in the east and west. The argument used by Moltke
and Bethmann was that by  Germany would have lost its
advantageous position because of Russia’s and France’s increasing

29 Fischer, War of Illusions, .
30 Fritz Klein, Deutschland im Ersten Weltkrieg , i. Vorbereitung, Entfesselung und Verlauf des
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military strength, which, in turn, would curtail German efforts to
assert its continental hegemony.33

Germany’s military and political leaders seemed determined to
exploit the favourable opportunities the July Crisis offered to launch
a victorious war. And, as Riezler pointed out, ‘if the war does not
come . . . we still have the chance of manœuvring the entente
apart’.34 Thus it seemed clear to Fischer and others that after the
assassination of the Austrian Archduke, any policy simply aiming
at the preservation of the international status quo did not satisfy
the German political leadership, and discussions on potential war
aims started on various political and military levels during the July
Crisis.

One of the early war aims was discussed in Berlin when Count
Hoyos, Austrian special envoy, went to the capital early in July
to obtain German support for a punitive Austrian action against
Serbia. The Austrian ambassador in Berlin, Szögyeny, handed
Wilhelm II a letter written by the Austrian Emperor, Franz Joseph,
in which he appealed to the German Kaiser to help Austria to
reduce and isolate Serbia and eliminate ‘her as a political power
factor in the Balkans’.35 It was suggested that a reconciliation with
Serbia was no longer possible. Given that a war against Serbia was
now regarded as inevitable, it was made clear to Wilhelm that he
would regret it if Austria did not exploit the present favourable
opportunity.36

Another example of Germany’s prewar aims can be found in
the Kaiser’s outburst against Britain on  July. In it, Wilhelm
fulminated against Britain’s position and believed that ‘all our
consuls in Turkey and India, agents etc. should revolutionise the
entire Muslim world to fierce rebellion against this hated, lying,
conscienceless nation of shop keepers; for if we are bled to death,

33 On the references to changes in French and Russian armaments by  see
ibid. ; John C. G. Röhl (ed.), : Delusion or Design? The Testimony of Two German
Diplomats, foreword by Hugh Trevor-Roper (London, ), ; Fischer, War of
Illusions, –; I. V. Bestuzhev‚ ‘Russian Foreign Policy February–June ’, Journal of
Contemporary History, / (), –, at –; Dominic C. B. Lieven, Russia and the
Origins of the First World War (London, ), –; David Stevenson, Armaments and
the Coming of War: Europe, – (Oxford, ).
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35 John C. G. Röhl, Wilhelm II: Into the Abyss of War and Exile – (Cambridge,
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England shall at least lose India’.37 On the previous day Bethmann
Hollweg had met the British ambassador and was able to state
that ‘provided that Belgium did not take sides against Germany,
her integrity would be respected after the conclusion of the war’.38

The Chancellor also added that provided Britain stayed neutral,
‘Germany aimed at no territorial acquisition at the expense of
France’, but ‘that it would not be possible for him to give such an
assurance as regards [the French] colonies’. Bethmann’s thoughts
were contingent on British neutrality. If that was not forthcoming
Germany’s aims would probably become more extensive.

In the east certain initiatives revealing far-reaching German war
aims also predated the outbreak of hostilities. On  July Wilhelm II
gave Graf Hutten Czapski an informal assurance that in the case
of a German victory, the Polish state would be recreated at the
expense of Russia.39 This plan was part of the intention to push
Russia further east, ensuringGermany’s economic predominance in
Russia and creating some buffer states on Russia’s western borders.
A few days later Bethmann Hollweg instructed von Reichenau,
the German envoy in Stockholm, to offer any insurgent Finnish
groups rising against Russian rule the prospect of an independent
Finland.40 Similarly Jagow, theGerman Foreign Secretary, informed
the German ambassador in Vienna that the creation of buffer
states between the Central Powers and Russia was desirable.41 One
of Germany’s aims was to separate Ukraine from Russia. This
intention was part of German planning well before the Russian
defeat in East Prussia at the end of August .

On  August  Kurt Riezler, the Chancellor’s Assistant, also
referred in his diaries to plans in the east, but more specifically to
Austrian intentions to annex thewhole of Poland.42Riezler regretted
that nothing had been elaborated before Germany offered Austria
support. The German military had supported the proclamation of
an independent Polish state, but had not taken the Austrian position
into account.

A day later Bethmann and Riezler again discussed the fate of
37 Röhl, Wilhelm II , –; see also Mombauer (ed.), The Origins, –.
38 Mombauer (ed.), The Origins, –; see also Krumeich, Juli , –. The
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Poland, but this time as part of a Mitteleuropa which would include
Belgium,Holland, and, as an associate member, Austria-Hungary.43

Whatever might be decided about Poland, Riezler foresaw difficult
negotiations with Austria. Yet Austria was ‘too weak’, he wrote, ‘to
cause any serious difficulties in the German–Austrian relationship’.
The aim of an independent Poland as a buffer state was also raised
by Captain Widenmann in a letter to Tirpitz dated  August
.44 Widemann’s letter indicates how widespread the discussion
about war aims actually was. It was not restricted to the main
decision-makers. A good example was also the journalist Theodor
Wolff’s conversation on  September  with a certain Captain
Grau, who maintained ‘that Russia as a European power should be
split up’.45 This tallies with Bethmann’s ideas early in the war of
somehow linking Riga and Odessa to the German Empire.46

In addition, Widenmann discussed two further aims in his letter
to Tirpitz. The first related to colonial aspirations: the conquered
German colonies were to be returned to Germany. The second
suggested that the French and Belgian Congo should become
German, along with one of the Portuguese colonies in Africa.47 A
few days earlier von Jagow, the State Secretary, had asked Solf,
the Colonial Secretary, to draw up a list of colonial territories
in Africa which Germany would like to annex.48 It suggested
that the African colonies of Belgium, France, and Portugal should
be redistributed to create a German Mittelafrika. The formation
of a Mittelafrika had been a German aim for some time, and
German pressure groups, industrialists, and bankers had asked the
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government to pursue an expansionist policy in Africa. Apart from
various proposals and programmes which had been forwarded to
the Colonial Office and the Chancellery, there was a widespread
consensus in favour of colonial annexations. Solf explained his
aims to the liberal publicist Theodor Wolff as late as .49 He
concentrated on the French and Belgian Congo, thus keeping to
the plan of a German-dominated Mittelafrika. The Portuguese
possessions were to be included, but Wolff did not record anything
specific. Madagascar was also mentioned but, interestingly enough,
Solf and Wolff regarded expansionism in Africa as a substitute
for some annexations in Belgium. Generally speaking, territorial
war aims in Africa were supported by various pressure groups and
influential individuals. Even von Moltke, the former Chief of Staff,
advocated a German extension of its colonial empire in Central
Africa.50 Much earlier, on  August , Solf had mentioned
to Wolff that the colonial possessions in Central Africa would be
reshaped. Since ‘the Belgians engage in a war with us, they must
be prepared to lose the Congo’.51 This topic occurs repeatedly in
Wolff’s diaries, as he agreed with several politicians that Belgium
should lose the Congo.52 Germany’s official ambitions in the Congo
date back to the Second Moroccan Crisis of , when the concept
of the Kiderlen Bridge, stretching from the German Cameroons
to East Africa, had become part of the expansionist agenda. This
would establish a land bridge of German colonies reaching from
West Africa to the Indian Ocean. It was to be expected that after
the occupation of Belgium this goal would be central to Germany’s
aspirations.53

A third topic which was widely discussed before or soon after the
outbreak of thewar and also dominatedRiezler’s diarieswas the plan
for aMitteleuropa. In the same letter to Tirpitz dated August 
Widenmann believed that the central European Customs Union,
which was to include France, would provide an economic weapon
against Britain.54 He believed that Austria would join more or
less automatically, while Belgium would be forced to because of
annexation plans by Germany, and the Netherlands would benefit
anyway, as would the Scandinavian countries and Italy. Switzerland

49 Theodor Wolff: Tagebücher , ed. Sösemann, i. .
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51 Theodor Wolff: Tagebücher , ed. Sösemann, i. . 52 Ibid. , –.
53 Ibid. . 54 Schulte, Europäische Krise, .



  

and the Balkan states would be sucked in.55 Rathenau’s concepts
were more economically motivated thanWidenmann’s rough plans.
The latter’s demands were more a reflection of the discussion in
military and nationalist circles, whereas Rathenau tried to influence
Bethmann’s and Delbrück’s thinking in economic terms.56 In his
diaries Riezler noted a conversation with Bethmann on  August
about a ‘looser association of other states with the Reich’ based
on a customs union to include Belgium, Holland, and Austria.57

This showed that, in contrast to Rathenau’s plans for a customs
union, a new economic and political order dominated by Germany
was intended. In his diaries Riezler prophesied ‘the end of Europe,
if Europe cannot find some form of a lasting community’ and
set this against military aspirations for domination. Riezler’s anti-
annexationist attitude was supported by Arthur von Gwinner, a
member of the management board of Deutsche Bank, who also
believed that a programme of annexations was outdated and should
be replaced by plans to establish a system of economic co-operation
under German domination.58 Whatever might happen to Belgium
in the face of British perseverance, Riezler noted in his diaries
in early September, at least ‘a large central European economic
system must be crystallized round us with a loose association of
protective alliances. That is the main thing.’59 The likelihood of an
early German victory receded after the debacle of the Marne, but
the war aim of a Mitteleuropa did not disappear.

The Mitteleuropa project reveals essential differences among
those who were involved in planning war aims for the eventual
peace. Whereas some busied themselves by painting some of the
desirable areas of the European map in German colours, others
thought of extending Germany’s power overseas. And a third group
put more emphasis on economic control. Each of these groupings
included moderate and radical elements. They competed with each
other and tried to bring the decision-makers onto their side. On
 September Under-Secretary Arthur Zimmermann complained
that because of its expectation of an early victory, the military would
extend its territorial demands: ‘War considerations are supreme.
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The military and the Pan-Germans are dominant.’60 This was
echoed in Riezler’s diaries when he noted that purely military
considerations ‘celebrated orgies’.61

Wolff, however, went on to say that he did not believe that the
Germans would want to acquire French territory in Europe once
a victorious peace had been dictated. In any case, he believed
it would be better to talk as little as possible about the future
conditions for peace.Obviously it would notmake a good impression
internationally to publicize expansive war aims when Germany was
officially fighting a war of self-defence. A few days earlier, on 
August , Riezler had noted in his diaries that the talks about
Siegespreispläne (plans as the price of victory) had begun.62 This
meant more modest war aims were to be replaced by fantasy aims.
He also referred to the lack of realism and restraint on the part of the
military, who, in the middle of August, demanded that the Belgian
province of Flanders should pay war contributions of  million
marks.63 This was to be the first part of a general war contribution
imposed on Belgium. Subsequently Karl Helfferich was consulted
about war indemnities in general and what Belgium could afford
to pay.

Riezler himself advocated the creation of a ring of vassal states
round Germany, whereas the Foreign Secretary was in favour of
partitioning Belgium. According to Bethmann, the Kaiser preferred
to annex the whole of Belgium. The latter also advocated annexing
some territory in the west, throwing the resident population out, and
resettling the area with deserving NCOs and soldiers.64 These mili-
tary colonies were to protect Germany’s newly extended borders.
In the light of differing demands and various political pressures, the
Chancellor no longer believed that he could keep Belgium intact.
Instead, he preferred to divide it between France, Holland, and
Germany. Riezler, however, did not believe any reconciliation with
France was possible. Therefore various plans were mooted as to
how to solve the Belgian question following a German victory.

Riezler even mentioned the King of Bavaria’s visit to German
Headquarters. He had come to announce Bavaria’s annexationist
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wishes, which included Alsace, Belgium, and the Dutch Rhenish
estuary.65 This demonstrates how far the discussion of war aims had
affected various groups and politicians. The aims had becomepart of
the current political culture regardless of whether they were modest
or unrealistically expansive. At the time, when hopes for a German
victory were high, Bethmann elaborated his well-known September
Programme. He seems to have integrated the various proposals
made to him and worked out the final version with Riezler before
it was sent to Berlin. The main theme of the Programme was the
creation of a German-dominated Mitteleuropa, Mittelafrika, and
territorial acquisitions in the east. Bethmann sent the memorandum
to Delbrück, his deputy, in Berlin and reminded him that they had
discussed theCentral EuropeanCustomsAssociation ‘shortly before
the war’.66 The general objective was to establish ‘security for the
German Empire in the east and the west for the foreseeable future’.
Even Moltke had accepted this general aim of ‘guarantees’ so that
Germany would be secured ‘for a hundred years from an attack’
from the west.67 Bethmann returned to the subject of Sicherungen
(guarantees) during a speech in the Reichstag in December . He
was not very specific, but was understood by the applaudingRight to
support annexations in the west as well as in the east. After criticizing
the Chancellor for his approach, Theodor Wolff met with him in
the Chancellery. There the Chancellor defended his position as
non-annexationist.68 But his vagueness did not persuade Wolff, who
would have preferred a clearer commitment to non-annexationist
war aims. He believed that Bethmann’s relative vagueness was a
concession to the right wing in the Reichstag, which applauded
his speech. The talk of Sicherungen may sound defensive, but in the
September Programme it was made clear that more was at stake.
France was to be reduced as a Great Power and Russia was to
be thrust eastwards and its powers over the non-Russian peoples,
presumably Ukraine, Poland, and the Baltic provinces, broken.

It is noteworthy that at the time of drafting, the September
Programme had a competitor. The former Chancellor Bülow drew
up even more detailed aims to extend German domination in
eastern France and Belgium.69 These were more extensive than
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Bethmann’s plans and included large parts of France with regard
not only to fortifications but also to the iron and coal mines, whose
transfer to Germany would finish France economically. Bülow also
recommended the takeover of the Russian Baltic Provinces and
their hinterlands, but was opposed to a Polish satellite state. Bülow’s
plans, however, were not acceptable to those in power and he
was unable to challenge Bethmann’s designs for a postwar Europe.
Other political leaders also stirred the war aims pot. A little later,
in December , the Prussian Minister of the Interior penned a
memorandum and also referred to earlier German aspirations, such
as its prewar plans in Central Africa and Asia.70 He suggested that
Belgium should be partitioned and its central stretch of territory
handed over to Germany as a satellite state. He also opposed the
resurrection of an independent Poland, instead mentioning the
Baltic Provinces. Curiously, he considered a future alliance with
Russia. Others, such as Hindenburg and Ludendorff, joined the
chorus in favour of war aims. At the beginning of the war their aims
had been relatively moderate, but they were to change their tone
during the war.

Drawing up war aims was a popular activity among members of
the political élite. This generated a heated debate at the beginning
of the war, when Germany was expecting to achieve a victory. But it
continued even after the Battle of the Marne was lost in September
. By the end of the year Heinrich Class had published the
very expansive Pan-German war aims programme. This went too
far even for Bethmann, who feared that negative consequences
would affect the position of the neutral powers and the Social
Democrats and stiffen the enemies’ resolve to resist German power.
The heated debate caused the Chancellor to forbid any public
war aims discussion from the end of  onwards.71 This ban was
eventually lifted at the end of  in response to military pressure.
The censorship, lasting for about two years, had restricted the
public debate, but had not prevented the submission of numerous
proposals to the government. The vigorous war aims debate to a
large extent excluded the Social Democrats, who were politically
isolated, as well as those who favoured more moderate aims if and
when Germany should win the war.

Unlike the more moderate political currents, annexationism
attracted strong support among Germany’s political right and
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centre. The military in particular favoured a peace (Sieg frieden)
based on a German victory. The peace treaty of Brest-Litovsk
offered a chance to enforce such a peace, which would allow
Germany to realize its war aims in the east. As the treaty did not
last very long and was annulled by the Allied victory in the west,
it may have been part of the military and political overstretch that
characterized Germany’s push for war in  and the intensity of
the early war aims debate. According to a more reflective Bethmann
Hollweg, speaking to the budget committee of the Reichstag in
October , it was part of a trend for German society constantly
to underestimate its enemies’ military and political strength while
overestimating its own.72

Structure and Arguments

The first part of this volume deals with one specific aspect of the
increasing tensions in international relations in the decade prior to
the First WorldWar: the Anglo-German naval rivalry, its diplomatic
consequences, and the German fear of Einkreisung . Fritz Fischer had
interpreted Germany’s naval armament and the steady expansion
of its battle fleet as posing a real military threat to Britain. He
also perceived German naval policy as one of the prime motives
for Britain relinquishing its policy of relative detachment from
European affairs and seeking a closer understanding with France
and Russia.73 By giving such a prominent role to the rationale
and effects of German naval armament, Fischer not only critiqued
those German politicians who had portrayed these changes in
international relations as a process of gradual encirclement, but
also questioned their view (and that of many subsequent historians)
that Germany had entered the war, or even started a pre-emptive
war, solely as an act of self-defence.74 Largely following Fischer’s
general assessment of German aggressive naval politics, historians
such as Volker Berghahn and others have suggested that the term
Auskreisung might be more appropriate: ‘in effect Germany had
“circled herself out” of the great power concert.’75 Britain’s gradual
departure from its politics of ‘splendid isolation’ and its policy of
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enforced naval armament, on the other hand, was seen as a defensive
response to Germany’s aggressive shipbuilding programme rather
than as an offensive move.76

Whereas Fischer’s views seem to have been largely corroborated
by the works of German historians working on prewar naval policy,
such as Volker Berghahn and Michael Epkenhans,77 anglophone
research in particular has stressed in recent years that some of their
basic assumptions about international naval politics of the time
might not have been nuanced enough. The section begins with
Frank Nägler’s essay, which engages with Fischer’s and Berghahn’s
positions by examining this recent research. Nägler concentrates
first on Rolf Hobson’s work on Tirpitz’s position in international
naval strategic thinking and, second, on studies of British reactions
to German naval armament, in particular Nicholas Lambert’s ‘re-
visionist’ study of Sir John Fisher and the latest ‘post-revisionist’
research by Christopher Bell and Matthew Seligmann.78 Hobson’s
argument that Tirpitz’s strategy was initially in line with interna-
tional maritime law as well as with contemporary naval doctrine
implied some recognition of Germany’s legitimate need to secure
its maritime interests.79 It was only later, with the risk fleet scheme,
that Tirpitz departed in fundamental ways from internationally
accepted lines of naval planning. This caused at least fundamental
distrust on the side of Britain and other European powers. Even
conceding that the German navy posed a potential threat, however,
does not imply that Britain responded to it in the way previous
research thought it had. It is in this context that the last part of
Nägler’s essay engages with the new study of Lord Admiral Fisher
by Nicholas Lambert, who comes to the conclusion that Fisher’s
designs for a naval armament programme were not triggered by
a perceived German menace, but rather by his ideal of Britain
having to maintain its global naval supremacy. In Fisher’s (and
Lambert’s) view, German naval armament posed no real threat to
British security and was not perceived as such by the leading naval
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planners either.80 Recent ‘post-revisionist’ research, such as that by
Bell and Seligmann, however, questioned core aspects of Lambert’s
assumptions on methodological and factual grounds and returned
to the position that the North Sea remained a central theatre in
British naval planning, and that there was a perceived German
threat.

The next two essays, by Matthew S. Seligmann and Andreas
Rose, engage with this renewed shift in emphasis in the debate on
naval antagonism and German fear of encirclement from different
perspectives and on the basis of different sources. Seligmann accepts
the view that Tirpitz’s ‘risk fleet’ did not pose a considerable threat
to Britain’s security. He maintains, however, that by concentrating
on this side of naval armament we overlook an aspect and a corpus
of source material highly relevant to the British perception that
there was a real German naval menace, namely Germany’s plans to
arm its merchant navy and fast passenger vessels in order to attack
the British merchant navy. Relying in particular on information
from the Naval Intelligence Department on such plans harboured
by the Germans, Rear Admiral Sir Edmond Slade, director of
naval intelligence, designed several strategic responses to this threat
and put them into action. He was able to persuade the British
government, for example, to support Cunard Lines in investing
in fast liners similar to those the Germans had (for example, the
Lusitania) on the condition that they also could be turned into armed
merchant vessels if required.

In contrast to Seligmann, Andreas Rose takes the ‘revisionist’
argument a step further. Building on the works of Nicholas Lambert
and others, Rose looks primarily at the two decades round the
turn of the century up to , the end of the first Liberal Asquith
government. He analyses the formation of British military and
foreign policies in those years by looking at the interplay between
the British naval and army commands, the political leadership, and
the public sphere. From his sources it also becomes clear that the
British navy did not perceive the German navy as a real threat.
Rose can show that the army regularly fabricated scares that the
German navy might attack Britain and land troops on British shores
in order to push requests for more funding through parliament.

80 On this and the importance of the shift from naval to an arms race on land
see also Berghahn, Germany, –; and id., ‘Origins’, in Winter (ed.) The Cambridge
History, i. –, at –.



        

The ‘German peril’ was a deliberate construct, primarily of army
circles. As Lord Esher put it in  in a letter to the First Sea
Lord, John Fisher, it was ‘a bogey. Granted. But it is a most useful
one.’81 Applying Fritz Fischer’s perspective on the interrelationship
between German domestic and foreign politics to Britain, Rose
claims that British foreign policy was probably driven by domestic
factions and interest groups and social imperialist tendencies to an
even greater extent than its German counterpart.

Seligmann’s and Rose’s reinterpretations of British naval and
foreign policy in the run-up to the First World War have both been
elaborated in detail in substantive monographs.82 Read together,
they show us that there is still much interesting new material to
be found in British archives. Yet they reach almost contradictory
conclusions as far as the British assessment of German naval politics
is concerned. This is only partly due to the fact that they look at
slightly different periods of prewar history. Probablymore important
is that there are also still major differences among historians of
British prewar politics in their general assessment of the driving
forces behind British policymaking.83

The debate on ‘encirclement’ has always been closely linked to
Fischer’s thesis that Germany waged a preventive war in . The
central three parts of this book are devoted to this more specific
aspect of the July Crisis and to the decision-making processes in
the run-up to the war in general. Part II is devoted to Germany
and Austro-Hungary, Part III to France, Italy, and Britain, and
Part IV to Russia and the Balkans. In the first essay in Part II
John C. G. Röhl revisits a classic site of Fritz Fischer’s argument,
the War Council of  December , to which Röhl himself had
drawn Fischer’s attention. Fischer based the core argument of his
second book, Krieg der Illusionen, on the fact that the  War
Council revealed that the German political and military leadership
were premeditating war but put it on hold for eighteen months in
, until a number of preconditions for military success would

81 For the quotation see the essay by Rose in this volume.
82 Andreas Rose, Zwischen Empire und Kontinent: Die Britische Außenpolitik vor dem Ersten

Weltkrieg (Munich, ); Matthew S. Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German Threat
–: Admiralty Plans to Protect British Trade in a War against Germany (Oxford, ).

83 For new interpretations, however, see now Thomas Otte, The Foreign Office Mind:
The Making of British Foreign Policy, – (Cambridge, ), and various important
publications from the early s, such as Zara Steiner and Keith Neilson, Britain and
the Origins of the First World War (Cambridge, ).



  

have been met, such as the widening of the Kiel Canal and so on.
This meeting between the Kaiser and his military leaders, held in
the Berlin Schloss, was much discussed in the s and s. In
particular, the absence of the political leaders from this meeting
cast doubts on its relevance for the crisis of July . Röhl has,
however, unearthed in German archives new documents which
he interprets as suggesting that Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg
and Foreign Secretary Kiderlen-Waechter agreed with the military
leaders in  when they stressed in a meeting of the Federal States’
Committee for Foreign Affairs that Germany might have to face
a war soon, and that the German government was determined to
stand by its ally Austria-Hungary if it decided it had to declare war
on Serbia. As Röhl sees it, the German military, in particular, was
keen to go to war. In , however, their military preparations were
not complete, and they still feared British intervention. Thus the
War Council decided to wait for another eighteen months. But even
if they had decided to go to war immediately, the military would
seem to have had the full backing of the political leaders to do so—in
 as in . Röhl, therefore, is confident in concluding that, in
the end, it was this ‘crucial element of intentionality on Imperial
Germany’s part’ which led to the catastrophe of August .84

Given that the details of this account of events and causes
have been debated at length, this volume includes another essay on
Germanywhichhighlights a number of problems and contradictions
arising from combining some of the German source materials. Stig
Förster takes a different stance from Röhl (and partly also from that
in his own previous publications) on the role the military leaders
and the Foreign Office played during the critical weeks of July .
According to Förster, it is too simplistic to treat the General Staff
as a monolithic entity which worked, as Fischer and Röhl would
have it, unanimously and systematically towards the unleashing of
a preventive war. He interprets the role of the Chief of the General
Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, in particular, in a different way. There
is no denying that Moltke, who had no doubts that the next war
would be long and brutal, talked about the necessity of a preventive
war. However, according to Förster, he did so primarily because
he wanted to push through an increase in the army budget, and
not because he intended to go to war as soon as possible. When

84 The clearest stance against this position in recent German historiography can be
found in Münkler, Der Große Krieg , –, esp. –.



        

Förster looks closely at what the heads of the army did and worried
about during July , when most of them were away from Berlin
on holiday, leaving the field to Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg,
he comes to the conclusion that, so far from being prepared to
engage in a preventive war in the near future, they did not even
anticipate a war. Nor did they interact with the Chancellor or the
Foreign Secretary in any way that hinted at increased activity along
those lines. Unlike Röhl, who allocates most of the responsibility
to the German military and the Kaiser and his entourage, Förster
identifies Bethmann Hollweg as the sole German agent during the
July Crisis and the one who clearly steered a course of consciously
unleashing a war because he took the rhetoric of Moltke and others
about the necessity of preventive action literally.85

If Förster leaves German politics under Bethmann Hollweg with
a great deal of responsibility for what went wrong in July ,
Günther Kronenbitter develops a similar argument with respect to
the Austro-Hungarian power élite. On the one hand Kronenbitter,
too, emphasizes the fact that in early summer , before the
Sarajevo assassination, the Austrian public and political classes
did not expect that a war was imminent. However, looking at
the mindset and policy of the Viennese civil and military leaders,
Kronenbitter observes, on the other hand, an increasing readiness
to go for a military solution to the monarchy’s Balkan problems.
A combination of internal pressures, the conviction that the arms
race against Russia and France would be lost sooner rather than
later, the need to assert one’s position as a Great Power in the
international power system, and the fact that Germany seemed
a more reliable ally now than it was back in  when it shied
away from a military solution, resulted in a policy in Vienna which
consciously risked not only a localized war with Serbia, but also a big
European war. Thus the Austrian Foreign Secretary, Count Leopold
Berchtold, also deliberately steered his country towards a war, in
his case probably even more with the backing of the political and
military élite, who took a fairly uniform position. Contemporary
awareness that Berchtold’s deliberate war policy had the support
of the emperor as well as of the wider circle of political leaders is
best represented in the words of the Austrian diplomat Leopold von

85 It is noteworthy, however, that Thomas G. Otte in his magisterial recent study
of the July Crisis paints a much more benign picture of Bethmann Hollweg. Cf. Otte,
July Crisis, –.



  

Andrian-Werburg: ‘We have started the war, not the Germans and
even less the Entente—that I know.’86 Because of the Cold War,
Kronenbitter argues, historiography concentrated on the Great
Powers alone and neglected Austria’s crucial role in the outbreak
of the war. It was only after  that the Balkans fully returned to
the centre of the analysis of the July Crisis, albeit now with a more
critical look at the role not only of Serbia, but also of the Entente.

During the s and s most research on the Western powers
was eager to take on board Fischer’s a priori assumption that Ger-
man armament and imperialist endeavours caused all the tension
by forcing European powers to react and step up their military
expenditure, increase their territorial armies, or even introduce
general conscription. It is interesting to see, however, that more
recent research into the details of the Western powers’ armament
programmes reveals quite different dynamics. This research has
opened up interesting perspectives on the internal tensions between
military and political leaders, who also used the international crises
of the prewar years up to July  as tools for their domestic political
purposes, always maintaining that they would be able to control the
situation. Neither French nor British leaders assumed in July 
that war was imminent but, like their German counterparts, most
assumed or feared that it was inevitable.

In his essay on French armament policy and the French percep-
tion of the military situation in July  Gerd Krumeich argues
that since the  Agadir Crisis at the latest a cross-party consensus
had existed in France that war with Germany would probably come
sooner rather than later, and that more military armament was
necessary. There was little consensus between the left and the right
on how this was to be achieved, and the public was hardly aware that
the enlargement of the army and the extension of compulsory army
service to three years formed an integral part of the army’s pre-
paration for the potential necessity of a pre-emptive strike against
Germany. The main difference from German war preparations,
Krumeich argues, was that the political leadership made it quite
clear that it would not tolerate a violation of Belgian neutrality.
The consequence of this political decision was that maintaining a
close relationship with Russia gained pivotal importance in France’s
foreign policy, and seeking an assurance that France could rely on

86 Quoted from the essay by Günther Kronenbitter in this volume, referenced at his
n. .



        

a simultaneous attack on Germany from the east was, therefore, at
the centre of Poincaré’s talks with Russia. Russia, in turn, publicly
demanded a continued strong French military commitment after
the joint political left won a landslide victory in French elections
in May  and tried to revise the unpopular three-year term of
military service. In addition, French political debates in July 
revealed that the French army did not consider itself ready for war.
This was closely observed in Germany, and Krumeich’s argument
is that while Moltke and the German military staff feared Russian
armament, they did not yet take France’s military power very seri-
ously. German generals and politicians concluded that this might
be the last chance to win a war, even under the ever more likely
worst case scenario of having to fight on two fronts simultaneously.

In Britain, where the Liberals had won a landslide victory in 
and were also (just) able to stay in power after the  elections,
government had been led for the decade before the First World
War by a party containing a considerable number of politicians
who, especially since the Boer War, had been highly critical of
the country’s increased military spending, its imperialist policies,
the diplomatic tensions with Germany, and any interference with
European politics in general, let alone in support of the autocratic
Russian Tsar. There was a strong public campaign for Britain to
stay neutral, which continued right into the early days of August
. But were Britain’s ruling party and public opinion really as
averse to war and all things military as they successfully stylized
themselves after the war? Matthew Johnson is able to show in
his essay on the Edwardian Liberal Party not only that Liberal
governments since  had contained considerable numbers of
politicians who could be called ‘Liberal Imperialists’, many of
whom had first-hand experience of colonial warfare, but also that
there were limits to pacifism even on the radical wing of the party.
Many Liberals accepted the concept of ‘just wars’—that is, wars
of (national or imperial) defence or of humanitarian or political
intervention on behalf of oppressed peoples, such as the Armenians
in Ottoman Turkey. This reconciled many of them not only to
the high spending on naval armament, which continued to rise
under successive Liberal governments, but also to improving the
Territorial Army. It even led several Liberals to join organizations
canvassing for general conscription, which tended to be associated
with the political far right only. Overall, Johnson concludes, the



  

Liberal Party was far less pacifist than was generally believed. This
was true of many members of the cabinet and, in particular, of
Foreign Secretary Edward Grey. He saw German hegemony over
Europe as a real threat to British interests, which alone would have
justified a British engagement in the war. It was also true of the
wider party, however. The fact that the government was quickly
able to rally them behind a British declaration of war as a necessary
response to the German violation of Belgian neutrality shows that
Liberal pacifism was limited.87

This section on the Western powers also looks at Italy. In a
Fischerian analysis of Italy’s ‘Wars of Illusions’, Richard Bosworth
shows, on the one hand, how almost to the present day there is a
cross-party historiographical consensus in Italy that the First World
War was Italy’s finest hour and the first great demonstration of
Italy’s national unity. The country had, at the last minute, pulled
out of the Triple Alliance in early August , remained neutral for
some time, and eventually joined the war on the side of the Entente
powers. On the other hand, Bosworth argues, Italy’s foreign policy
was characterized by a continuing self-importance that had been at
the centre of deteriorating diplomatic relations and military tension
in Europe since , when Italy seized the Ottoman Tripolitania
province (renamed, in Imperial Roman fashion, as Libya). The zeal
to establish itself as a new imperial power in the Mediterranean put
the country onto a path of constant rhetorical as well as military
hubris, with far-reachingwar aims andmanyunsettling effects on the
Balkan regions in particular. Bosworth then analyses the sequence
of events in July , the various promises the Italian government
and military leaders made right up to the last days before the
war, committing themselves to supporting Austria’s and Germany’s
armies in the case of hostilities breaking out. In fact, Italian war
preparations actively started in the last days of July, only to be
stopped on August and replaced by a declaration of neutrality. Even
though an Italian attack in south-eastern France would have been
welcome, Austria and Germany seem to have almost expected this
outcome. Bosworth’s most interesting findings, therefore, pertain to
the astonishing continuity of cross-party historiographical alliances

87 Keith Wilson, in particular, is more sceptical about the British decision-making
process in the run-up to the war as there was basically no formal cabinet decision to
go to war. Rather, the cabinet backed down when Grey threatened his resignation.
See e.g. Keith Wilson, ‘Britain’, in id. (ed.), Decisions for War , –, at –; a very
positive picture of Grey’s crisis management is now given by Otte, July Crisis, .



        

in Italy, when it comes to the First World War, not recognizing the
country’s problematic involvement in its causes.

Research on the prewar diplomacy of the Western powers
provides a picture which, on the one hand, stresses the tradi-
tional picture of Britain as definitely not interested in the outbreak
of a European war, but at the same time clearly willing to inter-
vene militarily for the balance of power in Europe, the respect of
international law, and its global imperial interests. Some research-
ers found that Grey’s policy was not clear and engaged enough.
Matthew Johnson contradicts this negative image while at the same
time painting a new picture of the Liberal Party’s engagement with
armament and war. Research on France and Italy, on the other side,
shows a greater inclination on the part of the leading politicians
and military leadership to prepare for war and go down the route
leading to a European war for the sake of assumed future security
(France) or the preservation of the status of a Great Power (Italy).
Even if Krumeich stresses that his studies cannot be interpreted to
suggest that France’s politicians were in the same category of risk-
taking imperialists as their German counterparts, the fact remains
that their planning was not entirely defensive, and that the Entente
did not provide any mechanisms for localizing the conflict on the
Balkans either.

The fourth part of this book then turns east to analyse new find-
ings fromRussian archives, the Ottoman Empire, and Serbia. Bruce
W. Menning gives a detailed account of Russian decision-making
processes in the run-up to the First World War based on major new
findings from Russian archives. Menning stresses two aspects which
are touched upon, but not followed up in depth, in some other
contributions to this volume: first, the importance of the experience
of previous crises, in particular the Second Moroccan Crisis of 
and the First Balkan War of , which influenced how politi-
cians and military staff reacted at a time of renewed tensions; and
second, secret service information, which considerably influenced
Russian decision-making.88 Menning outlines the influence of these
two factors in particular with regard to Russian mobilization on the
borders of Austrian Galicia. The complex interplay between logis-
tics, information, and last-minute diplomacy and how information
was processed in the light of previous experiences becomes clear
from his analysis. The importance of timetables and the speed of

88 On Russian prewar policy see also Lieven, Russia and the Origins, –.



  

train connections made the outbreak of the war, in the end, appear
largely geared to the need to gain logistical advantages. What also
emerges from Menning’s analysis, however, is the insight that until
 July  it would still have been possible to defuse the crisis if
either Berlin or Moscow had backed down.

In the next essay Christopher Clark returns to Russia’s role in the
prehistory of the war by placing the Serbian question into a wider
context. Starting with the close relationship French politicians tried
to build with Russia, Clark points to Poincaré’s unequivocal support
for a possible Russian involvement in an Austro-Serbian war from
 onwards. As a general war originating from the Balkans was
most likely to include Russia, it would tie down most of Germany’s
army in the east, and was, therefore, in the interests of France.
French ministers openly signalled to Russia that they would not
mind having to take part in such a war, and when it finally broke
out, Clark found happy faces in Paris, just as Röhl did in Berlin. This
strong French support had eased the shift in Russian policy from
close connections with Bulgaria to solely backing (and using for
their own ends) Serbian aspirations in the Balkans. Russian Foreign
Secretary Sazonov more or less incited the Serbian government to
take their ‘promised lands’ from a decaying Habsburg Empire. This
side of the story adds some relevant additional background to the
Russian war planning portrayed by Menning, and also puts Clark’s
reading of the Russian response to the Sarajevo assassination into
a wider context. The fact that, from the outset, Russia not only
denied any knowledge of the Serbian government’s involvement
in this assassination, but also declared any Austrian demand for
support for the Serbian government in investigating the crime an
illegitimate pretext for unleashing a war, paved the way for a reading
of the event which quickly found its way into the political rhetoric
of the Entente in July , and into the subsequent historiography.
Even though it has been established, however, that members of
the Serbian government, and perhaps even the Russian envoy to
Belgrade and the Russian military attaché, were informed about
the assassination plans, this has not resulted in a new assessment
of their role or of the Entente’s politics in July .89 Far from
trying to downplay the hazardous imperialist policies of Vienna and

89 A very cautious account of what is now known about the information held by the
Serbian and Russian governments and various representatives can be found in Otte,
July Crisis, –, –.



        

Berlin, Clark seeks to understand the July Crisis as ‘authentically
multipolar and interactive’. In his view the Entente was knowingly
playing a dangerous game by backing Serbia as it did.

The final essay in this section, by Alexandre Toumarkine, looks
at the Ottoman Empire. Fischer dwelt on various aspects of Ger-
many’s decision-making processes which embedded the outbreak of
the war into the wider context of European imperialism. Substantive
research has recently been done on this topic, and Toumarkine is
right to stress that because Fischer was unable to take Ottoman
sources into account, he produced a one-sided picture of Germany
as the driving force, with Turkey being presented as passively ex-
ecuting German plans rather than following its own agenda. This
was clearly the case, however, andGermany’s influence onOttoman
war planning remained limited despite the strong influence of Ger-
man military advisers. This is true of several of the campaigns, but
especially of Turkey’s overall war aims, which were directed towards
ending foreign economic interference and building a strong na-
tional economy. Toumarkine also stresses the importance of Turkish
indigenous militarism and shows how the concepts which Fischer
developed in the context of German militarism and expansionism
could also fruitfully be applied to Turkey itself.

Thus the picture that emerges from these individual studies
features, first, the enormous importance of the MoroccanCrisis
and especially the – Balkan crises, which seem to have shaped
many expectations and served several governments as a blueprint
for interpreting—or misinterpreting—the nature of diplomatic ten-
sions in July .90 This was true not only for Russia, but also
for Austria, Germany, and France, which all seemed to have learnt
different lessons from previous experiences. It resulted, however,
in a similar tendency to regard ‘firmness’—that is, calculating
and threatening with a readiness to go war for one’s interests and
principles—as themost important diplomatic device. In this context
it has also become clear that Germany was not the only European
power that was playing with preventive war plans and steering
consciously towards a war. Even pleasure at the final outbreak of
war among the leading military staff was not limited to Germany.
This does not imply that all powers bore the same responsibility for

90 This has, of course, been observed by historians before. For summaries of research
see also Neitzel, Kriegsausbruch, ch. : ‘Der Weg in den Krieg: Internationale Krisen
und Konflikte  bis ’; Leonhard, Büchse der Pandora, –.



  

the outbreak of the war, but it is, to quote Chris Clark, important to
understand the crisis as ‘multipolar’ in a way that goes beyond the
Germanocentric ‘challenge and response’ model applied by Fritz
Fischer.

The next part is devoted to one topic of Fischer’s work that has
attracted intensive interest in Germany, that is, the war aims, in
particular the September Programme. The state of research on this
has already been summarized above. It remains to be asked how
extraordinary the drawing up of such a programme was at the
time, and whether other powers had started doing the same in the
years before the war. This section contains essays on Britain and
Russia respectively. Parts of Richard Bosworth’s essay on Italy, which
contributed hugely to the prolonged crisis through its annexation
of Libya in , are also pertinent to this section, as he shows that,
whether spelt out in detail or not, Italy had clear war aims right
from the start. The fact that most of them would have brought Italy
into conflict with its partner in the Triple Alliance, Austria, was
one of the main reasons why the country changed sides and joined
the war on the side of the Entente. Italy also figures prominently
in Keith Neilson’s paper on the foundations of British war aims.
Britain was one of the European powers that definitely did not
want the war and had no premeditated expansionist war aims, at
least not in Europe. As far as Europe was concerned Britain’s only
aim was the lasting preservation of the status quo and balance of
power. Right from the beginning of the war, however, this entailed
radical measures, such as the destruction of Prussian militarism,
as announced by Asquith in November , the protection and
generous compensation of Belgium, and the safeguarding of France
against any possible future aggression from Germany through
territorial gains. As Neilson demonstrates, however, British war
aims evolved with the war and were formed by the needs of alliance
warfare. The main problems were the conflicts of interest between
Russia’s expansionist dreams in respect of Constantinople and the
Straits, Italy’s similarly expansionist claims in the Mediterranean
and the Balkans, which also clashed with Russian interests there,
and Britain’s own need to safeguard its shipping routes to India.
Grey exercised his considerable diplomatic skills to ensure Italy’s
entry into the war and adjust British war aims, as the war evolved
in a way that kept a quick end to the war the paramount aim.

David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye then turns to Russian



        

war aims, which were split between what the generals thought
was the most desirable outcome of the war and the aims talked
about in the Foreign Office and among the public. Interestingly,
the Russian military was more conservative and clearly stated that
Russia did not need to expand any further and that safeguarding
the existing borders should be the main target. The Foreign Of-
fice and the Tsar himself had long dreamt and openly discussed
that Constantinople and the Straits should become part of the
Russian Empire. The Straits were vital for Russian exports, and
conquering Constantinople would have opened up the prospect of
uniting the Orthodox Churches under Russian leadership. Schim-
melpenninck’s and Neilson’s essays both demonstrate how seriously
Russian diplomacy worked on this aim after Turkey’s entry into the
war, which was, therefore, welcomed by the Russian government.
Schimmelpenninck, however, points out that there is a consensus
among scholars that there is no indication that Russia deliberately
started the war in order to achieve its war aims.91

The book’s penultimate part deals with an aspect of the war
to which Fischer also drew our attention, namely war and revo-
lution. This is highlighted by two essays. One is on Germany’s
far-reaching global plans for destabilizing the British Empire by ac-
tively supporting Islamic anti-colonial movements; the other deals
with revolutionary Russia, its impact on the final phase of the war,
and the role of the Brest-Litovsk treaty. In his essay on the Ottoman
decision to join the war, Alexandre Toumarkine already mentioned
that Fischer’s portrayal ofGermany’s actions in fostering anti-British
and anti-Russian uprisings in the Middle East by trying to invoke
an anti-colonial jihad relied too heavily on German sources, even
though overall, Fischer was correct in pointing out that these efforts
did not produce the results Berlin had hoped for. He did not fully
understand, however, why Germany’s plans went so wrong. This is
the focus of Jennifer Jenkins’s essay, ‘Jihad or Nationalist Uprising?’,
which concentrates on how the German Foreign Office tried to
destabilize the Persian government and win a revolutionized Persia
over to the German side. Berlin’s plan for Shia Persia to join the
call for jihad issued on  November  by the Sunni Caliph, the
Ottoman Sultan, resulted in a Sunni–Shia conflict rather than in
pan-Islamic, anti-colonial unity. The plans for jihad were, there-
fore, soon to be replaced by an attempt on the part of the German

91 For a similarly clear conclusion see Otte, July Crisis, .



  

Foreign Office to support and win over exiled representatives of the
mainly secular Persian constitutional movement, which had failed
to revolutionize the country in . This also failed, however, as
Persian nationalism andTurkish expansionism proved to be irrecon-
cilable. Germany’s diplomats were unable to control their Ottoman
partners and the atrocities they directed against the Armenian and
Christian communities as well as Shiʿa Iranians. The effect was
a complete shift in Persian sympathies away not only from the
Ottoman Empire, but increasingly also from the German cause.
Even though Fischer’s overall assessment of the failure of German
hubris to achieve a global anti-British movement was correct, the
new research into the complex Middle Eastern theatre of the war is
one of the most interesting aspects of the new wave of First World
War scholarship, not least as this is the area where the war has not
yet come to an end.92

In the second essay in this section Jonathan W. Steinberg revisits
the Brest-Litovsk peace negotiations between the Central Powers
and revolutionary Russia, and asks how ‘both sides struggled to
achieve their goals’ and how, especially on the German side, these
fitted with the war aims developed before or during the war. As
far as Fischer’s treatment of the subject was concerned, Steinberg
concludes that ‘Fritz Fischer’s Germany’s Aims in the First World War
still offers scholars and readers alike an in-depth study of the conflict
between Germany’s diplomatic and military leaders that occurred
throughout the peace meetings’. The most important aspect in
relation to the question of Germany’s war aims is that even at the
end of the war, the German military leadership stuck to its claims
that significant territorial gains had to be made and exploited by
the military. Unlike the German Foreign Office, which at that time
advised a more moderate policy with general peace-making and
an encompassing postwar order in mind, the military leadership
played hard. Even though it used the same rhetoric of protecting the
independence of smaller nations as the Russian revolutionaries, it
left no doubt that, as far as the territory conquered by the German
army in the east was concerned, it had to be some type of colonial
semi-independence under a German ‘protectorate’.

It was not least how Germany dealt with the occupied territories

92 For an interesting analysis of the anti-imperialist stance of Germany’s Oriental
policies see also Stefan M. Kreutzer, Dschihad für den Kaiser: Max von Oppenheim und die
Neuordnung des Orients (– ) (Graz, ).



        

on the Eastern Front that prompted questions and research into the
continuity between the two world wars. For many of his contempor-
ary colleagues, one of Fritz Fischer’s most provocative statements
was the stress he placed on drawing a direct line from the First to the
Second World War. Similarities and differences, as well as personal
and structural continuities between the two wars, form the topic
of Gerhard Hirschfeld’s concluding essay. It is clear that recent re-
search on both wars has shown many continuities as far as German
war aims and strategy, the blurring of boundaries between com-
batants andnon-combatants, the generalEntgrenzung ofwarfare, and
many other features of modern, industrialized warfare in an age of
ideologies are concerned. Hirschfeld outlines these continuities and
genealogies but is, at the same time, careful not to obfuscate the fact
that National Socialism also added entirely new and unprecedented
dimensions of aggressiveness and brutality in warfare.

* * *

So where do we stand fifty years after the publication of Fischer’s
major study? Few historians would question Fischer’s basic con-
clusion that German policy has to bear a major responsibility for
the events which led to the outbreak of the war. It is also clear,
however, that current research has widened the approach. A range
of sophisticated questions has been developed about how the system
of international relations worked and why this system was unable to
solve the crisis in a non-military way after the assassination at Sa-
rajevo. This approach leads to a Europe-wide multilateral analysis
which Fischer was unable to provide. It must be pointed out that he
had to restrict his research to German source material because Bri-
tish, French, Italian, Belgian, and Russian archives had not yet been
opened to international researchers. But this is not only a question
of source material. A modern analysis of the years before  needs
to take into account not only the aspirations and failings of the other
powers, but also how the series of international crises preceding
the war were transformed into experience, expectation, and style of
interaction at the diplomatic level. Our understanding of the run-up
to  should not be limited to the German experience, but has to
concentrate on the other powers as well. A similar approach is also
needed for the war years. Scholarly attention should focus on both
the Western and Eastern Fronts, the Balkans, the Middle East, and
on a whole range of socio-economic developments.
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Auskreisung? Anglo-German
Antagonism and the Tirpitz Plan

F N

This essay addresses two issues in the context of prewar Anglo-
German antagonism: Auskreisung and the Tirpitz Plan. Auskreisung
is frequently described as a process ending in self-inflicted isolation.
The opposite term is Einkreisung . Whereas the German leadership
on the eve of the First World War characterized the international
situation they believed the German Reich faced as Einkreisung , later
scholarship used Auskreisung1 as a more appropriate term to describe
Germany’s policy and position.2 Nor does a ‘Tirpitz Plan’ appear in
contemporary sources, as far as the present author can see. While
the term had been used earlier,3 the historian Volker R. Berghahn
drew on it in order to denote the comprehensive naval armaments
policy of the German Imperial Navy Office (Reichsmarineamt) led
by Admiral Alfred (von) Tirpitz.4 The term rose to prominence with
the publication of Berghahn’s seminal book Der Tirpitz-Plan in 
and has since become widely accepted.5 The book itself establishes
a link between the Tirpitz Plan and Auskreisung ,6 and Berghahn later

The author wishes to thank the Bundessprachenamt, Potsdam section, for the generous
assistance he received while drafting the first version of this essay in a foreign language.

1 Karl Erich Born, ‘Von der Reichsgründung bis zum ersten Weltkrieg’, in Herbert
Grundmann (ed.), Bruno Gebhardt: Handbuch der deutschen Geschichte, th edn.,  vols.
(Stuttgart, –), iii. –, at , referring to the historian Karl Stählin.

2 See Klaus Hildebrand, Deutsche Außenpolitik –, rd edn. (Munich, ), ;
id., Das vergangene Reich: Deutsche Außenpolitik von Bismarck bis Hitler, – (Munich,
), –.

3 See e.g. Willy Becker, Fürst Bülow und England – (Greifswald, ), .
4 Wolfgang Petter, ‘Deutsche Flottenrüstung von Wallenstein bis Tirpitz’, in Mili-

tärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt (ed.), Handbuch zur deutschen Militärgeschichte,  vols.
(Munich, –), iv/. –, at .

5 Volker R. Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan: Genesis und Verfall einer innenpolitischen
Krisenstrategie unter Wilhelm II. (Düsseldorf, ).

6 Ibid. .



  

referred to this relationship, explicitly using not only the former
term but the latter as well.7

It therefore seems convenient to start with the Tirpitz Plan and its
link with Auskreisung as originally established by Berghahn (I). This
was more than four decades ago, and scholarship could reasonably
be expected to have moved on since then. Focusing on the naval
aspects of the Anglo-German estrangement, the second part of this
essay will concentrate on criticisms of Berghahn’s model, covering
the essentials of the Tirpitz Plan, including its origins and the
question of how it was supposed to affect or influence Britain and
the Royal Navy, placing the established narrative under review (II).
A process such as Auskreisung cannot be discussed without taking
into account the measures taken by the other side. The actual
repercussions of the Tirpitz Plan, which came to light with the
policy implemented by the Admiralty, will be discussed in the final
part, which looks at more recent literature on this issue, addressing
the effects of the current revisionist/post-revisionist debate (III).
Being restricted to essentially naval matters, this discussion might
serve to accentuate a particular mechanism related to the process
termed Auskreisung .

I. Berghahn’s Tirpitz Plan and its Link with Auskreisung

Berghahn’s now familiar story can be summed up in four proposi-
tions. The first points to the domestic purpose of the Tirpitz Plan
and its linkage with foreign policy goals. Basically the Plan res-
ponded to a domestic crisis. In order to preserve the pre-industrial
political structure of Prusso-German constitutionalism, which was
faced with the challenges industrialization entailed, notably with the
rising significance of parliament, Tirpitz in  suggested a policy
of ‘secondary integration’ at Britain’s expense.

The turn against Britain leads us to the second proposition,
focusing on the Tirpitz Plan’s chief instrument. This centred on an
arms race strategy designed to challenge the naval pillar of Britain’s
imperial position. Competing with Russia, the United States, and
Germany for vast imperial spheres of influence, the British Empire
was, in Germany, believed to be in decline (as an industrial power).

7 Volker Berghahn, Das Kaiserreich –: Industriegesellschaft, bürgerliche Kultur
und autoritärer Staat , Gebhardt: Handbuch der deutschen Geschichte, th edn., 
(Stuttgart, ), –.
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Over time it would be forced to cede its place to Germany. The
navy Tirpitz set out to create was to be sufficiently developed to
persuade Britain’s political leadership not to interfere militarily with
German aspirations. Should Britain nevertheless decide to use the
Royal Navy against Germany, the Imperial Navy should be capable
of defeating the British decisively in a defensive battle, even though
Britain was expected to deploy a larger fleet. In order to acquire
this deterrent or defensive capability, the ‘risk fleet’, as envisaged
by more persistent plans, was to number sixty capital ships by the
early s. The domestic benefit of Germany’s rise to world power
status would be felt when the old landed élites and the increasingly
influential modern middle classes, who had interests in industry
and commerce, rallied behind a common cause under the throne.
An improvement in living conditions might even lure the labouring
classes away from their traditional socialist allegiance. Thus the call
for a reform of the political system would fade into oblivion over
time.8

The third proposition concerns the Tirpitz Plan’s domestic
method, which consisted of gradually excluding parliament from
navalmatters by a combination of fiscal, legal, andmoral obligations
committing the Reichstag. The long, actually indefinite, timespan
required for the expansion and maintenance of the fleet offered
the Reichstag (which, ultimately, stood to lose if the Tirpitz Plan
succeeded) a host of opportunities to interfere with the armaments
programme by simply refusing to foot the bill. The plans called for a
period of twenty to twenty-five years before even the initial build-up
would be completed. The changing composition of the electorate,
reflecting the economic transformation, meant that a hardening of
opposition in the Reichstag had to be reckoned with before any
calming effect of the naval build-up would be felt. In order to curtail
parliament’s budgetary influence, Tirpitz resorted to two statutory
provisions. First, the Navy Law determined the number of capital
ships to be built and held in commission, and second, it specified the
time after which individual ships had to be automatically replaced.
In the end, this came down to twenty years for all capital ships.9

8 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –, –, –, –, –; id., ‘Des Kaisers
Flotte und die Revolutionierung des Mächtesystems vor ’, in John C. G. Röhl
(ed.), Der Ort Kaiser Wilhelms II. in der deutschen Geschichte (Munich, ), –, at
–, –.

9 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –; id., ‘Des Kaisers Flotte’, –.



  

These statutory provisions were supplemented by calculations of
long-term monetary requirements appended initially to the Navy
Law, later occasionally also to specific naval estimates. Once the
Reichstag had accepted these figures, the naval administration could
rely on these calculations being approved in the years to come.10

Yet these measures in themselves would not have done the trick.
The expansion of the fleet was coupled with a difficult, yet essen-
tial, compromise on taxes designated to finance it, while taking
into account diverse agrarian, industrial, and commercial interests.
Only if the naval estimates in principle stayed within the limits of
the available revenues was there any real prospect of a permanent
authorization (Äternat ) for proper ships, ultimately removing parlia-
mentary influence over naval matters. This scheme was based on
a number of preconditions, three of which should be stressed. Of
paramount importance, first, was a steady building rate of three
capital ships per year, which Tirpitz, with one notable exception,
doggedly tried to secure. Second, it was assumed that the economic
upturn would stabilize and provide rising revenues. This would al-
low additional funds to be approved in case technical improvements
made this necessary. The Reichstag would be compelled on moral
grounds to grant funds, since parliament could not afford to provide
only inferior matériel. Third, in principle the cost of individual
vessels had to be kept within the range set by the capital ship type of
earlier years. If these conditions were met, there would be no need
to tackle the difficult tax regime, and the budgetary lever of the
Navy Law could be expected to work against the Reichstag—and
the Houses of Parliament.11

The fourth proposition explains the failure of the scheme in
terms of its preconditions, which exposed the Tirpitz Plan to British
moves thwarting its execution. It was the very framework that the
German naval build-up had to operate in that apparently made it so
difficult for later historians (such as Berghahn) not to view Britain’s
transition to the technologically superior dreadnought type as a
masterstroke designed to ruin the Imperial Navy (which, in fact, it
was not) before it could acquire truly menacing dimensions. Until

10 For the role attached to the monetary requirements calculations see Berghahn,
Der Tirpitz-Plan, , –.

11 Ibid. –, –; Volker R. Berghahn, ‘Der Tirpitz-Plan und die Krisis des
preußisch-deutschen Herrschaftssytems’, in Herbert Schottelius and Wilhelm Deist
(eds.), Marine und Marinepolitik im kaiserlichen Deutschland – (Düsseldorf, ),
–, at –.
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HMS Dreadnought was laid down, the expansion of the German
fleet proceeded steadily. Afterwards Tirpitz took a gamble and
rather reluctantly followed Britain’s lead by radically improving
the ship type. While also coming under considerable domestic
pressure, which endangered the long-term prospects of his Plan,
the State Secretary increased the building rate for four years to
four ships per annum. These two modifications not only doubled
the naval estimates (between  and ),12 but also jeopardized
the stabilization of the three-ship building rate in the outer years
from  onwards. Britain had redefined the parameters of the
contest in which it could bring its superior financial and industrial
resources to bear by turning the quantitative arms race the German
side had banked on into a qualitative competition. Eventually the
Reich lost this race, despite the huge naval outlays Tirpitz’s policies
had exacted from the German budget. The armaments measures
Britain resorted to signalled its alienation from Germany, which,
in addition to its rapprochement with France () and Russia
(), resulted in the isolation of the German Empire. In Berlin
this development was perceived as an Einkreisung while, in fact, it
proved to be an Auskreisung since the Tirpitz Plan had led to the
British measures in the first place.13

II. The Established Narrative under Review

Berghahn’s analysis of the Tirpitz Plan won widespread acclaim.14

Michael Epkenhans, for instance, used the understanding Berghahn
had arrived at as a tool for his own study of the period from
 to , which Berghahn had omitted. While broadening
the scope by integrating an analysis of the military–industrial
complex, Epkenhans impressively confirmed Berghahn’s findings.15

12 According to the figures provided by Peter-Christian Witt, Die Finanzpolitik des
Deutschen Reiches von  bis : Eine Studie zur Innenpolitik des wilhelminischen Deutschland
(Lübeck, ), –, Germany’s naval outlays increased from . million marks in
 to . million marks in .

13 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –, , –, , ; id., Das Kaiserreich,
–.

14 For a brief survey of Berghahn’s analysis and its subsequent reception see
‘Introduction’, in Matthew S. Seligmann, Frank Nägler, and Michael Epkenhans (eds.),
The Naval Route to the Abyss: The Anglo-German Naval Race – (Farnham, ),
pp. xv–xlix, at xliii–xlviii.

15 Michael Epkenhans, Die wilhelminische Flottenrüstung –: Weltmachtstreben,
industrieller Fortschritt, soziale Integration (Munich, ), –, –.



  

Yet Berghahn’s work also met with a broad range of criticism. The
concept of a ‘secondary integration’ associated with the issue of a
German Sonderweg was questioned,16 as was, in more general terms,
the influence ascribed to domestic considerations.17 One of the most
elaborate criticisms was published by Rolf Hobson, who added an
aspect which, notwithstanding its relevance, had been overlooked
so far.

Hobson’s findings were based on an extensive, in-depth ana-
lysis of the development of naval strategic thinking in the age of
imperialism.18 In particular, he raised a question left untouched
by Berghahn when he discussed the reasonable defensive needs of
Germany’s maritime security within the context of the maritime
balance of power legally expressed in the provisions of international
maritime law.19 And he revisited the traits considered to be unique
to Wilhelmine navalism by comparing them with contemporary
developments in Russia and Austria-Hungary which, according
to Hobson, produced a similar ‘semi-absolutist navalism’. And he
re-examined its alleged links with the Sammlung .20 Hobson’s conclu-
sions tell a different story about the origins of the Tirpitz Plan, the
particulars of its anti-British bias, and the mechanism by which it
worked towards Anglo-German estrangement or Auskreisung .

Concerning the origins of the Tirpitz Plan, Berghahn identified
the crisis of Prusso-German constitutionalism and the resulting
policies of ‘secondary integration’ as the principal motive behind
its inception and implementation.21 Hobson flatly refuted this pro-
position, maintaining first that a very particular reading by Tirpitz
of Alfred Thayer Mahan’s writings was the main determinant of
his Plan, while its prime motive came from ‘an expansionist under-
standing of world politics’, presumably backed up ‘by bureaucratic
self-interest’. The confidence that the Emperor had placed in his
State Secretary enabling the Plan to be implemented over a long
period was also unique, while a ‘social imperialist policy of domestic

16 David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, The Peculiarities of German History: Bourgeois
Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford, ).

17 Michael Salewski, Tirpitz: Aufstieg — Macht — Scheitern (Göttingen, ).
18 Much of Hobson’s study is a comprehensive examination of the workings and

corresponding theories of sea power in the later nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. See Rolf Hobson, Imperialism at Sea: Naval Strategic Thought, the Ideology of Sea
Power and the Tirpitz Plan, – (Boston, ), –. 19 Ibid. –.

20 Ibid. –, quotation at .
21 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –, –.
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stabilization’ played at most a minor part.22 Without going into too
much detail, it should be noted that any examination of the domestic
peculiarities of the German naval build-up should take into account
the constitutional framework within which the State Secretary had
to operate. The legacies of the botched revolution of – and the
Prussian army conflict had left an enduring mark on the political
system. The aimed-for Äternat , resting on a permanent building
rate of three capital ships per year, reflected at least the latter and
was definitely central to the Tirpitz Plan. This budgetary device
to which Tirpitz determinedly aspired had an anti-parliamentary
purpose.23 One might object that Eckart Kehr, whose historio-
graphical approach Berghahn frankly admitted he was very much
indebted to,24 had given an account according to which the leader
of the Centre Party (Zentrum), Ernst Lieber, had introduced the
squadron principle into the Navy Law. Thus an important tool,
which Tirpitz later claimed had curtailed the influence the Reich-
stag could exert,25 actually originated from parliament itself. This
cannot obscure the fact, however, that the ‘permanent entitlement
to funds [Äternisierung] for the construction of replacement ships’
coupled with the three-ship construction rate represented a ‘truly
great sacrifice froma parliamentary point of view’ that was intended,
as Tirpitz put it in November , to secure ‘a continued systematic
development’ of the navy even ‘at times when the political climate
is adverse to the allotment of funds’.26 Berghahn may have put too
much stress on the concept of ‘secondary integration’ and he may

22 Hobson, Imperialism at Sea,  (quotations); see also , –.
23 Cf. Patrick J. Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy (Bloomington, Ind., ),

–. Kelly casts doubt on an interpretation Berghahn allegedly offered concerning
the exclusion of parliamentary influence on the navy by the Äternat . But his criticism
might be based on a misreading of Berghahn’s propositions. According to Berghahn,
the Äternat could only be considered as secured if the construction programme rested
entirely on the replacement article of the Navy Law. This granted, it would still require
a combination of legal obligation and moral commitment not to provide for inferior
ships. See Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –, –, –.

24 Ibid. .
25 Eckart Kehr, Schlachtflottenbau und Parteipolitik –: Versuch eines Querschnitts

durch die innenpolitischen, sozialen und ideologischen Voraussetzungen des deutschen Imperialismus
(Berlin, ), –. Grand-Admiral [Alfred] von Tirpitz, My Memoirs,  vols. (London,
), i. .

26 ‘Admiral von Tirpitz, Memorandum for the Chancellor’,  Nov. , in
Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the Abyss, –, at ,
. A slightly different draft of the memorandum is printed in Volker R. Berghahn
and Wilhelm Deist (eds.), Rüstung im Zeichen der wilhelminischen Weltpolitik: Grundlegende
Dokumente – (Düsseldorf, ), –.



  

have overrated the social implications of the naval build-up, but he
assembled a wealth of documentary evidence to support his thesis of
the anti-parliamentary direction of Tirpitz’s naval policies. Yet the
issue of domestic origins need not be addressed here in detail since
it is only indirectly connected to the link between the Tirpitz Plan
and Auskreisung which is being scrutinized here. Pertinent to this is
an examination of the substance of the anti-British thrust inherent
in the risk fleet.

According to Berghahn, the threat to Britain posed by the Imper-
ial Navy was not only intended to be but was, in fact, real. Linking
parts of its operational doctrines embodied in ‘Dienstschrift IX’ with
the : ratio in capital ships which the risk fleet was projected to
achieve, Berghahn, notwithstanding some scattered references to
German strategic fallacies, credits Tirpitz’s schemewith themilitary
capability the State Secretary had confidentially announced that it
possessed. It had sufficient power to deter the British adversary,
or even to defeat it under certain favourable circumstances. These
advantageous conditions focused on a defensive battle fought in
the vicinity of the German Bight.27 Hobson arrived at exactly the
opposite conclusion. To achieve this, inter alia he took into account
the new findings concerning the policies of Admiral Sir John Fisher
(First Sea Lord –), which will be examined later. Basing his
findings partly on these insights, he concluded that the risk fleet did
not pose so much of a threat to British naval dominance as previous
historiographymight have suggested, with theAdmiralty apparently
aware of the constraints affecting German naval capabilities.28 His
main argument, however, indeed reflecting his very topic, rests on
an analysis of German naval doctrine and its relation to the security
needs of Germany as a rising industrial power.

As such, Germany needed assured links with overseas markets

27 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –, –. Berghahn mentions the British
change from close to distant blockade only in passing, apparently considering this to
be of secondary importance to the material naval arms race. See ibid. , where the
distant or wide blockade is briefly mentioned but not elaborated on in the further
discussion; see also id., ‘Der Tirpitz-Plan und die Krisis’, .

28 Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, –, , –. See also Eva Besteck, Die trügerische
‘First Line of Defence’: Zum deutsch-britischen Wettrüsten vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg. Mit einem
Anhang ‘Taktische und Strategische Dienstschriften des Oberkommandos der Marine. Nr. IX:
Allgemeine Erfahrungen aus den Manövern der Herbstübungs-Flotte’ (Freiburg i.Br., ),
–. Focusing on a comparison of German and British armaments policies, this study
arrives at a similar conclusion, for which it considered in more detail the revisionists’
account of Admiral Fisher’s armaments measures.
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which would provide vital supplies in wartime. The foundations of
Germany’s maritime security were already in place before Tirpitz
was appointed State Secretary, and it appears to Hobson that the
leadership of the Reich at that point had arrived at a tentative under-
standing of the structure of this foundation and its workings. The
maritime security of any secondary naval power such as Germany
rested on international law backed up by the maritime balance of
power. The navies of the secondary naval powers contributed to this
by providing a counterweight to the dominant Royal Navy. In order
to gain from this attainable maritime security, Germany first had to
maintain a second-rate navy capable of breaking a close blockade,
the only kind sanctioned by international law. The Imperial Navy’s
armaments programme envisaged a moderate fleet of this sort in
the First Navy Law of . And, second, Germany had to refrain
from all measures which could endanger the will of other secondary
naval powers to uphold maritime law against infringements of their
own rights by the Royal Navy. Therein lay the insurance against
Britain resorting to an illegal yet brutally effective wide blockade.
Standing on its own, Germany’s inferior naval power would be
helpless against such a menace because it could not wrest command
of the sea from the Royal Navy.29

According to Hobson, in drawing up ‘Dienstschrift IX’, Tirpitz
himself came to recognize the helpless position an inferior navy
was in because of the very nature of naval warfare.30 Thus Tirpitz’s
later claim (so runs Hobson’s argument) crediting the inferior
risk fleet with a deterrent capability flatly contradicted his previous
understanding. Earlier doctrinewould have coupled deterrencewith
the capability to secure command of the sea, which in turn required
a considerable margin of superiority. While borrowing from Alfred
T. Mahan the navalist notion that a navy ‘“commensurate” with
Germany’s overseas interests . . . would provide the necessary
protection for their further growth’, Tirpitz neglected the precept
once shared with the very same Mahan, specifying the imperative of
a superior fleet to seize the strategic offensive and to win command
of the sea. Thus Tirpitz substituted ideology for strategy. By doing
so, he provided Germany with a risk fleet which, even according
to the standards previously attained, was incapable of doing what
it was tasked and advertised to do. Reiterating historical research,

29 Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, –, –, –. 30 Ibid. –.



  

for example by Nicolai Lambi31 and Paul M. Kennedy,32 Hobson
pointed to the risk fleet’s inability to threaten British command
of the sea. At the same time, in his quest for ‘absolute security’,
Tirpitz quit the framework of the maritime balance of power, which
had provided the necessary complement to the second-rate navy
aimed at by the First Navy Law and with which the doctrine of
the strategic offensive was compatible as long as Germany did not
embark on a challenge to Britain on its own.33 This departure might
be considered a self-inflicted isolation with regard to the maritime
balance of power, an Auskreisung in a different international context
and preceding the Auskreisung .

Regarding the Auskreisung proper, Hobson nonetheless acknow-
ledges its link to German naval expansion. The Tirpitz Plan un-
doubtedly evoked distrust in Britain and poisoned the atmosphere
between the two nations.34 And it is likewise beyond question that
the scheme tried to achieve British acceptance of Germany’s rise to
world power status bymeans of a naval arms build-up.35 Yet whereas
Berghahn unequivocally assigned the main responsibility for Ger-
many’s deteriorating stance to the naval armaments programme,
thus charging it with (albeit ‘indirect’) responsibility for the outbreak
of the First World War,36 Hobson saw German naval expansion as
having a less clear-cut role. The risk fleet certainly did not in itself
constitute a severe enough threat to British security to warrant a
resort to arms while siding with France and Russia. Because of its
strategic inconsistencies, the German naval challenge appears to be
more of a hollow threat. Whereas the real threat to British security
related to the suspicion imputing to Germany a quest for hegemony
over Europe to be achieved by the execution of the Schlieffen Plan,

31 Ivo Nikolai Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics – (Boston, ),
.

32 Paul M. Kennedy, ‘Maritime Strategieprobleme der deutsch-englischen Flottenri-
valität’, in Schottelius and Deist (eds.), Marine und Marinepolitik, –, at –. For
critical positions emanating from naval circles see Karl Galster, Welche Seekriegs-Rüstung
braucht Deutschland? (Berlin, ); Wolfgang Wegener, Die Seestrategie des Weltkrieges
(Berlin, ); Edward Wegener, ‘Die Tirpitzsche Seestrategie’, in Schottelius and Deist
(eds.), Marine und Marinepolitik, –.

33 Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, , –, –, –, –, –, –;
quotations in this paragraph at , . 34 Ibid. , .

35 Ibid. –, , , .
36 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, : ‘By now it is a generally accepted view that

prior to every other factor Germany’s naval policy is to be held responsible for an
aggravation of foreign affairs and thus indirectly for the outbreak of the First World
War’ (author’s translation). See also ibid. .
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the risk fleet merely served to feed these allegations. According to
Hobson, it did not represent a threat to British naval dominance at
all.37 Barring the ability to ‘protect against invasion’,38 what military
capability could be ascribed to the risk fleet?

Although the risk fleet did not live up to the standards set by
‘Dienstschrift IX’, which had demanded the capability to go for
the strategic offensive, German naval authorities did not consider
the planned fleet, or even the fleet already at hand, to be a mere
paper tiger. This is probably because of the emphasis they placed
on the littorals, which was very much in line with naval doctrine.
Two world wars demonstrated the paramount importance of trans-
oceanic links and thus of the oceans proper as the true battleground
of naval warfare. But this experience was not part of the pre-Great
War world of Tirpitz and his contemporaries. At their time the
littorals had a significant part to play in naval strategy. And this
was by no means unique to German naval thinking. At the turn
of the century the ideas developed by the Jeune École could still
claim international attention. The better known of its two pillars
was a devastating commerce warfare, preying ruthlessly on the
opponent’s shipping lanes. That is what submarines, for instance,
did during the world wars, and it looks familiar to modern eyes. But
this was only one component. The other consisted of an equally
ruthless campaign against the hostile coast, which nowadays tends
to be overshadowed by the actuality of the first leg.39 In German
naval doctrine the littorals even figured to some extent as the central
battlegroundof anynavalwarfare. ‘Dienstschrift IX’ explicitly stated
that war at sea tends to concentrate on the coast, leaving open only
the question of whether one’s own or the hostile littorals would
become the theatre of decisive naval actions.40 This emphasis on
littorals appears to be the reason for Germany’s assumption, crucial
to the validity of the Risk Theory,41 that a superior British fleet
would be forced to give battle under circumstances unfavourable

37 Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, –. 38 Ibid. .
39 On this doctrine see Arne Roksund, The Jeune École: The Strategy of the Weak

(Leiden, ), –.
40 ‘Taktische und Strategische Dienstschriften des Oberkommandos der Marine.

Nr. IX: Allgemeine Erfahrungen aus den Manövern der Herbstübungs-Flotte’ (
June ), in Besteck, Die trügerische ‘First Line of Defence’ , –, at –. For the
background of contemporary naval thinking one could also point to British influence.
See ibid. –; Christian Rödel, Krieger, Denker, Amateure: Alfred von Tirpitz und das
Seekriegsbild vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg (Stuttgart, ), –, , –, –.

41 Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, .



  

to it—that is, close to the German coast. It seemed very much in
favour in German concepts of naval warfare, thus justifying, at least
in this respect, the reproach addressed later to the Imperial Navy’s
leadership that it had succumbed to schemes suitable only for land
warfare.42

Turning to key witnesses for German naval thinking, one cer-
tainly comes across Curt Freiherr von Maltzahn. This naval officer
had lectured on naval strategy before being appointed Head of the
Naval College (Marineakademie) in , charged with undertaking
an ambitious programme to improve this institution. Although he
had to resign from active service by  because of his views,
which dissented from those of the State Secretary, he continued
to be considered an eminent naval scholar and was appreciated
by the Imperial Navy for the service his studies and publications
provided.43 In  he revealed an understanding of naval warfare
that came close to a ‘territorialization’ of that matter, conceiving a
naval campaign in terms of a campaign on land. Presenting naval
warfare as essentially bridging former peacetime borders by means
of ‘conquest’ (‘Eroberung des trennenden Zwischenraumes’),44 he
described the logic by which a Royal Navy close blockade became
something of a necessity. The essence of naval strategy was first to
gain command of the sea, by either destroying or closely blockading
the enemy’s fleet, thereby extending one’s own peacetime borders
to meet the opponent’s peacetime borders. By adding the sea previ-
ously held in common to one’s own exclusive sphere of command,
the peacetime gap between the enemies would be bridged and
provide the basis for the means forcing the enemy’s will to be ap-
plied. This involved a number of possible courses of action, such as
raiding coastal installations, or destroying the opponent’s commerce
by blockade and/or cruiser warfare. At the same time, one’s own
coasts and lines of communication by sea would be secured against
hostile interferences. And attacking the enemy’s shore and harbour
installations threatened not only his interests located directly on the
coast, but also his wider economy, as a vital communications link
would be destroyed.

Tirpitz himself repeatedly identified the British coast as an area

42 See Wegener, ‘Die Tirpitzsche Seestrategie’, –.
43 Petter, ‘Deutsche Flottenrüstung’, –.
44 Curt Freiherr von Maltzahn, ‘Das Meer als Operationsfeld und als Kampffeld’,

Marine-Rundschau,  (), –, –, at –, .
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of operations where it should be possible to influence British moves
in accordance with German wishes. In  he suggested this as a
kind of stopgap measure.45 In  he viewed a similar course of
action with increased confidence.46 Later he predicted that if the
British chose a distant position for a blockade, the German battle
fleet would be free to roam the North Sea at will and to raid the
English coast.47 Meanwhile the Admiralty Staff (Admiralstab) had
established a link between the threat the German battle fleet posed
to the British coast and an incentive for the British navy to deploy
sizeable forces close to the German coast. In  Admiral Wilhelm
Büchsel, chief of staff from  to , noted in a memorandum
on an Anglo-German war that the British might elect to deploy
the bulk of their fleet in a position some miles to the north-west of
Heligoland, leaving only light forces in the vicinity of German bases.
He considered this rather improbable, however, not least because of
the presumed necessity to block German advances against British
coastal areas. He therefore regarded a close blockade enforced
by parts of the British main body as the most probable course
of action.48 Later plans prepared by the Admiralty Staff stopped
reckoning with the bulk of British naval forces being deployed close
to the German bases. Yet these plans still assumed observation
forces stationed off the German coast, as the Admiralty Staff, for
instance, did in winter –. These observation forces could in
turn be attacked, thus creating a need for stronger covering forces.
This interaction would set off an escalating mechanism until the
threshold for the hoped-for major fleet encounter had been crossed.

45 Tirpitz to Albrecht von Stosch,  Feb. , in Berghahn and Deist (eds.), Rüstung
im Zeichen der wilhelminischen Weltpolitik, –, at .

46 Tirpitz to State Secretary Oswald Freiherr von Richthofen,  Dec., quoted
in Walther Hubatsch, Der Admiralstab und die obersten Marinebehörden in Deutschland
– (Frankfurt a.M., ), .

47 Tirpitz to Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow,  Apr. , in Johannes Lepsius,
Albrecht Mendelssohn Bartholdy, and Friedrich Thimme (eds.), Die Große Politik der
europäischen Kabinette –, xxiii/ (Berlin, ), –, at . See also Besteck, Die
trügerische ‘First Line of Defence’ , –. British naval observers reporting from Germany
also identified German raids on Britain’s east coast as a possible course of action to
be reckoned with. See e.g. the observations by Captain (RN) Philip Dumas, Germany
N. A., Report /,  Jan. , in Matthew S. Seligmann (ed.), Naval Intelligence from
Germany: The Reports of the British Naval Attachés in Berlin, – (Aldershot, ),
–, at –; Dumas implicitly referred to a precautionary measure when he pointed
to the deployment of a British cruiser force in an observational role.

48 ‘Chief of the Admiralty Staff, Memorandum concerning Warfare against England.
.—O.P. II.—’, Mar. , in Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval
Route to the Abyss, –, at –.



  

At the same time, ‘the English coast’ along with ‘the most important
English shipping areas’ remained the key objectives (albeit this time
supplemented by ‘the ports of disembarkation of the English Army
on the continent’) the threat to which would achieve maximum
effect if the German battle fleet were deployed in the German
Bight.49 Both notions—that the German navy could pose a threat
to the British coast, and that British forces were certainly to be
reckoned with off the German naval bases—continued to feature
prominently in German naval planning down to the outbreak of
the war.50 Considering these prospects, it seems there is still a case
to be made for the notion that the German navy was set to adopt
a stance which threatened British interests. To concede a potential
threat, however, does not imply that the British reacted in the way
that Berghahn presents.

III. The Effects of the Revisionist/Post-Revisionist Debate

Turning to the British reaction, we must first look at the date when it
actually began. Proponents of an early British reaction, in the –
 time-frame at the latest, found it difficult to reconcile this with
British armaments policy at least. As for the Dreadnought , Berghahn
himself added a caveat: even if this ship had not been conceived
with a specific German challenge in mind, it did in fact work to meet
precisely that menace.51 Still, he maintained that after the German
naval threat had become apparent to British leaders by  (!), they
responded to it by resorting to a rapprochement with France and
involving Germany in a qualitative naval arms race.52 Others also
pointed to the redeployment of the Royal Navy, strenghtening the

49 ‘The Chief of the Admiralty Staff to the Commander-in-Chief of the High Seas
Fleet’,  Dec. , in Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the
Abyss, –, at .

50 The Chief of the Admiralty Staff to the Commander-in-Chief of the High Seas
Forces,  July , ‘Operationsbefehl für den Nordseekriegsschauplatz’, in Gerhard
Granier (ed.), Die deutsche Seekriegsleitung im Ersten Weltkrieg: Dokumentation,  vols.
(Koblenz, –), i. –. See also Frank Nägler, ‘Operative und strategische
Vorstellungen der Kaiserlichen Marine vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg’, in Michael
Epkenhans, Jörg Hillmann, and Frank Nägler (eds.), Skagerrakschlacht: Vorgeschichte —
Ereignis — Verarbeitung (Munich, ), –.

51 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –, , ; see also Arthur Jacob Marder, From
the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow: The Royal Navy in the Fisher Era, –,  vols. (London,
–), i. The Road to War, –, .

52 Berghahn, ‘Der Tirpitz-Plan und die Krisis’, .
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fleets in home waters in order to counter the rising German threat.53

Yet later research has come up with a different interpretation of
British naval policy as far as it was shaped by Admiral Fisher, the
First Sea Lord.

Perhaps the most far-reaching reinterpretation was offered by
Nicholas Lambert.54 According to his study, the paramount objec-
tive of Fisher’s reforms was to achieve economies of scale while at
the same time preserving the navy’s versatility, deemed necessary
to meet the demands of a true global power acting independently.
Thus Lambert states that the introduction of a new capital ship
type (in place of the Dreadnought he refers to the battlecruiser, which
combined the Dreadnought ’s armament almost entirely composed
of big guns with the superior speed of the cruiser at the expense
of the battleship’s armour), along with the formation of numerous
destroyer and submarine flotillas and the reorganization of the fleet,
was not particularly aimed at the German challenger. In ,
when Fisher took office as First Sea Lord, ‘he was not unduly con-
cerned by the growth of the German High Seas Fleet’. As Lambert
rather pointedly contends, this state of affairs hardly changed during
Fisher’s term, as ‘the shifts in European diplomatic alignments and
the various changes in the direction of British foreign policy that
occurred after he took office had surprisingly little impact upon his
strategical thinking’. From  to  Fisher ‘remained committed
to the ideal of global naval supremacy and sought to build a fleet
powerful enough to protect Britain’s imperial interests against all
comers’. While Fisher’s first term in office ended before he could
fully implement his ‘naval revolution’, and his failure allowed a
subsequent reversal, the First Lord Sir Winston Churchill (–)
was ready to begin this transformation by , only to be blocked
by the outbreak of the Great War.55

This revision has, in turn, been challenged by even more recent,

53 Marder, The Road to War, –, –, . In a rare observation, Berghahn
also emphasized the significance of the British naval redeployment, only to forgo
further investigation of this issue: Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, .

54 Nicholas A. Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution (Columbia, SC, ).
55 See ibid. –, quotations at –; other notable publications contributing to a

revised understanding of British prewar naval policy are Charles H. Fairbanks, ‘The
Origins of the Dreadnought Revolution: A Historiographical Essay’, International History
Review,  (), –; Jon T. Sumida, In Defence of Naval Supremacy: Finance, Technology
and Naval Policy, – (London, ). See James Goldrick, ‘The Battleship Fleet:
The Test of War, –’, in John R. Hill (ed.), The Oxford Illustrated History of the
Royal Navy (Oxford, ), –, at –.



  

post-revisionist research. Christopher Bell focused on the revisionist
claim, brought forward by Lambert and others, that on the eve of the
First World War the Royal Navy was on the verge of implementing
the revolutionary changes allegedly pursued by Fisher. Bell’s de-
tailed assessment of the Admiralty’s naval power standards and the
established procurement procedures renders it difficult to maintain
this second part of the revisionists’ argument. Turning to the first
‘pillar’ of Lambert’s proposition (the concept of flotilla defence and
the British Admiralty’s alleged move to replace the battleship in its
home defence role by flotilla craft), Bell demonstrates that, by ,
Churchill was prepared ‘to adopt a form of “flotilla defence”’, but
only in the Mediterranean as ‘a secondary theatre of operations,
and primarily as a means to strengthen Britain’s concentration of
capital ships in the critical North Sea theatre’, thereby affirming ‘the
Admiralty’s faith in the battleship in the main and decisive theatre’.
Likewise, a substitution of submarines for one or two battleships
had definitely not been decided upon.

As for the controversy concerning this second part of the revi-
sionist argument—with Churchill obviously acting in the face of an
emerging German threat—it does not appear to be in dispute that
by  a German naval challenge represented a primary issue for
the British naval leadership (whereas there is no agreement as to the
means chosen by the Admiralty in order to tackle it). Though Bell’s
observations therefore may seem to have little bearing on the topic
presently in hand, they still matter when it comes to judging the
impact German naval armaments had on Britain’s place as an inde-
pendently acting sea power and they will be briefly revisited at the
end of this essay. Bell’s initial criticism, however, which provoked a
lively and ongoing debate, explicitly did not doubt the first part of the
revisionist reinterpretation concerning the First Sea Lord’s attempt
generally to preserve Britain’s global naval supremacy by exploiting
novel capabilities associated with battlecruisers and flotilla craft.56

56 Christopher M. Bell, ‘Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution Reconsidered: Winston
Churchill at the Admiralty, –’, War in History,  (), –, at –, –;
Nicholas A. Lambert, ‘On Standards: A Reply to Christopher Bell’, War in History, 
(), –; Christopher M. Bell, ‘On Standards and Scholarship: A Response to
Nicholas Lambert’, War in History,  (), –. For differing accounts of British
naval policy during the years preceding the First World War see also Christopher M.
Bell, Churchill and Sea Power (Oxford, ), –; and Nicholas A. Lambert, Planning
Armageddon: British Economic Warfare and the First World War (Cambridge, Mass., ),
reiterating his views at –, for instance.
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This part, which covers the initiation of the alleged ‘naval revolu-
tion’ and the first moves to implement it, clearly relegates the then
German naval challenge to a secondary concern of the Admiralty.
Yet this part has also come under serious post-revisionist questioning
from different quarters,57 with Bell meanwhile apparently having
joined this camp. Post-revisionist criticism extending to serious
methodological issues now tends to undermine the case of the revi-
sionists (who, in turn, have raised similar concerns while addressing
their opponents).58 The direction this debate has taken suggests,
however, that it will not result in just a mere reassertion of the
pre-revisionist narrative, as revisionists and post-revisionists appear
to agree on one specific, yet possibly crucial, element of the battle-
cruiser concept which embodies the second ‘pillar’ of the revisionist
argument. As the competition to produce capital ships seems to re-
present themost prominent feature of theAnglo-Germannaval arms
race, the views of Matthew Seligmann as to the revisionists’ account
of Fisher’s battlecruiser concept appear to be of particular concern.

According to the revisionist proposition, the battlecruiser was to
supersede the battleship, capable of hunting down commerce des-
troyers and engaging the enemy battle line in fleet actions overseas.59

Seligmann disputes this interpretation of Fisher’s capital ship plans,
stating that the battlecruiser originated from the desire to guard
against the fast German passenger liners which were supposed to
be employed in wartime as armed merchant cruisers. This required
a large and fast cruiser with great endurance, limited armour, and
heavier (though not the heaviest) ordnance. Although the arma-
ment mounted on the first two classes of this type was certainly
highly excessive for their role of protecting trade, their mission
was not to engage in a fleet action.60 Seligmann does not accept

57 See e.g. David Morgan-Owen, ‘“History is a Record of Exploded Ideas”: Sir John
Fisher and Home Defence, –’, International History Review,  (), –;
Shawn T. Grimes, Strategy and War Planning in the British Navy, – (Woodbridge,
), –; Matthew Seligmann, ‘Switching Horses: The Admiralty’s Recognition of
the Threat from Germany, –’, International History Review,  (), –.
For further publications by Seligmann see below.

58 Nicholas A. Lambert, ‘Righting the Scholarship: The Battlecruiser in History
and Historiography’, Historical Journal ,  (), –; Christopher M. Bell, ‘The
Myth of a Naval Revolution by Proxy: Lord Fisher’s Influence on Winston Churchill’s
Naval Policy, –’, Journal of Strategic Studies,  (), –; Matthew S.
Seligmann, ‘Naval History by Conspiracy Theory: The British Admiralty before the
First World War and the Methodology of Revisionism’, Journal of Strategic Studies, 
(), –. 59 Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution, –.

60 Matthew Seligmann, ‘New Weapons for New Targets: Sir John Fisher, the Threat



  

the revisionists’ assertion that the Admiralty under Fisher was not
particularly concerned about the German threat, though the roots
of the Dreadnought design clearly lay in the technological advances of
the age.61 Yet concerning the battlecruisers which the revisionists,
with some justification, viewed as Fisher’s ‘new model armoured
warships’,62 in one aspect the two camps share common ground
(thus allowing the present author to try to have it both ways while
sparing himself the challenge of taking sides more decidedly among
contestants whose expertise in naval matters is well established):
these battlecruisers were not specifically meant to engage the Ger-
man battle fleet. Either the Admiralty well into Fisher’s first term in
office is thought to have held the view that the German High Seas
Fleet did not represent the particular threat against which British
capital ships, including battlecruisers, were to be procured, while the
flotillas would be entirely sufficient to deal with an Anglo-German
contingency anyway (as the revisionists would argue), or the Bri-
tish battlecruisers ‘were definitely not intended . . . to fight other
heavily armed and well-protected warships’ at all (as Seligmann
contends).63 As the sum of the British naval estimates from –
to – provided for one battlecruiser for every two dreadnought
battleships (four battlecruisers as compared to eight battleships), the
battlecruisers’ share of the investment appears sufficiently impres-
sive to merit consideration of how this recent debate blends with
Berghahn’s account of the German naval build-up and its link with
Auskreisung . It seems appropriate first to establish the significance of
the advent of the battlecruiser for the expansion of the German fleet
according to the established narrative, and then to consider how
this account needs to be adjusted, in particular, in view of the link
with Auskreisung .

When size and armament of the British battlecruisers (Invincible
class) became known in the summer of , the German naval ad-
ministration had just accommodated its construction plans to meet
the double challenge presented by the advent of theDreadnought coin-

from Germany, and the Building of HMS Dreadnought and HMS Invincible, –’,
International History Review,  (), –; id., The Royal Navy and the Threat from
Germany, –: Admiralty Plans to Protect British Trade in a War against Germany
(Oxford, ), –.

61 Seligmann, ‘New Weapons for New Targets’, .
62 Nicholas A. Lambert, ‘Admiral Sir John Fisher and the Concept of Flotilla

Defence, –’, Journal of Military History,  (), –, at .
63 Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the Threat from Germany, .
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ciding with a long-planned fleet expansion.64 The cost of a battleship
had risen to . million marks (the monetary requirements calcula-
tion appended to the Navy Law  had reckoned with a battleship
costing  million marks during the period from  to , a limit
which the naval administration was able to adhere to until )
and that of a large cruiser to . million marks (as compared to 
million marks scheduled by the monetary requirements calculation
of ). Still, the newmonetary requirements calculation appended
to the naval estimates of  had been approved by the Reichstag,
allowing the Imperial Navy Office to take it for granted that these
new figures would be accepted in the years to come. At the same time
the Amendment  had increased the statutory establishment of
the fleet to fifty-eight large vessels. As the still inadequate overhaul
of the imperial revenues provided at least temporary respite, plans
were drawn up to achieve the aimed-for strength of sixty large
ships coupled to a statutory twenty-year replacement cycle to be
applied to all capital ships. These measures were to have been the
objective of the next (and possibly final) Amendment to be tabled by
–, providing for a continuous three-ship building rate.65 News
of the Invincible class supplemented by rumours that the British
navy would soon increase size and armament of the next class of
battleships thoroughly derailed these plans. Barely one year later,
by summer , Tirpitz had already been forced to revoke some
of the most basic principles he had hitherto staunchly defended. He
decided in favour of the Amendment , which would increase
the construction rate to four large ships per annum for four years,
thus jeopardizing in the medium term the long-held aim of securing
a continuous building rate of three ships. For the first time he had
given in to the proposals of the Imperial NavyOffice’s General Navy
Department, which had repeatedly pleaded for large cruisers to be

64 Unless otherwise noted the following two paragraphs draw on Berghahn, Der
Tirpitz-Plan, –, –. For the following see also the editorial introduction
‘Obstacles, Success and Risks: The German Navy –’, in Seligmann, Nägler,
and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the Abyss, –, at –, .

65 See ‘Entwurf einer Novelle zum Gesetze, betreffend die deutsche Flotte’,  Jan.
, Verhandlungen des Reichstages, clxxvi. –, at , –; ‘Imperial Navy
Office, Budget Division, Draft of a Memorandum concerning the Further Development
of the Navy’, May , in Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route
to the Abyss, –, at –, ; for the actual costs of the battleships and large
cruisers see Axel Grießmer, Große Kreuzer der Kaiserlichen Marine –: Konstruktionen
und Entwürfe im Zeichen des Tirpitz Plans (Bonn, ), ; for the inadequate overhaul
of the imperial revenues see Witt, Die Finanzpolitik des Deutschen Reiches, –.



  

provided with a battle line capability. For military reasons, and on
other grounds that reflected the very structure of the Navy Law,
the State Secretary had consistently opposed such a move. Since
 it had been ruled that battleships were to be procured in the
largest numbers possible. Therefore large cruisers, representing the
other large vessel stipulated by the Navy Law, had to be kept to
the minimum required in terms of numbers, size, and capabilities,
which precluded their suitability for fighting in the battle line. Now,
however, Tirpitz’s decisions regarding the ‘large cruiser ’ made
this type equal to the ‘battleships –’ in terms of size, cost, and
calibre (though not number) of the main artillery (while, of course,
being faster and less well armoured). This came dangerously close
to blurring the distinction between the two types, thus endangering
the internal framework of the Navy Law (and so the Law itself ).
Furthermore, the deplorable state of the imperial finances notwith-
standing, the cost of the large cruiser, which as recently as spring
 was projected to reach  million marks (battleship:  million
marks) by , already stood at . million marks by  and
was scheduled to rise to  million marks for the large cruiser to
be started in  (battleship:  million marks).66 To sum up, given
the sheer scale of the upheavals, the advent of the battlecruiser may
be considered to have produced an impact on the German naval
expansion even larger than that resulting from the introduction of
the Dreadnought the year before.

It must be admitted that these developments were to a large
extent framed by the domestic conditions under which Tirpitz had
to operate. The substantial improvements to be applied to the
‘battleships ’ along with the associated increase in costs would
help restore some of the differences between the battleship type and
large cruiser type essentially presupposed by the Navy Law. Above
all, the dissolution of the Reichstag ahead of schedule in December

66 For the basic principles see the memorandum drawn up by Tirpitz in June–July
: ‘Allgemeine Gesichtspunkte bei der Feststellung unserer Flotte nach Schiffsklassen
und Schiffstypen’; English translation printed in Jonathan Steinberg, Yesterday’s Deterrent:
Tirpitz and the Birth of the German Battle Fleet (London, ), –; for the plans
and figures see ‘Imperial Navy Office, Budget Division, Draft of a Memorandum
concerning the Further Development of the Navy’, May , in Seligmann, Nägler,
and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the Abyss, –, at ; Berghahn, Der
Tirpitz-Plan, ; Grießmer, Große Kreuzer , ; see ibid. – for design considerations
concerning the ‘large cruiser ’, including the issue of the difference between
battleship and large cruiser. For an easy comparison of the respective types see the
data provided by Marder, The Road to War, –, –.
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 and the subsequent polls in January  forced the Imperial
Navy Office not only to consider relying on other parties, but also
to take account of the shift in the electoral cycle. The Amendment
by which the crucial (last) step was to be taken (providing for a total
of sixty large ships, all of which were to be replaced every twenty
years) was originally planned to be tabled in the – time-frame.
Under the changed conditions this schedule would have brought
it dangerously close to the date of the next poll ( January ),
which would have rendered ineffective the threat of dissolution on
which the government had to count in order to overcome serious
parliamentary opposition. The possible need to come up with a
revised monetary requirements calculation again in – would
further harm the naval administration’s position. If introduced as
originally envisaged, the risks for the Amendment loomed large. For
the continuation of the three-ship rate (two battleships, one large
cruiser) a deferral had to be ruled out. Since it would be detrimental
to the Imperial Navy Office’s credibility if it introduced a costly
Amendment shortly after it had presented an already challenging
new monetary requirements calculation superseding the one it had
submitted only two years before, the only option considered viable
was tomove the date of the introduction forward and couple a rather
meagre Amendment (reduced to a lowering of the statutory service
life) with a substantial new monetary requirements calculation—a
move for which, as the Head of the Administrative Department
remarked, while not judging military needs, an improvement of the
battleships’ main artillery might prove advantageous.67 Whereas
the prospects for the new monetary requirements calculation to be
signed off by parliament looked good, however, a majority could
not be secured for an Amendment to be approved as early as ,
whose effects would, under the current three-ship rate, come into
force only in –. Tirpitz therefore gave in to demands to make
the Amendment stipulating a statutory twenty-year service life for
all large ships effective immediately upon its passage by accelerating
the building rate for four years to four ships annually.

Thus domestic circumstances definitely shaped Germany’s naval
armaments policies in the crucial years –. However, it is diffi-
cult to imagine Tirpitz committing to such a hazardous undertaking

67 ‘Rear Admiral Capelle, Draft to be submitted to the State Secretary of the
Imperial Navy Office’,  Feb. , in Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The
Naval Route to the Abyss, –.



  

without the challenge that the advent of the Invincible class (and the
reported improvement in the next British battleships) had presented.
Berghahn, fittingly, described the British moves as ‘countermeas-
ures’ to the German battle fleet expansion, which in turn required
Tirpitz to respond in kind for military reasons.68 Given what the
revisionists had to say about Fisher’s policies in general and the
intended role of the battlecruiser in particular, and what their critic
observed about its origin and purpose, neither was the introduction
of this capital ship motivated by the German battle fleet expansion,
nor would these ships, at least according to Seligmann, have justified
an improvement in the opposing battle fleet in order to engage them.
So what kind of threat did the battlecruiser represent in the views of
the Imperial Navy Office, that it apparently had reason to act upon
its introduction in such a risky and costly way? A look at the con-
ference minutes taken on this issue at the Imperial Navy Office may
provide a somewhat clearer picture. Given the tenacity with which
Tirpitz tried to quell dissenting opinion in the public sphere, these
records of confidential meetings with departmental and divisional
heads reveal a strikingly different atmosphere of rather controversial
debate and frankly voiced dissent.

On  August  the General Navy Department saw the
Invincible class battlecruisers as intended to perform as a battle
line’s fast wing, which would require the Imperial Navy to come up
with a comparable design.69 On  September , when the design
details of the German ‘response’ were to be decided in a conference
at the Imperial Navy Office, Tirpitz ostensibly agreed to this
proposal and resolved to follow the British lead by raising the ‘large
cruiser ’ to the size of the ‘battleships –’, while at the same
time adopting the calibre of the battleships’ main artillery for the
large cruiser as well. Yet there were considerable objections, which
the State Secretary had to overrule. The Construction Department
suggested a repeat of the ‘large cruiser ’ instead of an improved
design (which would have eased the department’s workload, at least
postponed a risky cost increase, and easily preserved the difference
as against the battleships). Citing the British battlecruiser’s already
known weak protection, the Construction Department maintained

68 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, –, .
69 ‘Imperial Navy Office, General Navy Department, Memorandum concerning the

Development of our Battleship and Large Cruiser Types’,  Aug. , in Seligmann,
Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the Abyss, –, at  .
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that a repeat of the ‘large cruiser ’ would suffice to deal with it.
The State Secretary did not dispute this. He conceded that, as far as
the Invincible class was concerned, there was no compellingmilitary
reason to raise the calibre to be mounted on the large cruiser to
almost equal that being fitted on the British battlecruiser, and to copy
the enlargement of the ship as well. Instead of presenting military
considerations, Tirpitz resorted to political ones in order to justify
his change of heart. Apart from the public mood, supposedly still in
favour of naval requests, two of these appeared compelling. First, a
deferral of the improvement would come unfavourably close to the
next polls (at that time still scheduled to take place in January ).
And second, the proposed early introduction of the measure would
provide a welcome lapse of time until the naval administration
would have to come up with the next costly requests which were
already under consideration (two additional battleships, lowering
the statutory replacement age, improvements to the battleship
type).70 All these ‘political’ considerations, however, had a ‘military’
core. For all his ‘political’ reasoning, Tirpitz would not have had
to go to such lengths (revoking some of his own basic principles, at
least for the time being) if he had not perceived a military need to
improve the large cruiser in the foreseeable future. His reasoning
may be put thus: although this requirement had not arisen yet
(because of the known weaknesses of the Invincible), it might present
itself in the years to come when political circumstances could thwart
his moves to satisfy them. Thus in September  the Invincible
was not perceived as an actual challenge but, bearing in mind the
introduction of the Dreadnought , as the precursor of a challenge
which would possibly or even probably have to be faced in the near
future.

A similar pattern of reasoning can be observed with regard to the
decision leading to the improvement of the ‘battleship ’. Based
on unconfirmed reports, the British were suspected of raising the
calibre of the main artillery to be mounted on their  battleships
from the current  in. to . in., while increasing the displacement
of the ships to , tons or even more.71 When the Imperial Navy

70 ‘Imperial Navy Office, Minutes on the Meeting as of  September ,
concerning the Large Cruiser  Project’,  Oct. , in Seligmann, Nägler, and
Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the Abyss, –.

71 ‘Imperial Navy Office, General Navy Department, Memorandum concerning the
Development of our Battleship and Large Cruiser Types’,  Aug. , in Seligmann,
Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the Abyss, –, at –.



  

Office decided on the design of the ‘battleship ’ on  May
, the naval administration resolved to exceed the displacement
of the British battleships to be laid down next (estimated at ,
tons) by more than  per cent (, tons) and, citing a universal
trend (!) for an increase in the main artillery, to mount . cm guns,
although the  cm calibre currently in service was considered to
be up to the task of taking on all known foreign designs.72 As it
turned out, the British competitor did not increase the calibre of
its capital ships’ main artillery with either the – estimates or
the – estimates, but only with the – estimates. Only
then did Britain raise the battleships’ displacement well above the
, ton mark while simultaneously fitting the next battlecruisers
with a limited capability for fleet engagements, and quadrupling
the number of capital ships to be procured as compared to the only
two ships provided for by the previous – estimates.73 This
happened only after the measures Tirpitz had decided on in –
had provoked a British navy scare. So what can be inferred from
this for the link between the Tirpitz Plan and Auskreisung?

First, the revisionist contention that the German battle fleet
expansion did not represent a particular concern to the Admiralty
when Fisher initiated a transformation of the Royal Navy would
obviously go some way towards bringing about a shift to the Anglo-
German action–reaction cycle. The shift to the action–reaction
cycle would be rather less impressive according to Seligmann’s
account. Yet there would still be a change in the thrust of British
‘countermeasures’. A third of Britain’s capital ship investment
between the – and – estimates was not meant to respond
to the German battle fleet expansion. Second, either way, it appears
that Tirpitz acted at least prematurely. The notion that by –
the British naval leadership was as committed as the Germans to
an Anglo-German naval race could not be maintained in the face
of the revisionists’ account, although Lambert has rightly pointed
to revisionist interpretations observing that ‘the Admiralty became
increasingly concerned by the rise of German naval power’.74 And
in any case, responding not to the Invincible’s actual capabilities but

72 ‘Imperial Navy Office, Minutes of the Meeting on  May , concerning the
decision on battleship and large cruiser types for the fiscal year ’, in Seligmann,
Nägler, and Epkenhans (eds.), The Naval Route to the Abyss, –.

73 Marder, The Road to War, –, , .
74 Lambert, ‘Righting the Scholarship’, .
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to some future, anticipated improved capability can only be seen
as premature. This is not to blame the German naval authorities
for getting it wrong with the first British battlecruisers. Given the
confusion among British naval leaders about the proper use of them
which Seligmann observed,75 it appears to have been rather difficult
ever to get it right. The point here is that the German response to
the Invincible reveals a mechanism by which one side, while reacting
to a merely anticipated threat on the other side, only induces its
opponent to make this threat happen.

Tirpitz acted not only prematurely, but also forcefully. His ac-
celeration of the building rate triggered a British reaction which
according to size, composition, and declared purpose unequivocally
represented a response specifically directed against the German
competitor. Starting with the – estimates, the British effec-
tively staved off the German challenge with a crushing construction
programme supplemented by a tightening of ties with France which,
in –, facilitated an even greater concentration of British capi-
tal ships in home waters.76 Thus Tirpitz’s own inability or unwill-
ingness to interpret the British moves in any other framework but
that reflecting the Anglo-German antagonism (with an ever costlier
capital ship competition its proper expression) simply caused the
British to act in the way the State Secretary feared. His apprehen-
sion brought about the feared countermeasures in the first place.
This observation perfectly fits into one particular aspect of Auskrei-
sung as described by Berghahn. Citing Dieter Senghaas’s analysis,
Berghahn pointed to a process marked by the illusion of having to
adapt to a world of foes which, in truth, was only a reflection of one’s
own nightmares and hostile designs. This formative conditionwould
ultimately lead to self-isolation and result in a complete failure to
connect with the realities of the outside world.77 Judging from the
viewpoint that revisionist and post-revisionist interpretations of the
British naval armaments policy have to offer, the case for a German
Auskreisung becomes even more compelling as far as the perspective
of the German actor is concerned. Instead of embodying a reaction
to the German battle fleet expansion, thus at least allowing for the

75 Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the Threat from Germany, –; ibid. , Seligmann
lays part of the blame for the ‘confusion about the purpose of the battle cruiser type’
on a misleading categorization which placed the earlier classes into the same category
as the later, much more capable, ships.

76 Bell, ‘Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution Reconsidered’, –.
77 Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan, .



  

German moves to be portrayed as ‘countermeasures’ (Berghahn),
the battlecruiser could not be considered as such an escalating re-
sponse according to its intended tasks (Lambert), which, admittedly,
are prone to sudden change, and even less so according to its mission
and its rather more dependable non-suitability (Seligmann). Any-
way, as for this very particular aspect, which covers the mechanisms
at work facilitating the Auskreisung , both more recent interpretations
would support it.

Concerning the broader picture dealt with earlier in this essay,
revisionist de-emphasizing of the German naval menace as well as
post-revisionist interpretations such as Bell’s tend to lend additional
weight to the rather muted role Hobson, very much in line with an
already prevailing historiographical tendency, has ascribed to the
impact the German battle fleet expansion had on British decision-
makers, which was being overshadowed by the threat emanating
from the Schlieffen Plan.78 As Bell has reiterated, Britain, in order
to achieve the aimed-for regional preponderance in capital ships, in
addition to its construction programme, entered the Anglo-French
accord, which handed part of its responsibilities in the Mediter-
ranean to the French navy. Primarily responding to an increased
state of readiness that the Amendment  had introduced for
the German navy, this redeployment undoubtedly edged Britain
closer to France. Yet the threat emerging from the German naval
expansion could still be contained by relying first and foremost on
British resources, while Fisher’s concept of flotilla defence, being
applied to the lesser theatres, offered a way even to reduce the en-
visaged dependence on France.79 So even if it narrowed the options
in some way, the German naval challenge did not compare to the
threat a German quest for hegemony over the Continent posed to
British interests. That menace could not be managed by British
countermeasures alone.

78 Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, –.
79 Bell, ‘Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution Reconsidered’, –, –.
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‘. . . the greatest danger to this country
that exists’: German Plans for Commerce

Warfare in British Naval Thinking

M S. S 

In the traditional canon of naval history as codified in themagisterial
works of Arthur Marder, British naval policy in the years after 
was largely driven by the need to combat the menace created by
the expansion of German maritime power.1 As the German naval
challenge manifested itself in the form of a battle fleet built to
wrest from the Royal Navy command of the waters surrounding
the British Isles, but not to attack British seaborne commerce
in distant waters, countering this threat required the British naval
leadership to prepare for a great sea battle, but did little to necessitate
measures to protect British shipping from enemy action. Hence the
concentration of British warships in home waters, the competition
in Dreadnoughts, and the complacency regarding trade defence
measures that was so cruelly exposed when unrestricted submarine
warfare was launched all owed their origins to Tirpitz’s naval
programme.

Revisionist historiography has challenged this interpretation.2

The Admiralty’s principal concern, it is said, was the need to
protect the lines of communication along which flowed the goods
that were the lifeblood of Britain’s economic existence. As the
German naval authorities concentrated their building programme

1 Arthur Jacob Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power: A History of British Naval
Policy in the Pre-Dreadnought Era, – (New York, ); id. (ed.), Fear God and
Dread Nought: The Correspondence of Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher of Kilverstone,  vols.
(London, –); id., From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow: The Royal Navy in the Fisher
Era, –,  vols. (London, –), i. The Road to War, –.

2 The challenge has often attempted (unfairly) to dispute Marder’s competence and
integrity as a researcher. See Matthew S. Seligmann, ‘A Great American Scholar of the
Royal Navy? The Disputed Legacy of Arthur Marder Revisited’, International History
Review, / (), –.
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on battleships designed for a fleet action rather than cruisers
intended for waging a guerre de course, the German navy caused
no concern to the British Admiralty, which until relatively late
remained preoccupied with those powers with the ability and intent
to attack British trade. The nations that fitted this bill by virtue of
long seaboards, numerous overseas bases, and extensive squadrons
of armoured cruisers designed to attack commercial traffic were
France and Russia, and so it was largely to contain them that the
naval reforms of the pre- era were initiated.3

This essay will suggest that both of these interpretations need
revising.4 The Royal Navy was focused on the German naval
challenge from an early date, not purely because of the growing
German battle fleet, which the Admiralty was (rightly) confident it
could contain, but also because of the belief that Germany was the
country most able to attack and wound British floating trade. The
starting point for illustrating this will be the views of an important
but largely unsung British naval officer, Rear Admiral Sir Edmond
J. W. Slade.

Slade is not an especially well-known historical figure. His most
high-profile appointment was as Director of Naval Intelligence
(DNI), a posting that briefly placed him in the limelight as Britain’s
principal naval delegate at the  London Maritime Conference.5

However, for most of his career Slade served in positions of total
obscurity. This anonymity belies his importance. Slade was highly
respected in his lifetime both as an accomplished naval strategist
and as one of the country’s leading experts on economic warfare.6

If he never commanded the fleets or squadrons that were most pro-
3 See e.g. John Tetsuro Sumida, ‘British Preparation for Global Naval War, –:

Directed Revolution or Critical Problem Solving?’, in Talbot C. Imlay and Monica
Duffy Toft (eds.), The Fog of Peace and War Planning: Military and Strategic Planning
under Uncertainty (London, ), –; Nicholas A. Lambert, ‘Transformation and
Technology in the Fisher Era: The Impact of the Communications Revolution’, Journal
of Strategic Studies,  (), –.

4 Other aspects of the revisionist historiography have separately been challenged.
See e.g. Shawn T. Grimes, Strategy and War Planning in the British Navy, –
(Woodbridge, ); Christopher M. Bell, Churchill and Sea Power (Oxford, ); id.,
‘Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution Reconsidered: Winston Churchill at the Admiralty,
–’, War in History,  (), –; David Morgan-Owen, ‘“History is a
Record of Exploded Ideas”: Sir John Fisher and Home Defence, –’, International
History Review,  (), –.

5 One historian who has analysed Slade’s work in this capacity is Avner Offer, in
The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation (Oxford, ), –.

6 John W. Coogan, The End of Neutrality: The United States, Britain and Maritime Rights
– (Ithaca, NY, ), .



          

minently in the public eye, that was because the political and naval
leaders who valued him most—and Winston Churchill was among
their number—saw him as the personmost able to accomplish those
unglamorous yet vital behind-the-scenes tasks that were necessary
to ensure the success of Britain’s preparations for war. Thus it was
Slade who headed the interdepartmental committee charged with
making the arrangements for sending an expeditionary force to the
Continent in case Britain fought alongside France in a war against
Germany; it was Slade who was chosen as the Admiralty’s repre-
sentative on the board of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company when the
Admiralty concluded that oil rather than coal was the fuel of the
future and bought a controlling stake in this company to ensure a
secure supply; and it was Slade who was charged with making the
arrangements when it was decided to integrate the war-planning
functions of the Royal Navy War College into the work of the Naval
War Staff. As can be seen, in the run-up to the First World War
Slade was a busy man, doing important work to increase the nation’s
combat-readiness in several vital if easily overlooked areas.7

For the historian, Slade’s role in preparing the Royal Navy for
war makes him especially well placed as both a witness to and
a player in the development of British strategic thinking in this
period, particularly with regard to the threats against which these
preparations were being undertaken. It is therefore fortunate that
Slade frequently recorded his views on matters of national security.
One of his most authoritative statements dates from early ,
when he was asked by Prime Minister Herbert Henry Asquith to
provide a written submission to the Committee of Imperial Defence
on, among other things, the nature of the maritime threat posed
by Germany to Britain. To anyone who had never heard Slade’s
views, his answermust have appeared unconventional. TheGerman
threat, Slade explained, did not reside where most people thought
it did, namely, in the growing German battle fleet. On the contrary,
this was a danger that Slade believed was wildly overrated, as
Britain’s preponderance in battleships meant that the Royal Navy
could ‘easily keep such strength as will prevent Germany from

7 Details of Slade’s career can be found in his service record, TNA: ADM /
and ADM /. For Slade’s role in the Persian Oil Commission see Admiralty Case
, ‘Anglo-Persian Oil Co. Ltd’, TNA: ADM /. A copy of ‘The Report of
the Committee Appointed to Consider the Organisation and Training of The Royal
Naval War College and its Relations to the Naval War Staff’ can be found in Admiralty
Case , TNA: ADM /.
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doing us any serious harm in home waters’. Rather, in his view, the
menace lay in the German intention, should war come, of attacking
British trade, a stratagem that Slade was convinced had been the
subject of meticulous prior preparation. As he explained:

The blow that [Germany] has in contemplation is nothing less than the
simultaneous destruction in all parts of the world of as many of our merchant
vessels as she can lay hands upon. To effect this she has arranged, immediately
upon the outbreak of war, to transform as many of her merchant vessels into
men of war as she thinks will be necessary. They will then proceed to sink and
destroy as many British vessels as they can find. . . . The effect is to increase
the German effective cruiser strength on the trade routes in distant parts of
the world by an amount which it is impossible to forecast, and it will paralyze
our trade in all those regions where it is difficult for us to give adequate
protection.

This, he went on to argue, would have catastrophic consequences:
the result of Germany’s action would be ‘to strike a blow at our
trade that will seriously affect the course of the war, through the
pressure that . . . the commercial world will bring to bear on the
Government of the day to end the war at any price’. Accordingly, he
concluded, this was ‘the greatest danger to this country that exists
at the present moment’.8

This analysis poses three questions. First, hadSlade,whountil only
a fewmonths previously had been the officer in charge of the Admir-
alty department specifically responsible for assessing foreign threats,
correctly evaluatedGerman intentions? Clearly, his assumption that
Germany’s main naval weapon in a war against Britain would be
to attack the nation’s trade with improvised commerce raiders did
not correspond at all to Grand Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz’s grand
design, focused as it was on creating a fleet of battleships.9 Indeed,
it would not be too strong to say that the very idea of such a guerre
de course would have been absolute anathema to Tirpitz. However,
in one important sense this did not matter. While Tirpitz as State
Secretary at the Imperial NavyOffice was responsible for overseeing
the German navy’s building programme and had, famously, devised

8 Slade to Asquith,  May , reproduced in the ‘Appendices to Proceedings
of a Sub-Committee of the Committee of Imperial Defence to Inquire into Certain
Questions of Naval Policy Raised by Lord Charles Beresford’, TNA: CAB /B,
p. .

9 Tirpitz’s goals are explained in Jonathan Steinberg, Yesterday’s Deterrent: Tirpitz and
the Birth of the German Battle Fleet (New York, ); Holger H. Herwig, ‘Luxury Fleet’:
The Imperial German Navy, – (London, ).



          

a scheme, the ‘Tirpitz Plan’, for creating the world’s second biggest
battle fleet over a protracted twenty-year period, this role was quite
distinct from the task of drawing up operational plans for use should
war break out in the here and now. This was the job of a quite
separate entity, the Admiralty Staff. As it happens, most of the of-
ficers in the Admiralty Staff shared Tirpitz’s belief in the primacy
of the battle fleet and, in principle at least, supported his long-term
building programme. However, in  this fleet was some distance
from being completed and, until that happy day came to pass, these
officers had to devise operational plans for use with the forces, how-
ever constituted, that were then available to them. As Slade had
deduced, they were well aware that the existing German battle fleet
could not meet the much larger Royal Navy in battle with any real-
istic prospect of success. Accordingly, the traditional strategy of the
weaker power, of wearing down a stronger opponent and compelling
a dispersal of his forces through diversionary attacks against soft
targets such as civilian merchant vessels, held considerable appeal
to them.10 Studies completed within the German Admiralty Staff in
September  and in April  recognized that, as the British
depended upon a continuous flow of imports for their national exis-
tence, Britain possessed a vulnerability that could be exploited by a
determined andwell-preparedopponent, such asGermany.11To this
end, plans were drawn up to arm Germany’s fast transatlantic liners
and deploy them against British trade. At the same time, repeated
requests were made to the Imperial Navy Office to release funds for
the arming of ever greater numbers of suitable civilian vessels. These
were requests that Tirpitz, who wanted to devote as much of his
budget to the construction of battleships as was conceivably possible,
did his best to ignore. However, over time he found them difficult
to refuse, and thus incremental changes along the lines suggested
by the Admiralty Staff did slowly occur. By , when Hugo von
Pohl became head of the Admiralty Staff, not only were the plans for
this form of warfare quite advanced, but the drive to develop them

10 Peter Overlack, ‘The Function of Commerce Warfare in an Anglo-German
Conflict to ’, Journal of Strategic Studies,  (), –.

11 Grapow, ‘Welche Aussichten bietet für uns die Führung eines Kreuzerkrieges
gegen England?’,  Sept. , BA-MA: RM /; A..II, ‘Nebenkriegführung:
Handelskrieg von der Heimat aus’,  Apr. , BA-MA: RM /. Similar
conclusions were also reached by a study dating from . See ‘Denkschrift betreffend
die Lebensmittelzufuhr Großbritanniens in Kriegszeiten’,  Apr. , Naval Historical
Branch, Portsmouth: GFM /.
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further was a strong one, as Pohl made clear in one of his earliest
audiences with the Kaiser.12

If Slade was correct, therefore, to assume that there were German
plans to attack British trade with armed merchant vessels, albeit
not on the scale he feared, the question arises: why did he suspect
this? The answer relates to the work of the British Naval Intelligence
Department. As far back as , this organization had concluded
that commerce warfare with surface raiders was an integral compo-
nent of the German plan for war with Britain. The trigger for this
assessment appears to have been a letter written by Albert Ballin,
head of the Hamburg-Amerika (HAPAG) shipping line, to The Times
newspaper. Ballin’s reason for writing this letter had been to counter
British complaints about state subsidies to German shipping lines
and, to that end, he had explained that firms like his received very
little money from the Reich government. Unfortunately, what he ac-
tually succeeded in doing was alerting Admiral Reginald Custance,
the then Director of Naval Intelligence, to the fact that, although
HAPAG received no subsidy from the German navy for doing so,
it still made its fast passenger vessels available for service as auxi-
liary cruisers.13 The alarm this news createdwas considerable.Hugh
Oakley Arnold-Forster, Parliamentary and Financial Secretary to
the Admiralty, was particularly worried as he believed that the high
speed of German transatlantic liners meant that if these vessels were
armed, as he was now sure they would be, they would be able to
run down any British merchantman they found, while being able to
evade any cruiser sent against them. As he put it:

as far as I can see there is nothing to prevent a big ship such as the Kaiser
Wilhelm starting with , tons of coal on board her, armed with  -inch
guns, manned by a Naval crew, and keeping the sea just as long as she pleases.
Humanly speaking, she will be able to destroy everything weaker than herself,
i.e., the whole of the British Mercantile Marine, and a not inconsiderable

12 Further details of German plans to arm merchant vessels for the purposes of
attacking British floating trade can be found in Matthew S. Seligmann, The Royal Navy
and the German Threat, –: Admiralty Plans to Protect British Trade in a War against
Germany (Oxford, ), –. For the most recent general discussion of German naval
strategic thinking before the First World War, including the role of commerce warfare
in German naval plans, see Dirk Bönker, Militarism in a Global Age: Naval Ambitions in
Germany and the United States before World War I (Ithaca, NY, ).

13 A copy of Albert Ballin’s letter to The Times from  Aug. , with the relevant
passages underlined by Custance and Custance’s minute of  Sept. , can be found
in TNA: ADM /.



          

portion of the British Navy. . . . There is no vessel carrying the White, Blue or
Red Ensign which can come near her.14

Over the comingyears nothingwas received in theNaval Intelligence
Department (NID) to dispel these fears. On the contrary, by the time
Slade was appointed to head the department in late , a mass of
further intelligence had been received which buttressed this notion
and ensured that the idea that Germany planned to attack British
commerce by such means was the firmly embedded orthodoxy in
the NID. Slade’s experience as DNI reinforced this perception. One
of his first important tasks when he took on this role was to act as
the British Naval Delegate at the London Maritime Conference,
an international meeting that had been called to codify the laws
of war at sea. One of the topics on the agenda was curbing the
right of merchantmen to transform into men-of-war on the high
seas. When the case for this was put forward, however, very strong
opposition was encountered from the German representatives, who
refused to countenance the idea of any restrictions. The British
delegates, Slade among them, drew the conclusion that the strength
of the German hostility to this proposal stemmed from the fact
that commerce warfare with converted civilian vessels was one of
Germany’s principal war strategies. Private discussions with the
Germandelegation significantly reinforced this view.AsEyreCrowe,
another of the British delegates, put it:

From certain unguarded observations which the German Plenipotentiary at
the recent London Naval Conference let drop, it is absolutely certain that
the German gov[ernmen]t count upon converting into men-of-war with the
minimum of delay not only all their regular liners but a very large number of
tramp steamers.15

Slade thought likewise. So, too, would all of his successors, who,
following the founding of the Secret Service Bureau in , received
a whole host of agents’ reports, all of which pointed strongly in this
direction.16 And this was not the only intelligence they received:
reports on various measures to make ready for an assault on British
shipping continued to flood in. The most revealing summary of

14 Arnold-Forster, ‘Minute to the First Lord on  Questions Concerned with the
Navy’,  Jan. , British Library: Arnold-Forster Papers, Add. MS .

15 Minute by Eyre Crowe,  Oct. , TNA: FO /.
16 Details of some of these reports can be found in a Naval Intelligence Department

log of information on ‘Germany. Auxiliary Cruisers’, TNA: ADM /.
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the Admiralty’s information on German preparations for cruiser
warfare with converted merchant vessels was outlined in a ‘secret’
IntelligenceDivisionpaper of February .17The following reports
were considered especially significant:

(a)  guns are reported to have been supplied by Krupps for this purpose.
(b) Guns are believed to be in store in Hamburg and on the Weser.
(c) Holding down rings or preparations for them have been seen onboard

the DERFFLINGER, CAP FINISTERRE, KAISER WILHELM DER
GROSSE and KRONPRINZ WILHELM.

(d ) Guns and ammunition were reported to have been actually put on
board certain H[amburg]A[America] and N[ord]D[eutsche]L[loyd]
Liners during the summer of .

(e) Small calibre guns and cases of ammunition were reported to have been
seen being taken out of an N.D.L. vessel after collision.

These ‘facts’, as they were revealingly termed, were supplemented
by a range of ‘unconfirmed’ reports, such as the information that
during a fire on the liner Imperator an officer was heard ‘exclaiming
that the fire must not be allowed to reach the explosives’. The
inference to be drawn from this alleged exclamation was obvious:
this was yet another example of a German merchant vessel that had
been equipped in advance for transformation into a warship at the
shortest notice.

Compelling though the evidence was, the conclusion that Ger-
manywas secretly arming itsmerchant navywith a campaign against
British floating trade as the objective in mind did not of necessity
mean that this was a measure to be feared. The objection most
frequently raised among those sceptical of this menace was that the
depredations of German auxiliary cruisers, if such vessels existed,
could easily be halted by the simple expedient of denying them the
opportunity to coal. This, however, was not an objection that cut any
ice with the Naval Intelligence Department, where it was assumed
from the outset that these vessels would have no problems main-
taining the stocks of fuel necessary to carry on their campaign. For
one thing, with their regular passenger and freight spaces devoid of
the usual people and cargo, the opportunity existed not only to fill
the bunkers to the brim with coal, but also to augment such stocks

17 Sadly, no copies of this ‘secret paper’ could be located and it seems likely
that none has survived. Fortunately, its contents were summarized in detail by the
designated Head of the Admiralty War Staff’s Trade Division, Captain Richard Webb,
in a minute of  Nov. , Naval Historical Branch: Convoy , T.



          

elsewhere in the ship, thus ensuring that they would begin their jour-
neys with considerable quantities of fuel on board. Arnold-Forster,
for example, author of the very earliest analysis of this potential
menace, worked on the assumption that each of Germany’s armed
liners would leave port ‘with , tons of coal on board’, a cir-
cumstance that, in his estimation, would enable any such vessel to
keep ‘the sea just as long as she pleases’.18 This continued to be
the orthodox understanding of German capabilities. In , in a
submission on protecting British trade prepared for the Royal Com-
mission on the Supply of Food and Raw Materials in Time of War,
the Admiralty advanced the view that the main threat to British
trade came from armed merchant cruisers, especially the fast Ger-
man ones. The reason: their superior ‘coal endurance and ability to
continue at high speeds’ compared to ‘regular men-of war’.19 Fur-
ther illustrative of this viewpoint is a war game begun in November
 at the Royal Naval War College Portsmouth to test out the
likely course of an Anglo-German conflict. In this simulation, it was
anticipated that the German navy would conduct a vigorous guerre de
course with converted liners.20 This proved remarkably effective. In
a subsequent summary of the game, Director of Naval Intelligence
Captain Charles Ottley explained why:

Under hypothetical circumstances, such as may easily recur in a real war,
three fast German Atlantic liners converted into armed cruisers have escaped
from the Elbe, and have been playing havoc with British trade in the open
Atlantic. Thanks to their empty cargo spaces, these ships have an almost inexhaustible
capacity for coal. They have a sea-speed of  knots. Although frequently sighted
by British warships, they have only been lost again over the sea horizon,
simply because the British warships hitherto employed to hunt them down
cannot overhaul them or maintain for more than a few hours the necessary
high speed, without dangerously depleting their bunkers.21

In short, as can be seen, the assumption was prevalent that the
capacity to carry huge stocks of coal at the very outset of their
raiding voyages rendered German armed liners immune to the

18 Arnold-Forster, ‘Minute to the First Lord on  Questions Concerned with the
Navy’,  Jan. , British Library, Arnold-Forster Papers, Add. MS .

19 Admiralty, ‘Memorandum on the Protection of Ocean Trade in War Time’, Oct.
, p. , TNA: CAB /, fo. r.

20 ‘Précis of War Game played at Portsmouth Naval War College, Lasting from
November  to January ’, TNA: ADM /B.

21 Ottley, ‘The Strategic Aspect of our Building Programme, ’, Jan. , TNA:
ADM / (emphasis added).
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problems of fuel shortage. Indeed, they were actually held to have an
advantage in fuel supply compared with the British warships likely
to chase them.

Even if this had not been the case, however, the British Admiralty
doubted that it would be possible either to cut off such raiders from
supplies of coal or to prevent them from replenishing their stocks
at will. Sir Henry Hozier, Secretary of Lloyd’s insurance market
and an important adviser to the Admiralty on commercial matters,
expressed a widely held view in a lecture to the Naval War Course in
January  when he suggested that, in the event of war, German
commerce raiders would seize coal from those British vessels—
including colliers!—that they captured as prizes. As he put it:

It has been argued that fast commerce destroyers . . . could not keep the
seas long, because they would be driven in by want of coal; but it must be
remembered that these vessels would be able to draw coal in many directions,
even if they were only lightly armed. . . . [I]n the first place, they would find,
at the outbreak of war, a large number of our colliers on the seas, outward
bound with coal, and from these they could help themselves as they chose.22

Thepickings fromcaptured vessels were not the only possible sources
of fuel. Another option open to German raiders was to rendezvous
with German colliers in neutral waters and take coal on board
there. While it was technically a breach of international law for a
commissioned warship to use neutral waters in such amanner, it was
nevertheless the Admiralty’s estimate that this abuse was bound to
take place and that coal would be transferred by suchmeans, if not in
the waters of powerful states that could defend their neutrality, then
certainly ‘in the territorial waters of those [weaker countries] they
can afford to ignore’.23 Captain Richard Webb, the designated head
of the Naval Staff’s putative Trade Division, detailed the Admiralty
thinking on this matter:

Many of the vessels presumably earmarked for this duty have very large hold
capacity which can be utilized for coal. With a little previous organization the
vessel can be met and coaled from a collier in some out of the way anchorage,
say the Azores, little or no regard being paid to Spanish or Portuguese
neutrality in such a struggle for existence. The ship will probably be away and

22 H. M. Hozier, ‘Lecture II. Delivered Friday January nd, ’, in id., ‘Commerce
in Maritime War ()’, Admiralty Library, Portsmouth, P..

23 Henry Campbell, ‘Food Supply and Trade Protection’,  Nov. , TNA: ADM
/.



          

on the Trade Routes before the news of her presence brings a British cruiser
after her.24

Webb’s evaluation was of the utmost importance, because when
combined with the intelligence on German capabilities and the
assessment of their intentions, it suggested that not only was Ger-
many planning to mount an assault on British trade with converted
merchantmen, but no practical difficulties stood in the way of this
scheme. The wartime experience of German armed liners, such as
the Kronprinz Wilhelm, would show that this conclusion was, in fact,
quite true.25

That being the case, this leads directly to the final question: how
did the British Admiralty propose to counter this? The initial idea
was to respond in kind. If the Germans intended to use auxiliary
cruisers to attack the trade routes, Britain would use similar ships
to defend them. As the greatest threat was deemed to come from
the German intention to arm fast transatlantic liners, responding
in kind would mean arming vessels that were as fast as or, better
still, faster than the German express steamers that plied the Atlantic
route. However, as no such vessels then existed under British registry,
it quickly became apparent that this meant that the Admiralty would
either have to build such ships or, failing that, subsidize one of
the major British shipping companies to do so. The latter course
being preferred, the result was an agreement with Cunard, whereby
the British government offered a substantial loan on preferential
terms plus a regular annual payment in return for the company
ordering, running, and maintaining two very fast liners, both of
which were to be designed according to Admiralty requirements for
easy conversion into auxiliary cruisers.26

The Cunard agreement produced the liners Lusitania and
Mauretania, both magnificent and fast vessels. However, before they
had even put to sea there was a change of personnel at the top of the

24 Minute by Captain Richard Webb,  Nov. , Naval Historical Branch:
Convoy .

25 Admiralty, ‘Review of German Cruiser Warfare, –’ (), TNA: ADM
/. On the Kronprinz Wilhelm see Matthew S. Seligmann, ‘Germany’s Ocean
Greyhounds and the Royal Navy’s First Battle Cruisers: An Historiographical
Problem’, Diplomacy and Statecraft ,  (), –.

26 The best book on the Cunard agreement is Vivian Vale, The American Peril:
Challenge to Britain on the North Atlantic, – (Manchester, ). See also Steve Cobb,
‘Design for a “Hunter–Killer”: The Admiralty’s Camperdown Committee of  and
the Mauretania’, paper given at the British Commission for Maritime History, New
Researchers in Maritime History Conference, University of Hull,  and  Mar. .
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Admiralty and the new leadership had considerable doubts about
the suitability of these ships for combat. Unarmoured vessels that
would cost the nation over £ million if lost in action, reasoned the
new First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir John Fisher, and his protégé, Prince
Louis of Battenberg, the new DNI, were too valuable to risk. If they
faced a German armed merchant cruiser in action the outcome
was far from certain, and the loss of prestige if the British vessel
were to be defeated was too great to countenance.27 Alternative
solutions were required. Both Battenberg’s and Fisher’s preference
was to build fast armoured warships for the task, and one purpose
of the new battlecruisers they oversaw at this very time was to hunt
down German raiders. But there were other suggestions. Slade’s
initial preference was to eliminate the problem by getting the right
to convert merchantmen into men-of-war on the high seas banned
under international law. However, when this proved impossible to
achieve, he took up the suggestion of Captain Henry Campbell,
head of theNID’s TradeDivision, that the best solutionwas to create
a global network of reporting officers who could gather intelligence
onGerman shippingmovements and reroute British freighters away
from possible threats. It has been the conventional wisdom in the
past to attribute the creation of this network, which proved vital
in two world wars, to Admiral Fisher.28 This is not only unfair to
Slade and Campbell, its true creators; it is also inaccurate. Fisher
opposed the proposed global intelligence system and did all he could
to frustrate its implementation.29 Nevertheless, it went live in .
By the time this occurred, Slade had long since left the Admiralty,
and the new leadership there, headed by Winston Churchill, had
their own ideas about how best to combat a German-instigated
war on British commerce. Their preferred solution was to mount
a defensive armament on selected British merchant vessels. The
first ships identified for this honour, on the grounds both of their
importance and of their vulnerability, were the large meat and

27 Battenberg, in fact, first made this point in : see minute by Battenberg, 
Mar. , TNA: ADM /. Fisher outlined this view at a meeting held at the
Admiralty in late : see ‘Sunday nd December ’, Admiralty Library: Naval
Necessities, vol. iv.

28 Norman Friedman, Network-Centric Warfare: How Navies Learned to Fight Smarter
through Three World Wars (Annapolis, Md., ); Nicholas A. Lambert, ‘Strategic
Command and Control for Maneuver Warfare: The Creation of the Royal Navy’s
“War Room” System, –’, Journal of Military History,  (), –.

29 Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German Threat , –.



          

grain carriers on the route from South America. The first vessel
so equipped, the RMS Aragon, departed from Southampton on 
April , mounting two . inch guns on its stern. By the outbreak
of war in August , more than forty such vessels were in service.30

The significance of this progression from fighting liners to
Churchill’s defensively armed merchant ships (DAMS) via battle-
cruisers and the global intelligence network is that it shows just how
seriously the Royal Navy appraised the German threat to British
floating trade and how significant this threat was in driving key as-
pects of British naval policy. When one considers that Germany was
also in possession of the world’s second most formidable battle fleet,
the reason for the assiduity with which the Admiralty, the British
government, and the British public focused on the German naval
challenge becomes eminently clear.

30 Ibid. –.
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‘. . . two rival syndicates’: The British
Service Departments and the German

Naval Threat. Towards a Fritz Fischer-Like
Approach to British Foreign Policy

A R

Relations between Britain and the German Kaiserreich in the
decades before the First World War belong to the most researched
topics in modern history. The ‘rise of Anglo-German antagonism’
as a well-trodden paradigm and the naval race in the North Sea
as one of its keystones are generally considered to be thoroughly
examined. This applies especially to the German background.
Jonathan Steinberg, Volker Berghahn, Paul Kennedy, and others,
in the wake of the Fischer controversy, have convincingly shown
that ‘Admiral von Tirpitz did indeed think of challenging the Royal
Navy’.1

The established interpretation goes as follows. By the end of
the s, Germany had embarked on the construction of a battle
fleet, as a result of which Britain had no choice but to react to this
‘unique German threat’ right ‘on its own doorstep’ by regrouping
the fleets of the Royal Navy and starting a hitherto unprecedented
shipbuilding programme.2 By launching ‘all-big-gun ships’ of the
dreadnought type, Britain was acting in line with American naval
theorist Captain Alfred ThayerMahan’s view that only capital ships
counted in securing Britain and its vital ‘command of the sea’. The
supposed German peril at sea is also thought to have brought home
to London’s political and diplomatic élites the need to abandon
their policy of splendid isolation.3 In other words, as one eminent

1 Zara Steiner and Keith Neilson, Britain and the Origins of the First World War
(Cambridge, ), .

2 Fritz Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen: Die deutsche Politik von –, nd edn.
(Düsseldorf, ), –.

3 Fritz Fischer, ‘Die Außenpolitik des kaiserlichen Deutschland und der Ausbruch



  

political historian summarized the causal nexus between the naval
race and prewar diplomacy: ‘It was without doubt the construction
of the German battle fleet’ that forced Britain to respond and
‘contributed significantly to the revolution of the system of states
before ’.4

In recent years, however, naval historians in particular have chal-
lenged the commonly held notion of German action and inevitable
British response.5 Instead of focusing mainly on Germany—an
unspoken assumption among many historians—and merely extra-
polating Britain’s naval policy fromGerman aims,6 they have looked
more closely at Britain’s complex background in relation to financial
pressures after the South African War, naval thinking, technological
innovations, and grand strategy. Their results have, in more than
one way, confirmed Paul W. Schroeder’s finding that it is still ‘one
thing to show that Germany blundered and had dangerous aims;
quite another to prove that these really caused the outcome, or that,

des Ersten Weltkrieges’, in Gregor Schöllgen (ed.), Flucht in den Krieg: Die Außenpolitik
des kaiserlichen Deutschland (Darmstadt, ), –, at .

4 Klaus Hildebrand, ‘“Staatskunst und Kriegshandwerk”: Akteure und System der
europäischen Staatenwelt vor ’, in Hans Ehlert, Michael Epkenhans, and Gerhard
P. Groß (eds.), Der Schlieffenplan: Analyse und Dokumente (Paderborn, ), –, at ;
Magnus Brechtken, Scharnierzeit –: Persönlichkeitsnetze und internationale Politik in
den deutsch-britisch-amerikanischen Beziehungen vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg (Mainz, ), ; Ivo
N. Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics (Boston, ), . On the inevitability
of the dreadnought see Arthur J. Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power: A History
of British Naval Power in the Pre-Dreadnought Era, – (New York, ), –.
More doubtful: Charles Fairbanks, Jr., ‘The Origins of the Dreadnought Revolution: A
Historiographical Essay’, International History Review, / (), –; Nicholas A.
Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution (Columbia, SC, ),  et passim. Ruddock
Mackay, Fisher of Kilverstone (Oxford, ). For Gregor Schöllgen, the naval race is
overrated only after . In previous years, he concludes, it was ‘the pivotal aspect
in international relations’: Gregor Schöllgen, ‘Großmacht als Weltmacht’, Historische
Zeitschrift , / (), –, at  n. .

5 Mackay, Fisher of Kilverstone; Jon T. Sumida, In Defence of Naval Supremacy: Finance,
Technology, and British Naval Policy, – (Boston, ); id., ‘Sir John Fisher and the
Dreadnought : The Sources of Naval Mythology’, Journal of Military History, / (),
–; Fairbanks, Jr., ‘The Origins of the Dreadnought Revolution’, ; Lambert, Sir
John Fisher’s Naval Revolution; on the historiographical debate in the wake of the Fischer
controversy see Andreas Rose, Zwischen Empire und Kontinent: Britische Außenpolitik vor
dem Ersten Weltkrieg (Munich, ), –. For an approach that combines naval with
political and diplomatic history see ibid. and Dominik Geppert and Andreas Rose,
‘Machtpolitik und Flottenbau vor : Zur Neuinterpretation britischer Außenpolitik
im Zeitalter des Hochimperialismus’, Historische Zeitschrift , / (), –. Most
recently, Christopher Clark seizes on these ideas in The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went
to War in  (London, ), –.

6 A typical example of a study that extrapolates Britain’s naval policy from German
sources is Brechtken, Scharnierzeit .



           

hadGermany not made them, the overall outcome would have been
drastically changed’.7

As far as British naval sources are concerned, the so-called
revisionists,8 such as Jon Sumida and Nicholas Lambert, have iden-
tified four major driving forces as decisive. Hitherto these have
largely been ignored by political and especially diplomatic histori-
ans. At first there was the heavy financial burden of naval armament
at the beginning of the twentieth century, which drove home the
need to cut costs and improve efficiency.9 Second, there was the
technological revolution that resulted in telegraphic communica-
tion, higher speeds, and inventions such as the torpedo, submarines,
and battlecruisers.10 Third, there was the grand strategy that not
only focused on Germany or the overrated two-power standard, an
instrument to placate parliament, but aimed to sustain an overall
supremacy over all modern fleets, especially the French and the
US navies, not in numbers but in mobility and quality. Gibraltar
as the new major station thirty hours from the North Sea, for
instance, must be seen against this global strategy.11 And fourth,
there was a more nuanced vision of sea power which, unlike that of
new and inexperienced naval powers such as Japan, the USA, and
Germany, was profoundly different from what the popular writings
of Alfred Thayer Mahan suggested.12 His emphasis on capital ships,

7 Paul W. Schroeder, ‘International Politics, Peace, and War, –’, in T. C. W.
Blanning (ed.), The Short Oxford History of Europe: The Nineteenth Century (Oxford, ),
–, at .

8 For Mark Hewitson, all those who do not explicitly accept that Germany alone
was to blame for the First World War are revisionists: Mark Hewitson, Germany and the
Causes of the First World War (Oxford, ), .

9 An example is the harbour at Rosyth: Maconochie (MP) to Selborne,  Dec.
; Reply,  Dec. , The Times,  Jan. ; Kerr to Selborne,  Mar. , cited
in Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution, . See Archibald S. Hurd, ‘The Navy
First’, United Service Magazine,  (), –; Mackay, Fisher of Kilverstone, –.

10 Sumida, In Defence of Naval Supremacy; id., ‘British Naval Administration and Policy
in the Age of Fisher’, Journal of Military History, / (), –; id., ‘Sir John
Fisher and the Dreadnought ’; id., ‘British Capital Ship Design and Fire Control in the
Dreadnought Era: Sir John Fisher, Arthur Hungerford Pollen, and the Battle Cruiser’,
Journal of Modern History, / (), –.

11 Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution; id., ‘Admiral Sir John Fisher and the
Concept of Flotilla Defence, –’, Journal of Military History, / (), –.
The USA’s seapower was seen as the new force ‘to dispute the overlordship of the sea’:
Anon., Naval and Military Record ,  Apr. , .

12 Theodore Ropp, The Development of a Modern Navy: French Naval Policy –
 (Annapolis, Md., ); Rolf Hobson, Maritimer Imperialismus: Seemachtsideologie,
seestrategisches Denken und der Tirpitzplan  bis  (Munich, ). Older as well
as more recent works, however, have always extrapolated from the Kaiser’s belief in



  

tonnage,13 command of the sea, and decisive battles was criticized
by First Sea Lord John Fisher, Lord Selborne, Julian Corbett, and
others.14

It could, of course, be argued that however persuasive these points
may be, we are still left with the question of why prewar British
public opinion about the German navy was so emotionally charged,
in contrast to its response to other foreign navies. Jan Rüger’s
brilliant study of naval celebrations, whose innovative integration of
naval and cultural history allows him to demonstrate how sea power
was constructed, shows us a possible way of accounting for British
public opinion’s obsession with Germany’s power at sea. Rüger

Mahan to the British way of thinking: Paul M. Kennedy, ‘Mahan versus Mackinder’,
Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen,  (), –, at ; id., The Rise of the Anglo-German
Antagonism – (London, ), , –; Arthur Jacob Marder, From the
Dreadnought to Scapa Flow: The Royal Navy in the Fisher Era, –,  vols. (London,
–), i. The Road to War, –, , –; William Langer, The Diplomacy of
Imperialism, nd edn. (New York, ), ; Steiner and Neilson, Britain and the Origins,
; Jonathan Steinberg, ‘The German Background to Anglo-German Relations’, in
Francis H. Hinsley (ed.), Foreign Policy under Grey (Cambridge, ), –. For
Japan see Sadoa Asada, From Mahan to Pearl Harbor: The Imperial Japanese Navy and the
United States (Annapolis, Md, ), and J. Charles Schencking, Making Waves: Politics,
Propaganda, and the Emergence of the Imperial Japanese Navy, – (Stanford, Calif.,
), –. For the USA see Reto Proksch, Alfred Thayer Mahan: Seine Thesen und sein
Einfluss auf die Außen- und Sicherheitspolitik der USA (Frankfurt a.M., ); Dirk Bönker,
Militarism in a Global Age: Naval Ambitions in Germany and the United States before World
War I (Ithaca, NY, ).

13 Tonnage was mainly viewed as totally irrelevant and a ‘worthless’ measure:
Selborne to Lansdowne,  Dec. , British Library (hereafter BL), Lansdowne
Papers, LANS/PL ; Balfour to Lansdowne, , BL, Balfour Papers, MS Add.
; Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution, –; Herbert W. Wilson, ‘The New
German Navy’, Harper’s Monthly Magazine, / (), –, at ; ‘Excubitor’
(Archibald S. Hurd), ‘Our Position of Naval Peril’, Fortnightly Review,  (), –,
at ; Bellairs,  Dec. , cited ibid.; ‘The Standard of Naval Strength’, Journal
of the Royal United Service Institution, / (), –, at ; White, . Dec. ,
cited ibid. . Far more important than tonnage or the concentration on capital ships
seemed to be the modern mix of ships and their technology: White, The Times,  Jan.
; White,  Feb. , Cantor Lectures, Modern Warships, Journal of the Society of
Arts,  (–), –, at .

14 Fisher to Tweedmouth,  Oct. , cited in Fear God and Dread Nought: The
Correspondence of Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher of Kilverstone, ed. Arthur J. Marder, ii.
Years of Power – (London, ), no. , –; Balfour to Mahan,  Dec. ,
BL, Balfour Papers, MS Add. ; Thursfield to Sydenham,  Aug. , News
International Archive, Thursfield Papers, TT/NAVAL/JRT//; Lambert, ‘Fisher
and the Concept of Flotilla Defence’, ; Hobson, Maritimer Imperialismus, –.
Mahan’s seminal works were The Influence of Sea Power upon History – (Boston,
); The Influence of Sea Power upon the French Revolution and Empire – (Boston,
); and The Life of Nelson: The Embodiment of the Sea Power of Great Britain,  vols.
(Cambridge, Mass., ).



           

defines the cult of the naval race as part of what can be called the
theatre of diplomatic relations before the First World War, in which
a demonstration of power and deterrence replaced actual facts.15

Another way of dealing with the increasing hysteria in public and
political decision-making is to combine naval history with modern
media history and the study of party politics and propaganda.
Traditionally, the emotional build-up in British and German public
opinion has been interpreted in opposite ways. While German
public opinion has always been explained as the result of cynical
manipulation of the press or dangerous self-mobilization,16 the
influence of public opinion in Britain has usually been interpreted
as something positive and useful.17 Recent research on the press
as a rising political actor in both Germany and Britain, however,
has stressed that the ‘similarities between the two countries’ are
more striking than the differences and that ‘political and cultural
liberalism’ in prewar Britain has often been ‘overestimated’.18 The
press, therefore, should not be used as an expression of unfiltered
perception.19 In any case, to reach analytically satisfying conclusions
we need to combine different approaches and identify an element
that links the cultural sphere with decision-making processes. One
way of doing this is to contrast the emotional public debate about
science-fiction stories, invasion and spy scares, plays, and press
campaigns with the viewpoint of naval and military experts. This is
evenmore important as surprising differences can be found between
the latter’s risk assessment of the German battle fleet and public
scares.20

15 Jan Rüger, The Great Naval Game: Britain and Germany in the Age of Empire (Cambridge,
).

16 Geoff Eley, ‘Reshaping the Right: Radical Nationalism and the German Navy
League, –’, Historical Journal ,  (), –; id., ‘Sammlungspolitik, Social
Imperialism and the Navy Law of ’, Militärgeschichtliche Zeitschrift , / (),
–; id. (ed.), From Unification to Nazism: Reinterpreting the German Past (Boston, ),
–; id., Reshaping the German Right: Radical Nationalism and Political Change after
Bismarck (Ann Arbor, ).

17 Marder, Anatomy, ; Kennedy, Antagonism, .
18 Frank Bösch, Öffentliche Geheimnisse: Skandale, Politik und Medien in Deutschland und

Großbritannien – (Munich, ), .
19 Gottfried Niedhart, ‘Selektive Wahrnehmung und politisches Handeln: Internatio-

nale Beziehungen im Perzeptionsparadigma’, in Wilfried Loth and Jürgen Osterhammel
(eds.), Internationale Geschichte: Themen — Ergebnisse — Aussichten (Munich, ), –.
For a plea for a multidimensional approach see Geppert and Rose, ‘Machtpolitik und
Flottenbau vor ’.

20 Rose, Zwischen Empire und Kontinent , –, –, –. The extent to which
public opinion and its protagonists were not so much accelerators and transporters



  

In the following pages, this essay builds on Sumida’s and Lam-
bert’s accounts. It argues that the complex domestic realities behind
Britain’s foreign policy should be taken more seriously than has
hitherto been the case.21 The most striking aspect of the general
orthodoxy on British policy before  is that all major studies
agree that Britain was the epitome of a parliamentary system before
the Great War, while it has been taken for granted that its dip-
lomacy was directed rather autocratically by a caste of diplomats
and a few politicians working in a vacuum, independently of influ-
ences from outside the corridors of Whitehall.22 It will be argued
here, however, that a modern analysis of foreign policy in the late
Victorian and Edwardian eras must question this contradiction. It
should scrutinize the general assumptions that British foreign policy
displayed cross-party continuity and that the official mind took a
common approach independently of any public interests, influences,
or pressures. It will have to deal with different groups of interests,
financial and trading interests, the impact of tradition, certain ad
hoc contingencies, imperial as well as Continental and British is-
sues, personal and institutional interests, institutional frameworks,
the public and party dimension of foreign policy debates, military
issues, risk assessments, and so on. In short, it must be kept in mind
that Britain was not only an empire and Continental great power,
but also a very modern state with all that this implied.

of facts and perceptions as independent political players with many contacts, their
own agendas, and immense political influence has been demonstrated in particular by
Dominik Geppert’s study of the ‘press wars’ before : Dominik Geppert, Pressekriege:
Öffentlichkeit und Diplomatie in den deutsch-britischen Beziehungen (–) (Munich, ).
For experts’ views on prewar images of future warfare see Andreas Rose, ‘“Readiness
or Ruin?” Der Große Krieg in den britischen Militärzeitschriften (–)’, in Stig
Förster (ed.), Vor dem Sprung ins Dunkle: Die Debatten in den Militärzeitschriften des Deutschen
Reiches, Frankreichs und Großbritanniens über den Krieg der Zukunft, – (Paderborn,
), –; Andreas Rose, Waiting for Armageddon: British Military Journals and the
next War (–/) (forthcoming ).

21 For Fischer’s thesis of a primacy of domestic affairs see Fritz Fischer, Krieg der
Illusionen: Die deutsche Politik von  bis , nd edn. (Düsseldorf, ); id., Bündnis der
Eliten: Zur Kontinuität der Machtstrukturen in Deutschland –, nd edn. (Düsseldorf,
). For comparison see Paul M. Kennedy, The Realities behind Diplomacy: Background
Influences on External British Policy – (Toronto, ). Despite its promising title,
this volume is nothing more than a start because of its scope of  years. Keith
Wilson’s stimulating essays are closer to being a comparison for Fritz Fischer’s ‘primacy
of domestic’ policy, but unfortunately they have not so far led to a comprehensive
analysis of Edwardian diplomacy. See Keith M. Wilson, The Policy of the Entente: Essays
on the Determinants of British Foreign Power – (Cambridge, ).

22 Zara Steiner, The Foreign Office and Foreign Policy, – (Cambridge, ).



           

Going behind the well-known story of British fears of invasion
and a German peril, this essay will consider two different risk
scenarios for Britain, the first under Conservative leadership and
the second under the Liberals. Looking at professionals on the
Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) and the politicians assessing
supposed naval threats, I shall focus on the institutional side of
the two service departments involved, and look at two different
governments addressing one and the same question with, as will be
seen, similar results but different policies.

Arthur J. Balfour and the Prospect of Invasion

Throughout the nineteenth century the public sphere in London
repeatedly experienced invasion scares. The invention of steam
navigation and ironclads, and political crises such as Napoleon’s
coup d´état , the Franco-Prussian war, and the South African War
repeatedly led to heated debates on Britain’s security and its system
of home defence. Most of these, however, were the reflection less
of an increasing external threat than of a permanent controversy
about Britain’s defence structure and traditional tensions between
its service departments, the War Office and the Admiralty.23 In 
the Boer War, the absence of thousands of regular troops, and later
on demands for disarmament again triggered an ongoing security
debate which occupied the public sphere with varying intensity for
the whole of the first decade of the twentieth century. Initially,
however, it was not the German navy but the French Force Navale
and its staggering armament programme that worried London.24

‘Within the last two years’, Colonel John Ardagh, Director of Mili-
tary Intelligence, reported in the summer of , ‘there have been
three French projects of invasion.’25 Not without reason did the
First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Selborne, issue warnings about

23 C. Bellairs, ‘The Standard of Naval Strength for Imperial Defence’, Journal of the
Royal United Service Institution, / (), –, at –.

24 While the German programme aimed to strengthen the fleet considerably by
, the French programme intended to achieve its goals as early as : [Jean
Marie Antoine] de Lanessan, ‘The French Naval Programme of –’, Journal
of the Royal United Service Institution, / (), –; –; –; –;
–.

25 John Ardagh (DMI), Memorandum: A French Invasion,  July , The National
Archives (hereafter TNA), PRO / Part II, p. . See also Monson to Salisbury,
 Jan. , TNA, ADM /A.



  

the French and Russian navies.26 In addition to these externally
perceived threats, the army mainly feared for its traditional role
of protecting the British coastline, as the British press increas-
ingly doubted its readiness after its lacklustre performance in South
Africa.27 The new leaders in theWarOffice, war hero Lord Roberts,
General Director of Mobilization and Military Intelligence William
Nicholson, andWilliamRobertson, who led the Foreign Intelligence
Division, used external threats first to emphasize the army’s impor-
tance, secondly to discourage ideas of disarmament after the war,
and thirdly against the navy as the first line of defence.28 The fact
that all the results of manœuvres supported the Admiralty’s cause
and demonstrated the absolute safety of the British Isles took a back
seat.29 What Nicholson, for instance, ‘was afraid of ’ was ‘that, if
all contentions of the Admiralty are concurred . . . no funds will
be available for the maintenance of an efficient Army.’30 Arthur J.
Balfour as the new prime minister, however, aimed to resolve this
apparent inter-service rivalry. He promoted co-operation and joint
planning between the services through the newly formed CID.31 But
this was easier said than done. Instead, the CID initially became
a place for disputes.32 While the navy repeatedly claimed to have

26 Selborne, Memorandum: Naval Estimates –,  Jan. , TNA, CAB
//. In October  Selborne was ‘in despair about the financial outlook,
because these cursed Russians are laying down one ship after the other’. In his famous
memorandum of December , always taken as proving his fear of Germany, he
called the German navy one ‘of the most efficient types’, but the French were ‘always
in the forefront’, whereas the USA’s potential appeared to him ‘limitless’: Selborne to
Balfour,  Oct. , Bodleian Library, Sandars Papers, MSS Eng. hist. a. , c. ;
Selborne, Memorandum,  Dec. , cited in The Crisis of British Power: The Imperial
and Naval Papers of the Second Earl of Selborne, –, ed. George D. Boyce (London,
), p. ii and no. , –.

27 The Times,  Jan. , . See also Nicholson to Wilkinson,  May , cited in
Nicholas D’Ombrain, War Machinery and High Policy: Defence Administration in Peacetime
Britain (Oxford, ), .

28 Nicholson to Roberts,  May , National Army Museum, Roberts Papers, R
/; Altham, Memorandum: Military Needs of the Empire in a War with France
and Russia,  May , TNA, CAB //A. See also: Suggested Conference for
reviewing the strategic situation of various ports on mobilising for home defence, 
Nov. , TNA, ADM /; Report of the Conference between Admiralty and
War Office Representatives to consider the strategic conditions governing the coast
defence of the United Kingdom in War as affected by naval considerations, TNA,
CAB //A.

29 Manœuvre Reports, , TNA, WO /, –, –, –; Delauney, ‘Is
the Invasion of England Possible?’, Pall Mall Magazine,  (), –.

30 Nicholson to Roberts,  Nov. , quoted in D’Ombrain, War Machinery, .
31 Blanche E. C. Dugdale, Arthur James Balfour: First Earl of Balfour (London ),

p. ii, . 32 Rose, Zwischen Empire und Kontinent , –.



           

everything under control, the army pulled out all the stops to prove
the contrary. The famous Royal Navy, victor against the Armada
and Napoleon, never ran out of volunteers. It self-consciously ‘kept
the press at arm’s length’.33 But the army soon sought and found
influential assistance. This came especially from the pens of those
demanding both compulsory service and a sea change in British
diplomacy towards an understanding with Britain’s traditional foes,
France and Russia. Leopold Maxse, John St Loe Strachey, Charles à
Court Repington, LouisGarvin, George Saunders, andmany others
drew attention away from the French and towards theGerman peril.
Needless to say, clumsy German diplomacy, especially during the
South African War, had done its best to promote British misgivings
and anger. But what is less known is that this coincided perfectly
with the army’s attempts to play a larger role within Britain’s de-
fence structure. Thus pleas for conscription and a change in foreign
policy gained additional coherence.

In the summer of , when Lord Roberts’s acquaintance,
Erskine Childers, stirred the British public with his best-selling novel
about a German invasion, Riddle of the Sands,34 the perception of a
threat was finally transferred from the old foes to the new German
danger. In parliament several former army officers instigated a
public commission to examine the risks for Britain and promote
compulsory service. In eighty-two sessions, held from early May
to November , the so-called ‘Norfolk Commission’ dealt with
Britain’s defence efforts and interrogated  witnesses, though with
a preconceived outcome. While Lord Wemyss, Lord Harris, and Sir
Howard Vincent made no secret about the usefulness of any danger
for their intention of encouraging volunteers, the parameters of
naval defence and war at sea were totally neglected.35 The only
naval expert who was heard among all the witnesses was the retired
Admiral Sir John Hopkins, and his area of expertise seemed rather
vague. It was clear from the start that the alleged German danger
was a smokescreen for the real question, which was ‘whether the
naval view or the military view is correct’, and who was to dominate
Britain’s defence structure.36 In its final report the commission

33 Thursfield to Selborne,  Aug. , BOD, Selborne Papers, /.
34 David James, Lord Roberts (London, ), .
35 Minutes of Evidence taken before the Royal Commission on the Militia and the

Volunteers, , Cd. , , , –, –.
36 Julian Corbett, ‘The One-Eyed Commission’, Monthly Review,  (), –.

Arnold-Forster, Diary,  July , BL, MS Add. ;  Dec. , MS Add. .



  

stated that only a ‘Nation in Arms’ could safeguard the British Isles
from invasion. It therefore demanded an army of at least ,
soldiers.37 Arthur Balfour, however, at that time trying hard to calm
the public, countered any alarming messages from the Norfolk
Commission or the National Service League. At the United Service
Club he openly expressed his dissent from the view that ‘home
defence requires a large regular army . . . Our great difficulty is not
home defence. The Navy can deal with home defence . . . It is a
foreign difficulty.’38 Yet Balfour trusted the Royal Navy and above all
its First Sea Lord, John Fisher. It was Fisher who had pointed out to
him new inventions such as French torpedo boats and submarines.
To Balfour it appeared obvious that the greatest danger was not
Germany, which did not even possess such new weapons, but
France. Apart from that, he was well aware that only the minimum
of , invaders required at least , tons of shipping, more
than all the neighbouring Channel ports together could provide.39

Nevertheless the army held on to its calculations. Only weeks after
the Japanese successfully landed on Chemulpo ( February ),
WilliamRobertson found the worst case scenario confirmed, despite
the fact that the Japanese landing of only , men, , horses,
and , tons of baggage took a whole week and was judged by
eyewitnesses to be a case of ‘exceptional fortune’.40 Disregarding any
naval experience, or facts concerning shipping, distances, military
convoys, and so on, Robertson simply stated that Germany, with
its ‘well known efficiency’ would be capable of landing , or
even , soldiers on British shores within hours.41 The press
backed the army’s reasoning against all naval objections when The
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39 Fisher to Balfour, Nov. , BL, Balfour Papers, MS Add. ; Balfour,
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Times reported the first combined manœuvres in September 
at Clacton in Essex. Whereas The Times exaggerated the risks,
saw invading forces generally ‘in advantage’ against the defenders,
and conveyed the impression of a generally successful invasion,42

military observers privately arrived at a totally different conclusion.
For Arnold-Forster, for instance, the autumn manœuvres proved
the impossibility of any invasion.43 ‘After the Clacton manœuvres’,
Captain Charles Ottley, Director of Naval Intelligence, recalled,
‘the War Office and Admiralty jointly came to the conclusion that
the operation of landing an army on an open beach in the face
of a determined enemy was out of the question.’44 These different
interpretations reveal more about inter-service tensions than any
imminent threat to the British Isles. The terms in which the Essex
manœuvres were described reveal which side was exaggerating
the danger, and which was downplaying a potential security risk.
First, the landing of troops in the neighbourhood of Clacton was
‘executed under exceptionally favourable atmospheric conditions’,
and it was ‘generally agreed that scarcely greater difficulties were
experienced from the break of the waves than would have been
found on the Serpentine’. It was therefore possible to run the horse
and gun-flats against the beach and to ride the horses and drag the
guns ashore without ‘wetting a hoof or a wheel-rim’. Second, in
spite of favourable conditions in regard to both the weather and the
physical characteristics of the coast, the disembarkation of ,
men and , horses took about thirty-six hours. Third, it must be
remembered that large quantities of supplies for the invading army
were conveyed to the theatre of operations by railway and therefore
did not have to be landed. All in all, the combined manœuvres in
September  suggested that an invasion of , or even more
troops was highly unlikely if not impossible.45

In the following months, Balfour in particular showed great
interest in military and naval matters.46 After studying all the

42 The Times,  Sept. , ;  Sept. , ;  Sept. , ;  Sept. , ;
 Nov. , .
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44 Ottley to Churchill,  Nov. , TNA, CAB /. Nicholas Lambert shares the
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available information, including that relating to new technologies
which were especially favourable to defence, such as torpedoes,
submarines, and telegraphy, he decided to oppose the scaremongers
of the National Service League. In the Commons he reassured the
public as follows: ‘Wehave endeavoured to put ourselves the problem
in a very concrete form . . . and have shown at least to our satisfaction
that serious invasion of these islands is not an eventuality which we
need seriously to consider.’47 The prime minister emphasized that
of all countries, only France could contemplate attacking Britain.
While the Liberal opposition flew into a frenzy over Balfour’s
speech because they had already decided to back France against
Germany, army officers accused him of ‘sapping patriotism’.48

Charles Repington and John St Loe Strachey in particular, who
fought for the National Service League, accused him publicly of
‘pernicious preaching’. Instead of his well-thought-out speech on
defence matters being accepted, therefore, Balfour found himself
being attacked in Darwinist terms as a pacifist representing ‘luxury,
indolence, decay of morals, and degeneracy of manly fibre’, an
attitude which in times gone by had put the nails into the coffin of
the great Roman Empire.49 Henry Spenser Wilkinson even saw the
speech as a ‘national calamity’. Its calming effect, he believed, would
undermine the arming of the land forces and the general readiness of
his fellow countrymen.Therefore he thought it necessary ‘to set forth
some plan’ for agitation.50 In the House of Lords Balfour was even
attacked as a Germanophile,51 while Lord Roberts won great public
acclaim for establishing a private network of rifle clubs because the
government could no longer be trusted.52 Roberts resigned from the
CID to promote conscription by constantly alluding to the German
peril ‘as a peg on which to hang a justification of an intelligible
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organisation for the Volunteers’.53 Meanwhile, the government
was outraged by all the unfounded ‘alarms and panics’.54 In view
of the imminent election campaign, the Balfour cabinet decided
to ‘consider the teaching among the masses who neither reason
nor read history . . . and to allay misgivings’ to the extent that
Balfour accepted at least the improbability of an attack on the
British coast.55 The new Liberal government, however, did not trust
Balfour’s reasoning to calmpublic uncertainty. Instead of welcoming
the likelihood of the safety of the British Isles, the Liberal Imperialist
faction within the new cabinet in particular, led by Asquith, Grey,
and Haldane, preferred the army’s interpretation, put forward by
the General Staff, of imminent and deadly danger.56

‘A most useful bogey’: The Second CID Investigation of the German Danger

Two years later—the Dreadnought had been launched successfully—
the CID again felt obliged to investigate the country’s security
against a German attack. Historians have tended to interpret the
convening of another subcommittee as just another piece of evidence
for London’s response to the passing of Germany’s fourth Naval
Bill in the Reichstag in November .57 In fact, not only had the
decision been taken several months before the Naval Bill, but Britain
was also about to reach a three-power standard.58 So why another
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investigation, when everything that had changed since November
 was for the better? The answer is to be found first and
foremost in the change of government in . Not without reason
did several voices, among them Archibald Hurd, John Fisher, and
Hugh Arnold-Forster, concur that it was not German policy that
was behind the CID’s new investigation, but ‘pure party politics’.59

The Liberals, in particular their left-wing majority, had won the
election on a ticket of social reforms and cutting arms expenditure.
‘Retrenchment andReform’ had been their winning slogan. Already
strained relations between the service departments deteriorated fur-
ther under these circumstances. From now on, the Admiralty and
the War Office degenerated into what John Ardagh defined as ‘two
rival syndicates’ fighting each other for tight budgets.60 A case in
point was Richard Haldane’s well-known set of military reforms
in . By creating the Territorials as a new second-line force to
defend the coastline, Haldane wanted to kill two birds with one
stone. First, he aimed at selling this to the radicals on the basis that
it would result in economies in military spending, unlike Fisher’s
naval reforms, which at first appeared to increase British spending
on defence measures. Second, he wanted to improve the image
of the army in general. Still trying to rescue its reputation after
the South African War, the army feared losing its importance and
social function. Many army officers, backed by the National Service
League and the National Defence Association, thought Haldane’s
reforms unsatisfying and advocated conscription,61 whereas a con-
fident navy, popular and never short of volunteers, was more or
less concerned with itself alone. John Fisher in particular refused
to spend the money his painful structural reforms had just saved
on social benefits or the land forces. Bluejackets like him saw any
renewed investigation into Britain’s security mainly as a further
drain on scarce administrative resources.62
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Hence Arnold-Forster was not surprised to find the main driv-
ing force behind the demand for a new investigation within the
army camp. The army’s traditional task of defending the coastline
automatically came to the fore when it was threatened or declared
unsafe.63 Deeply disappointed at the outcome of the earlier in-
vestigation and confronted with Radical Liberalism’s even more
pacifist approach, Lord Roberts, Britain’s greatest war hero, and
Charles Repington, military correspondent of The Times and secret
promoter of the Anglo-French staff talks, supported by the spec-
tacularly rich privateers Lord Lovat and Samuel Scott, founded
a pressure group known as the Committee of Four. Its aim was
to promote conscription and a ‘million-men-standard’ based on
the Prussian model. ‘The Nation’, so their Darwinist slogan ran,
‘must be a Nation in Arms or perish.’64 Aware that traditions,
political constellations, and the fiscal situation did not allow for
a million-strong army, Repington first called for a smooth, con-
certed, well-regulated, and ongoing propaganda campaign against
Britain’s alleged immunity to raids or invasion. The Committee of
Four gained the assistance of powerful journalists in this, including
John Strachey of the Spectator , himself a hobby soldier and High
Sheriff of a paramilitary unit in Surrey,65 the notorious anti-German
Leo Maxse of the National Review, and many others from papers
such as the Daily Express, The Observer , and the Daily Mail , flag-
ship of the Northcliffe press. They all agreed: ‘The Blueprint for
reducing the value of the [Royal] Navy, is the bogey of invasion’,
with the Prussian army as the most respected enemy.66 To achieve
an increase in the army’s prestige and budget, the British public
had to be persuaded that the Royal Navy was no longer capable of
guaranteeing Britain’s security. To Lord Esher, Repington revealed:
‘Until we have put an end to all that damned nonsense that is
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written about sea power, we shall never get our national army.’67

As the Norfolk Commission and the first CID investigation suggest,
it was the rivalry between the two services and domestic debates
on efficiency, reform, and retrenchment rather than the German
threat that encouraged a repeat investigation. In the – Sub-
Committee on Invasion, however, the inter-service motivation was
supplemented by Repington’s keen interest in British foreign policy.
As unofficial mediator in the secret Anglo-French staff talks, he
worked for a foreign policy security bloc together with Paris and,
where possible, also St Petersburg, in order to control the destiny of
international relations. Contrary to his public statements, Reping-
ton found Russia irresistible, as he told his friend Colonel Marker.
He therefore advocated controlling and, if necessary, appeasing
Russia along with France until Britain was militarily prepared for
the worst, or diplomatically safeguarded. In the meantime, Ger-
many served as a perfect bogeyman.68 In order to stir up his fellow
countrymen and promote an Anglo-French rapprochement, he did
not hesitate to distort information about Germany. For example,
upon learning that the French General Staff was still considering
plans to invade Britain despite the Entente Cordiale, he claimed
that this was actually Germany’s intention.69 In fact, Germany had
by then long abandoned any plans to invade the British Isles as
completely unrealistic.70

In countless speeches and articles for The Times, the National
Review, and other influential papers, military interests were mixed
up with foreign policy aims as attempts were made to press the
government for army reform and to undermine Fisher’s naval
reforms.71 Along with Lord Northcliffe and the National Service
League, invasion stories such as William Le Queux’s The Invasion
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of  and du Maurier’s play An Englishman’s Home were promoted
and sensational revelations fabricated about alleged German spies
and arsenals supposedly hidden beneath the streets of London.72

Although these proved to be fictitious and preposterous, the propa-
ganda and modern media mechanisms used by the tabloids worked.
It was enough to make countless unsubstantiated assertions, place
them prominently in the press, and repeat them ‘ad nauseam’.73

To back up the Blue Funk School, The Times published a full-page
prospective invasion map ‘for every household’.74

In ‘Moltke and Overseas Invasion’,75 which was intended to be a
‘nasty jar for the Blue Water fanatics’, Repington seriously asserted
that the invasion of the small island of Alsen in  had merely
been a dress rehearsal for the invasion of Britain. ‘The only way out
for them’, Repington reckoned, was to declare that the generally
respected military genius Moltke ‘was an ass’.76 What followed was
a heated debate that lasted several weeks, which ‘no periodical,
great or small’ could escape. It inevitably provoked further invasion
and spy stories. ‘The newspapers of the breakfast table, the reviews
of the clubs, even “society” journals teem with articles of more
or less interest on naval topics.’77 To combat this press campaign,
navy supporters preferred reason over passion, referring to weather
conditions, water depths, tides and loading capacities, special naval
problems in protecting convoys against torpedoes or submarines,
and amphibious warfare.78 Interestingly enough and contrary to
historical interpretations, Germany’s geographical proximity never
played a special part in these discussions. As Lord Esher had
remarked in March , the Admiralty already possessed such a
well-organized system of recording that ‘at any hour during the
day the Sea Lords are enabled to locate the position of any British
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or foreign vessel’.79 Since any German fleet would take at least
twenty-four hours to cross the  sea miles to the British coast,
this would provide ample advance warning.80 It was France that
was feared as the closest naval power because the distance of only
forty sea miles to Dunkirk, or eighty to Cherbourg, reduced the
time for reaction to a minimum. That is one reason why the Royal
Navy had concentrated its rebuilding efforts mostly on the ports
of Gibraltar, Haulbowline (Cork Harbour), Portsmouth, Chatham,
and Devonport.81 The decision to build a North Sea Naval Base
at Rosyth, by comparison, which has long been seen as a clear
countermeasure against Germany, was made without any mention
of the German navy.82 Rather, it was intended to revive the stagnant
Scottish shipbuilding industry.83

The public impact of the navy’s complex reasoning, however,
appeared to be limited.84 Naval arguments, it seems, were simply
too sophisticated for the ordinary man in the street, who was
hungry for sensation. By contrast, the more the Blue Funk School’s
assertions were refuted, the longer and harder the matter was
discussed, and the more supporters it gained.85 Repington truly
rubbed his hands about his critics and did not make a secret of it.86

As a professional press journalist he had long understood that the
crucial factor was emotional appeal. That this could not be undone,
even by subsequent clarification, can be seen in the case of Foreign
Office officials such as Eyre Crowe, who was deeply convinced by
Repington’s allegations.87 All the evidence put forward by John
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Fisher or Julian Corbett, before and during the investigation, that
any fear of Germany was unwarranted,88 that ‘the real truth’ was
that Britain had ‘enormously increased both our readiness for war
and our instant fighting strength’, and that ‘our present margin
of superiority over Germany (our only possible foe for years) is so
great as to render it absurd in the extreme to talk of anything
endangering our naval supremacy, even if we stopped all shipbuilding
altogether ’, went unheard.89 Of course, Fisher thus also tried to save
his reforms and the prestige of the navy as an ‘ad infinitum Line
of Defence!’.90 Nevertheless, the body of security data provided
spoke for itself. The Royal Navy’s stunning superiority unmasked
the scaremongers’ unsustainable allegations.91 Finally, however, the
First Sea Lord found himself caught between public policy, the
aims of the service departments, and Liberal Party politics. The
more he was attacked and stressed Britain’s strength, the more the
Radical Liberals demanded retrenchment. ‘We are so strong. It is
quite true!’, he admitted. But telling the truth could easily mean
committing parliamentary suicide. ‘The real truth is, we don’t want
anyone to know the truth.’92 Tirpitz and Wilhelm II would be aware
of it anyway, but ‘we don’t want to parade all this, because if so, we
shall have parliamentary trouble’. Fisher was referring directly to
 Radical MPs who had signed ‘one of the best papers’ he had
ever read, arguing that expenditure should be cut because of the
Royal Navy’s superiority.93 Ironically, therefore, the Liberals of the
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pacifist left had understood the real military balance far better than
the Liberal Imperialists. The radical periodical The Nation therefore
suspected a ‘great Grey bogey’ and arrived at a telling conclusion:
‘It is the writers, not the sailors, who have largely poisoned the
Anglo-German situation.’94 Against the background of Russia’s
crushing defeat at Tsushima, Germany was logically regarded as
the only remaining potential threat, but not as the greatest, let alone
‘unique’, danger.95

What is particularly striking and in need of further scrutiny is the
Liberal government’s apparent passivity regarding the outcome of
the investigation. Whereas Balfour, along with George Sydenham
Clarke, still backed the naval experts,96 Henry Asquith, Edward
Grey, and Richard Haldane remained conspicuously silent, even
when Leo Maxse called the First Sea Lord a ‘traitor’ who ought
to be ‘hung at his own yard arm’.97 Unlike Balfour and his former
government, the Liberal Imperialists neither defended the Sea Lord
nor tried to allay public fears or counter public hysteria about
invasion and omnipresent German spies, although the latter alle-
gation in particular seemed especially preposterous. Instead, they
promoted further suspicions. One explanation could be that they
simply did not trust naval expertise. But if this were the case,
they would have put forward counter-arguments, especially when
Balfour was again invited to the CID in . But Asquith, Grey,
Haldane, Lord Crewe, and Lloyd George all failed to ‘put . . . a
question on him. All were equally dumbfounded.’98 The upshot of
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Balfour’s remarks was that he was sticking to his assessment of May
. British security, he concluded, would be ensured by the Royal
Navy, and Britain stood to benefit by recent inventions more than
any other nation.99 Balfour also stressed that despite the rapproche-
ment with St Petersburg, he still assumed Russia was the British
Empire’s most dangerous enemy.100 A German attack, by contrast,
he thought quite unlikely and only conceivable if the Germans had
their backs to the wall, fearing for their very existence.101 Given
the overwhelming evidence, Esher and Haldane finally had to ad-
mit that Britain had nothing to fear even from a Franco-German
alliance.102Notwithstanding these clear findings, theLiberal govern-
ment gave free rein to public rumours and panic. Charles Hardinge,
Permanent Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs, however, used the
scaremongers’ refuted arguments during the royal encounter at
Cronberg in August . Thus, against his better knowledge, he
torpedoed an Anglo-German naval understanding.103

In contrast to the rather reassuring outcome of the manœuvres
in , the large-scale manœuvres of – seem to have
achieved entirely different results.104 Although neither meteoro-
logical/geographical nor technological conditions had changed,
these manœuvres appeared to demonstrate that a landing of ,
enemies on British shores could succeed, and this was grist to the
mill of all those who had always felt that the German peril was a
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, National Maritime Museum, Corbett Papers, CBT//, .

103 Andreas Rose, ‘“The writers, not the sailors . . .”: Großbritannien, die
Hochseeflotte und die “Revolution der Staatenwelt” ’, in Sönke Neitzel and Bernd
Heidenreich (eds.), Das Deutsche Kaiserreich – (Paderborn, ), –.

104 George Callaghan, Memorandum, Naval Manœuvres ,  Aug. , NA,
ADM /, reproduced in Matthew Seligmann and Frank Nägler (eds.), The Naval
Route to the Abyss: The Anglo-German Naval Race – (Farnham, ), no. ,
–; Commander E. V. F. R. Dugmore, RN, Second Prize (Naval) Essay, Journal of
the Royal United Service Institution, / (), –, at –; Naval Notes, Journal of
the Royal United Service Institution, / (), –, at –. On these manœuvres
see Andreas Rose, A Gambler’s Game: Britain and the Origins of the Great War (–)
(forthcoming ).



  

reality. On closer scrutiny, however, the manœuvres neither proved
nor refuted a real German danger. By then the Anglo-German
naval arms race had certainly developed in Britain’s favour and
both powers had tried to change their relations for the better.105

Moreover, inter-service rivalries had also relaxed and the primary
aims of the manœuvres were not to test coastal defence or the
danger of invasion but a whole range of different tactical and
technological questions simultaneously, such as a variety of tactical
questions relating to the management of the fleet: divisional tactics
vs. grand tactics vs. hybrid tactics; gunnery vs. torpedo questions;
communications systems; fleet distribution; fleet scouting; and so
on.106 Therefore, it was and still is very difficult to untangle any cer-
tain results concerning a definite threat analysis. Winston Churchill
himself summed up the rules of manœuvres as producing a rather
unlikely scenario, as the landing troops were completely unmolested
and manœuvres were held in ideal weather conditions.107

That the following discussions by no means reached the levels of
hysteria of previous years also pointed to a more objective debate
between the service departments, the public, and politicians. What
nevertheless becomes clear from these examples is how much the
domestic and inter-service situation counted. The mere contempla-
tion of official mindsets among diplomats and politicians falls as
short as a focus on political parties, the press, or parliament. The
very complexity of Edwardian politics demands a far more sophis-
ticated approach. Unquestionably Germany remains the frame of
reference in the prewar years—not because it was far stronger than
all the other powers, but because, as noted already by John Fisher,
Britain’s strength had become so outstanding that, as a result of
diplomatic rapprochements, it was in fact the sole remaining foe.108

Domestic Realities behind British Foreign Policy

The advocates of conscription somehow needed the German peril
to buttress their case for higher army estimates, promotion against
the navy, and to justify a strategy of entente with former imperial

105 See Friedrich Kießling, Gegen den ‘großen Krieg’? Entspannung in den internationalen
Beziehungen – (Munich, ).

106 Churchill. For this see Lambert, Fisher’s Naval Revolution.
107 Churchill, Notes on the Manœuvres to ADM /, reproduced in Seligmann

and Nägler (eds), The Naval Route to the Abyss, no. a, –, at –.
108 Fisher to Tweedmouth,  Oct. , cited in Fear God , ed. Marder, ii, no. , .



           

rivals. Imperial defence alone was not enough to persuade the
public of the need for compulsory service or a rapprochement with
Russian autocracy.109 None other than Repington himself admitted
this.110

The German peril, therefore, was a bond that united advocates
of the army, sensation-seeking journalists, science-fiction writers,
and spy novelists. The same went for younger diplomats and politi-
cians, especially from the Liberal Imperialist faction. While George
Clarke did not for a second doubt the domestic impetus behind the
German scare,111 the reasons for the Liberal Imperialists’ passivity
was twofold, relating to domestic as well as foreign policy. Since
—that is, before the turning point of the Krueger Telegram in
January  and the first German Naval Law of —Edward
Grey had advocated a global alliance with Britain’s most dangerous
rivals, Russia and France, and, if possible, also with the USA. He
thus aimed to kill not just two but three birds with one stone: to
relieve the Empire and its security, especially on the north-western
frontier in Central Asia; to reduce defence budgets in order to
finance overdue social reform; and to control international global
relations in a shared hegemony without German interference.112 To
those in Britain who thought primarily in imperial categories, Ger-
many was less a danger than an unreliable friend because it seemed
too dependent on Russia and thus too weak as a partner to balance
traditional Russian aggression.113 Anglo-German asymmetry there-
fore appears more promising as a topic for historical interpretation
than Anglo-German antagonism. This also means that to Berlin it
made sense to see the building of a German fleet mainly as a political
weapon to reduce the differences in Anglo-German interests and
make Germany a more attractive partner. That the German High
Seas Battle Fleet was a revolutionary challenge right on Britain’s

109 Arnold-Forster, Diary,  May , BL, Arnold-Forster Papers, MS Add. ;
Repington to Marker,  Apr. , cited in Repington Letters, ed. Morris, no. , ;
Repington to Mrs Haldane,  Feb. , cited ibid., no. , –.

110 Repington to Hutton,  Mar. , cited in Repington Letters, ed. Morris, no. ,
–.

111 Clarke, secret, Distribution of our Naval Forces, early , BL, Clarke Papers,
MS Add. . In August  he thought a further investigation necessary because
the press was campaigning against Germany to stir up the people: Clarke, Note, Aug.
, TNA, CAB ///A, .

112 Grey to Buxton,  Dec. , cited in Henry C. Matthew, The Liberal Imperialists:
The Ideas and Politics of a Post-Gladstonian Élite (Oxford, ), .

113 Rose, Zwischen Empire und Kontinent , –.



  

doorstep, as historians have generally argued, can be deduced only
from the heated public debate, but not from the sober analyses of
naval experts. From this perspective—and this is a further benefit
of looking at the background of British defence policies—Britain
seemed less in decline than the general debate on the rise and fall
of the Empire might suggest. A major obstacle, however, to the
sea change of approaching former enemies such as Russia was to
be found within the Liberal Party itself. To the Radical majority
any co-operation, especially with the tsarist regime, was anathema.
‘Painting the German devil on the wall’ could therefore help to
overcome radical stubbornness on this point in at least two ways.114

Second, Home Defence measures against Germany seemed far
cheaper and easier to justify to the public than defending the Indian
frontier against Russia. A third dimension, namely, that a general
agreement on foreign enemies reduced the danger of a feared party
split, took effect on  August , when the majority of the cabinet
changed its opinion and voted for war.115

During the CID Sub-Committee, Lord Esher, formerly a cri-
tic of ‘mischief-makers’ such as Repington or Roberts,116 suddenly
switched sides and backed the alarmist approach.117 Though any-
thing but convinced by their evidence, he saw his task as that of a
military reformer. For propaganda reasons he deemedGermany the
perfect enemy to reconcile the service departments, and welcomed
any public scare to make the British people warlike in spirit. In
other words, he judged that banking on an anti-German scare was
politically the best thing to do and advised Fisher to do the same.
For him, clearly the end justified any means, and if the German
peril helped to prevent the Radicals from further retrenchment,
so much the better. ‘The German peril’, he noted to Fisher, ‘is a
bogey. Granted. But it is a most useful one.’118 While the Balfour

114 Spring-Rice to Chirol,  June , Churchill College Archive Centre, Cam-
bridge, Spring-Rice Papers, CASR /. For this conclusion see also The Nation, 
Feb. , .

115 For further details see John Morley’s Memorandum on Resignation; Andreas
Rose, ‘“Peace Party at War”: Die britischen Radikalliberalen und der Große Krieg’,
Jahrbuch für Liberalismusforschung ,  (), –.

116 Esher, Memorandum,  Mar. , BL, Balfour Papers, MS Add. . ‘The
Bolt from the Blue upon which Lord Roberts’ case is founded, is absurd’: Esher, 
Nov. , cited in Journals and Letters, ed. Brett, ii. .

117 Arnold-Forster to Maxse, cited in Repington Letters, ed. Morris, Introduction, .
118 Esher to Fisher,  Oct. , cited in Journals and Letters, ed. Brett, ii. ;  Oct.

, Churchill College Archive Centre, Cambridge, Esher Papers, ESHR /;



           

Committee’s findings in  supposedly proved counter-productive
to the martial spirit of the nation,119 Esher suggested establishing
an organized propaganda machine of ‘writers and lecturers to be
paid for converting the nation to be prepared’ in order to avoid
the fate of other nations.120 Miracles were expected of the German
military machine, such as the ability to load , soldiers, 
field guns, and , horses in only a few hours and land them
almost unnoticed on British shores at a rate of , soldiers
per hour.121 In view of the general experience of deploying land
forces during the Japanese landing at Chemulpo and the Essex
manœuvres, this appeared a fantastic assumption, reflecting fiction
rather than fact.122

* * *

Looking at the domestic background on defence and foreign policy
in London’s prewar public sphere adds a further dimension to the
conventional wisdom of British high politics. It helps us to under-
stand the complex background of modern foreign policymaking,
which was far more than merely a matter of ‘maps and chaps’. We
still lack a study of the domestic side of British foreign and naval af-
fairs within the context of Britain’s parliamentary system. Whereas
the domestic side of theKaiserreich is well researched in every detail,
we know surprisingly little about Edwardian Britain in the matter of

Mackay, Fisher of Kilverstone, ; Invasion, Note by Lord Esher,  July , TNA,
CAB /, .

119 Notes on Invasion supplied to Mr Balfour, Balfour to Clarke,  July , TNA,
CAB ///A, ; Report of the Sub-Committee on Invasion,  July , TNA,
CAB /, ; Esher to Knollys,  Nov. , cited in Journals and Letters, ed. Brett,
ii. .

120 Esher to Roberts,  Aug. , National Army Museum, Roberts Papers, R
/.

121 Notes on Invasion,  July , TNA, CAB ///A, –, –.
122 Balfour to Clarke,  July , National Maritime Museum, Richmond Papers,

RIC//, ; Notes on Invasion,  July , TNA, CAB ///A, –. A transport
took at least thirty hours to cross the  miles from Hamburg to the British coast.
In such an enterprise everything depended on secrecy, but the smoke of an invasion
convoy would be seen from a distance of at least thirty miles, providing ample advance
warning. Moreover, it was impossible to requisition a large merchant fleet secretly, in
this case more than , tons of shipping, for transport purposes. The loading of
such a fleet would have paralysed several harbours and international trade centres
for days. See Slade, Sub-Committee of Imperial Defence,  Oct. , TNA, CAB
/A, ; Clarke, Aug. , TNA, CAB ///A, –.



  

inter-service rivalry, party politics, social and economic influences,
or the media as a power-political actor that had its own agenda but
no responsibility. This is particularly striking as Edwardian Britain
is generally regarded as the epitome of a complex parliamentary
system in the prewar age.
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War Premeditated? The ‘War
Council’ of  December  Revisited

J C. G. R

In September , when the controversy over his book Griff nach
der Weltmacht was at its height, Fritz Fischer poured oil on the flames
by announcing that he had radicalized his position still further.
Whereas in his book he had argued that the Kaiser and his advisers
hadmerely risked starting a general war in July , he now believed
that the Imperial German government had ‘wanted this great war
and prepared for and provoked it accordingly’.1 In his second book,
Krieg der Illusionen, Fischer then gave pride of place to the so-called
‘war council’ of his generals and admirals that theKaiser summoned
to the Berlin Schloss on Sundaymorning, December , at which
a decision was taken, so he argued, to begin a war against France
and Russia not immediately, but in about eighteenth months, by
which time a number of preconditions would have been met—the
Kiel Canal widened to take the dreadnought class of battleship, the
new Army Bill passed, further allies in the Balkans secured, and the
German public persuaded to see tsarist Russia as the aggressor.2

Fischer based his reinterpretation of the origins of the war in part
on three documents discussed in an article on the diaries of Admiral
von Müller, head of the Kaiser’s Navy Cabinet: Müller’s own diary
entry for  December , and two reports by the Saxon and
Bavarian military plenipotentiaries in Berlin.3 At the time Fischer

1 Die Zeit ,  Sept. . See also Fritz Fischer, Weltmacht oder Niedergang: Deutschland
im Ersten Weltkrieg (Frankfurt a.M., ). All translations from German originals are
my own unless otherwise indicated.

2 Fritz Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen: Die deutsche Politik von  bis  (Düsseldorf,
), esp. ch. , ‘Der vertagte Krieg’. The book was translated into English by Marion
Jackson and published, with a foreword by Sir Alan Bullock, as War of Illusion: German
Policies from  to  (London, ).

3 The three documents were sent to Fritz Fischer by the author of the article.
The first was contained in John C. G. Röhl, ‘Admiral von Müller and the Approach
of War, –’, Historical Journal , / (), –. See id., ‘An der Schwelle
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did not have access to a fourth document substantially confirming
these three sources, namely, the diary entry for  December 
penned by Vice-Admiral Albert Hopman.4

Unsurprisingly, Fischer’s new thesis provoked intense debate.
This was, after all, the most powerful evidence so far discovered
suggesting a high degree of German intentionality and forward
planning, and undermining the still widely accepted orthodoxy that
in  the Powers had slithered helplessly over the brink into the
boiling cauldron of war. Fischer’s Swiss champion Adolf Gasser
hailed the new documents as further proof of the malign influence
of Prussian militarism on German policy, pointing to the scrapping
by the General Staff of the Ostaufmarschplan, the eastern alternative
to the Schlieffen Plan, shortly after the December  meeting
as proof of its intention to attack first France and then Russia in
the near future.5 The East German historian Willibald Gutsche
asserted that ‘from the turn of the year – the Kaiser was
only waiting for a favourable opportunity to start the war in the
manner envisaged by the military and civilian leadership, namely,
by disguising it as a defensive war, and avoiding British intervention
as far as possible’.6 On the other side Wolfgang Mommsen weighed
in with characteristic pugnacity by insisting that the so-called
‘war council’—Bethmann Hollweg’s sarcastic description—could
not have had any historical significance since neither the Reich
Chancellor nor the Foreign Secretary had been present.7 Even

zum Weltkrieg: Eine Dokumentation über den “Kriegsrat” vom . Dezember ’,
Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen,  (), –. The two documents from the archives
in Dresden and Munich had been sent to the author by Volker Berghahn.

4 Bernd-Felix Schulte, ‘Zu der Krisenkonferenz vom . Dezember ’, Historisches
Jahrbuch,  (), –. Cf. the corrected text in Albert Hopman: Das erreignisreiche
Leben eines ‘Wilhelminers’. Tagebücher, Briefe, Aufzeichnungen  bis , ed. Michael
Epkenhans (Munich, ), –.

5 Adolf Gasser, ‘Der deutsche Hegemonialkrieg von ’, in Imanuel Geiss and
Bernd-Jürgen Wendt (eds.), Deutschland in der Weltpolitik des . und . Jahrhunderts:
Festschrift für Fritz Fischer (Düsseldorf, ), –; id., ‘Erster Weltkrieg und
“Friedensforschung”’, Allgemeine Schweizerische Militärzeitschrift ,  (), –; id.,
Preußischer Militärgeist und Kriegsentfesselung : Drei Studien zum Ausbruch des Ersten
Weltkrieges (Basel, ).

6 Willibald Gutsche, Wilhelm II.: Der letzte Kaiser des Deutschen Reiches (Berlin, ),
–.

7 Wolfgang J. Mommsen, ‘Domestic Factors in German Foreign Policy before ’,
Central European History,  (), –, at –; id., ‘The Topos of Inevitable War
in Germany in the Decade before ’, in Volker R. Berghahn and Martin Kitchen
(eds.), Germany in the Age of Total War: Essays in Honour of Francis Carsten (London, ),
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among Fischer’s close collaborators at Hamburg there was unease
about his further radicalization of his take on the outbreak of the
war.8 In the next few years Gasser, Gutsche, and Fischer himself
were all to die. Only one German historian, the irascible Bernd-
Felix Schulte, still followed the trail with quixotic doggedness,9 but
he was ostracized and eventually retired from the fray, leaving the
world to darkness and to me, the author of this essay.

Not least because of its chronological remoteness from the actual
outbreak of war in the summer of , the evidence on the ‘war
council’ was subjected to micro-exegesis. Had the meeting taken
place at Potsdam or in Berlin? Had the Prussian War Minister
Josias von Heeringen really not attended the meeting alongside his
brother August, Chief of the Admiralty Staff? Why was there no
mention of the Kaiser’s Adjutant General Hans von Plessen and the
Chief of his Military Cabinet Moriz von Lyncker, who would surely
not have been absent on an occasion such as this? Had the apparent
postponement of war been for one and a half years (Müller), one
year (Leuckart and Wenninger), or one to two years (Hopman)?
And crucially, should Müller’s concluding remark that the result
of the meeting had been ‘almost zero’ be taken at face value, or
was it rather an expression of his own frustration that the generals,
who had begun by insisting on ‘war the sooner the better’, had
backed away from their demand ‘to present France or Russia or
both with an ultimatum which would unleash the war with right on
our side’?10 Almost every historian writing on German policy in the

–; id., ‘Kaiser Wilhelm II and German Politics’, Journal of Contemporary History, 
(), –, at –.

8 One of Fischer’s assistants, Dirk Stegmann, told me in an oral communication
that even if I could ‘prove’ the new thesis, he would not believe it.

9 Schulte, ‘Krisenkonferenz’; id., Die deutsche Armee –: Zwischen Beharren und
Verändern (Düsseldorf, ); id., ‘Neue Dokumente zu Kriegsausbruch und Kriegsverlauf
’, Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen,  (), –; id., Vor dem Kriegsausbruch :
Deutschland, die Türkei und der Balkan (Düsseldorf, ); id., Europäische Krise und Erster
Weltkrieg: Beiträge zur Militärpolitik des Kaiserreichs, – (Frankfurt a.M., ).

10 In view of the widespread and persistent confusion over the text of Müller’s diary,
it is worth repeating here that his account does not end dismissively with the words
‘Das war das Ende der Besprechung. Das Ergebnis war so ziemlich 0.’ Himself an
advocate of immediate war and of the notion that Germany could lay the blame for
such a conflict at the feet of Russia or France or both by means of a cunningly worded
ultimatum, the admiral made clear his own frustration that the Sunday morning
meeting had yet again ended without a clear decision for war. ‘That was the end of the
conference’, his diary entry concludes. ‘The result amounted to almost 0. The Chief
of the General Staff says: war the sooner the better, but he does not draw the logical
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prewar years put his or her own gloss on the handful of sources then
available, but the significance of the ‘Kriegsrat’ remained a riddle.

The controversy was placed on a firmer footing when documen-
tation pertaining to the ‘war council’ was published in the journal
Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen in , containing forty-one docu-
ments, many of them previously unknown.11 This article put the
evidential record straight and set the ‘military-political conference’
of  December  against the background of the First Balkan War,
which had broken out at the end of September , but it had little
to say on the crucial question of how, if at all, its deliberations had
a bearing on the outbreak of war a year and a half later. What was
needed was the contextualization of the ‘war council’ in the broader
evolution of German policy from the Russo-Japanese War and the
First Morocco Crisis of  onwards.

Meanwhile, crucial new evidence was published which shone a
bright light into the secret inner circle of German decision-making,
confirming Fritz Fischer’s assertion that in the summer of  its
leaders had deliberately sought a major European war, calculating
that if they represented Russia as the aggressor in a conflict origi-
nating in the Balkans, Austria-Hungary would be committed from
the first, the German people would be willing to take up arms,
Germany’s other allies Italy and Romania would be obliged to enter
the war, and Britain would stay neutral, at least initially, ensuring
the fall of France within four to five weeks. Apart fromMüller’s diary
itself, Fritz Fischer’s, Bernd Sösemann’s, and Bernd-Felix Schulte’s
public dispute with Karl Dietrich Erdmann over his edition of Kurt
Riezler’s diaries confirmed that the malpractice of doctoring the
evidence to exculpate the warmongers, which had been rife in the
s and s, had continued well after the Second World War.12

conclusion from this, which is to present Russia or France or both with an ultimatum
which would unleash the war with right on our side. In the afternoon I wrote to the
Reich Chancellor about the influencing of the press’: Admiral von Müller, diary entry
for  Dec. , Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv Freiburg, Müller Papers.

11 Röhl, ‘An der Schwelle’. The publication of this documentation was suggested to
the author by the late Wilhelm Deist. See also John C. G. Röhl, ‘Die Generalprobe:
Zur Geschichte und Bedeutung des “Kriegsrates” vom . Dezember ’, in Dirk
Stegmann, Bernd-Jürgen Wendt, and Peter-Christian Witt (eds.), Industrielle Gesellschaft
und politisches System: Beiträge zur politischen Sozialgeschichte. Festschrift für Fritz Fischer zum
siebzigsten Geburtstag (Bonn, ), –; id., ‘Dress Rehearsal in December: Military
Decision-Making in Germany on the Eve of the First World War’, in id., The Kaiser
and his Court: Wilhelm II and the Government of Germany (Cambridge, ), –.

12 Kurt Riezler: Tagebücher, Aufsätze, Dokumente, ed. Karl Dietrich Erdmann (Göttingen,
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Sösemann’s edition of the diaries of Theodor Wolff,13 Schulte’s
discovery of the journal of the Bavarian military plenipotentiary
Karl Ritter von Wenninger,14 Günther Kronenbitter’s publication
of the correspondence of Count Kageneck, the German military
attaché in Vienna,15 Holger Afflerbach’s biography of Falkenhayn
and his edition of the letters of the head of the Kaiser’s Military
Cabinet von Lyncker,16 Michael Epkenhans’s voluminous edition of
the diary of Admiral Albert Hopman,17 Stig Förster’s and Annika
Mombauer’s studies of Moltke,18 and the author’s own research
on the Kaiser19 together produced a seamless and incontrovertible
narrative.20 And new evidence pointing in the same direction is
being unearthed all the time, notably the voluminous diaries of the
cosmopolitan aesthete Harry Graf Kessler,21 and the  letters sent
by Kurt Riezler to his fiancée Käthe Liebermann from Supreme
Headquarters in the first months of the war, which were discovered

). See Fritz Fischer, Juli : Wir sind nicht hineingeschlittert. Das Staatsgeheimnis
um die Riezler-Tagebücher (Reinbek, ); Bernd Sösemann, ‘Die Tagebücher Kurt
Riezlers: Untersuchungen zu ihrer Echtheit und Edition’, Historische Zeitschrift , 
(), –; Bernd-Felix Schulte, Die Verfälschung der Riezler-Tagebücher: Ein Beitrag
zur Wissenschaftsgeschichte der er und er Jahre (Frankfurt a.M., ).

13 Theodor Wolff, Tagebücher –: Der Erste Weltkrieg und die Entstehung der Weimarer
Republik in Tagebüchern, Leitartikeln und Briefen des Chefredakteurs am ‘Berliner Tageblatt’ und
Mitbegründers der ‘Deutschen Demokratischen Partei’ , ed. Bernd Sösemann,  vols. (Boppard
am Rhein, ).

14 Schulte, ‘Neue Dokumente zu Kriegsausbruch’.
15 Günther Kronenbitter, ‘Die Macht der Illusionen: Julikrise und Kriegsausbruch

 aus der Sicht des deutschen Militärattachés in Wien’, Militärgeschichtliche Mittei-
lungen,  (), –; id., ‘Krieg in Frieden’: Die Führung der k. u. k. Armee und die
Großmachtpolitik Österreich-Ungarns – (Munich, ).

16 Holger Afflerbach, Falkenhayn: Politisches Denken und Handeln im Kaiserreich (Munich,
); Kaiser Wilhelm II. als Oberster Kriegsherr im Ersten Weltkrieg: Quellen aus der
militärischen Umgebung des Kaisers –, ed. Afflerbach (Munich, ).

17 Albert Hopman, ed. Epkenhans.
18 Stig Förster, ‘Im Reich des Absurden: Die Ursachen des Ersten Weltkrieges’, in

Bernd Wegner (ed.), Wie Kriege entstehen: Zum historischen Hintergrund von Staatskonflikten
(Paderborn, ), –; Annika Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke and the Origins of the
First World War (Cambridge, ).

19 John C. G. Röhl, Wilhelm II.: Der Weg in den Abgrund, – (Munich, ),
published in English translation as Wilhelm II: Into the Abyss of War and Exile, –
(Cambridge, ).

20 All these sources and many others are brought together in an authoritative and
indispensable documentation edited by Annika Mombauer, The Origins of the First World
War: Diplomatic and Military Documents (Manchester, ).

21 Harry Graf Kessler, Das Tagebuch: Vierter Band –, ed. Jörg Schuster
(Stuttgart, ); Fünfter Band – , ed. Günter Riederer and Ulrich Ott
(Stuttgart, ); Sechster Band –, ed. Günter Riederer (Stuttgart, ).
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by Guenther Roth in an attic in Baltimore in  and have now
been published.22

Few German historians would dispute that in the summer of
 (against a background of rising but at no stage compelling
hypernationalism) a coterie of some twenty men in Berlin—the
Kaiser, his generals and admirals, Bethmann Hollweg and the
Wilhelmstrasse—were party to a reckless, half-baked conspiracy to
bring about war with France and Russia which misfired only when
Britain refused to abandon its Entente partners and entered the
war. ‘Beaming faces everywhere’ was how Wenninger described
the mood of the German generals when news arrived of Russia’s
general mobilization.23 ‘The mood is brilliant’, wrote Admiral von
Müller in his diary on  July. ‘The government has succeeded very
well in making us appear as the attacked.’24 When the Kaiser, with
tears in his eyes, signed the mobilization order, his War Minister
Erich von Falkenhayn noted with jubilation: ‘His attitude and
language are worthy of a German emperor! Worthy of a Prussian
king!’25 And when, momentarily, it seemed as if Britain would
stay out if Germany attacked only Russia and not France, all
except Moltke were exultant. ‘What a marvellous turn of events’,
cried Müller; the Kaiser called for champagne all round.26 Such
jubilation, far removed from the mood in St Petersburg, Paris,
or London, was not that of a leadership facing an unexpected
calamity.

Though the term ‘preventive war’ is clearly misleading, especially
if we go on to consider the war aims programme that Reich
Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg and his assistant Kurt Riezler
were already concocting in mid August ,27 the point is worth

22 Aus dem Großen Hauptquartier: Kurt Riezlers Briefe an Käthe Liebermann –, ed.
Guenther Roth and John C. G. Röhl (Wiesbaden, ).

23 Wenninger, diary entry for  July , printed in Schulte, ‘Neue Dokumente zu
Kriegsausbruch’, –; Afflerbach, Falkenhayn, .

24 Müller, diary entry for  Aug. , printed in Röhl, ‘Admiral von Müller’, .
25 Falkenhayn, diary entry for  July , cited in Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , =

Into the Abyss, ; Afflerbach, Falkenhayn, –.
26 Müller, diary entry for  Aug. , cited in Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , =Into

the Abyss, .
27 By  Aug.  Bethmann Hollweg and State Secretary Clemens von Delbrück

had already reached agreement on the need to unite central Europe in a Mitteleuropa
conglomeration under German leadership. On  Aug.  major differences had
arisen between the German and the Austrian leaders on the future status of Poland.
On the following day lengthy discussions took place at Supreme Headquarters in
Koblenz on attaching Poland and other states to the Reich, with Belgium, Holland,
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stressing thatGermany’sGeneral Staff, its naval leaders, and civilian
statesmen would have been criminally negligent if, in preparing for
the eventuality of an all-or-nothing war on two fronts in which speed
would be of the essence, they had not planned to take the initiative
and considered the question of when and how best to launch that
war. As Ian Kershaw has reminded us in his book Fateful Choices,
decisions to start a major interstate war are invariably taken in
secret by a tiny handful of leaders,28 and we should not be at all
surprised that in the Prusso-German military monarchy headed by
a Supreme War Lord convinced that he possessed the divine gift
of clairvoyance, such deliberations were sometimes conducted by
an Areopagus of generals to the exclusion of the civilian statesmen
and diplomats. Even Bismarck had had to contend with pressure
for ‘preventive war’ from the generals at the old Kaiser’s court,
actually describing as a Kriegsrat (war council) a meeting of 
December  at which Wilhelm I, the elder Moltke, and the elder
Waldersee (in the presence of young Prince Wilhelm) had decided
to launch war against Russia.29 The younger Wilhelm, always
in thrall to his grandfather ‘Wilhelm the Great’, had meanwhile
appointed his own Moltke and his own Waldersee, but his Reich
Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg was no Bismarck, and was neither
able nor willing to stand up to the army demigods at the Kaiser’s
court.

In  it was again the generals—in Berlin and in Vienna—who
pressed for war, with the civilians and, crucially, the Kaiser as
Supreme War Lord having to be brought into line. After Moltke’s
meeting with his Austrian colleague Franz Freiherr Conrad von
Hötzendorf at Karlsbad in May , the German Quartermaster-
General Count Georg von Waldersee recorded that both of these
generals ‘were united in their view that at present things were still in
our favour and one should therefore not hesitate to take energetic ac-

and Poland slated to be part of a ‘Gross Deutschland’ and Austria-Hungary a looser
‘protectorate’. On  Aug.  Riezler spoke of the need for the Germans to accustom
themselves to the Weltherrschaft that would be theirs after victory: Riezler, diary entries
for – Aug. , in Tagebücher , nos. –. To Käthe Liebermann he described the
scene: ‘We’re all sitting here around a horseshoe-shaped courtroom table arranging
revolutions, designing new states etc.’: Riezler to Käthe Liebermann,  Aug. , in
Aus dem Großen Hauptquartier , ed. Roth and Röhl, Letter no. .

28 Ian Kershaw, Fateful Choices: Ten Decisions that Changed the World – (London,
).

29 John C. G. Röhl, Young Wilhelm: The Kaiser’s Early Life – (Cambridge,
), –.
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tion and if necessary begin the war’.30 Shortly thereafter—nota bene,
four weeks before the Sarajevo assassinations—Moltke instructed
Foreign Secretary Gottlieb von Jagow ‘to pursue a policy designed
to bring about war in the near future’.31 As late as summer ,
Moltke prided himself, in a letter to Field Marshal Colmar von der
Goltz, no less, on having ‘prepared and initiated . . . this war’.32

If the generals were demanding war in , it could only have
been because they considered the time propitious, with most of the
necessary preparations now in place. Back in December , at
the height of the First Morocco Crisis, Wilhelm II had, in the end,
resisted the pressure from the generals to strike at France while
its ally Russia was out of the running by listing the preconditions
for an offensive war. These included, apart obviously from military
superiority, ensuring that the odium for waging war fell squarely
on Germany’s enemies, that the threat from socialism at home had
been dealt with ‘if necessary by a bloodbath’, and that the support of
Germany’s allies together with that of the Turkish Empire was fully
assured.33 Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow added two conditions
of his own: the senescent Schlieffen must be replaced by a more
energetic man as Chief of the General Staff, and the erratic Kaiser
persuaded to leave the conduct of the war to the military.34 In the
end, it was the deterrent effect of British maritime supremacy that
persuaded the Supreme War Lord on that occasion to pull back
from the brink.35 Fatefully, he convinced himself three years later
that Britain would present no such threat if war broke out in the
Balkans. The Bosnia Annexation Crisis had shown ‘how powerless
England really is on the Continent’, he bragged to Admiral Prince
Louis of Battenberg on his last visit to London. He had stood by
his friend Austria against Russia and would do so again, even if it

30 Waldersee to Kageneck,  May , cited in Kronenbitter, ‘Macht der Illusionen’,
–; Documents, ed. Mombauer, no. .

31 Gottlieb von Jagow, memorandum of , printed in Egmont Zechlin, ‘Motive
und Taktik der Reichsleitung ’, Der Monat ,  (Feb. ), –.

32 Moltke to Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz,  June , cited in John C. G. Röhl,
‘Germany’, in Keith Wilson (ed.), Decisions for War  (London, ), –, at .

33 Kaiser Wilhelm II to Bülow,  Dec. , cited in Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund ,
–=Into the Abyss, –.

34 Hahnke to Groener,  Apr. , cited ibid. –=.
35 See the Kaiser’s memorandum on his conversation of  Dec.  with Sir Alfred

Beit, in Die Große Politik der europäischen Kabinette –: Sammlung der diplomatischen
Akten des Auswärtigen Amtes, ed. Johannes Lepsius, Albrecht Mendelssohn Bartholdy, and
Friedrich Thimme,  vols. (Berlin, –), xx/, no. ; Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund ,
–=Into the Abyss, –.
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came to war, and Britain would be powerless to stop his armies from
reaching Paris because its dreadnoughts did not have wheels.36

On numerous occasions in the following years Wilhelm, the new
Chief of the General Staff Helmuth von Moltke, and Admiral
Georg Alexander von Müller as head of the Kaiser’s Navy Cabinet
were insistent that if war with Russia came, France must be pre-
sented with an ultimatum demanding an unconditional and binding
assurance that it would play no part, either immediately or at a
later stage. ‘A declaration of neutrality is not enough’, Wilhelm
thundered in . ‘This clarification . . . is necessary so that we can
direct our mobilization first against France and eliminate it. On no
account can the army be placed in a situation in which one half is
engaged with Russia while the other half is standing still to protect
us from an uncertain France. We must throw everything against the
West or everything against the East.’37

In this way many of the factors discussed at the ‘war council’
of December  had a long prehistory. Wilhelm and Müller in
particular believed it would be child’s play for the Wilhelmstrasse
to devise some incident, similar to Bismarck’s doctoring of the Ems
Telegram, which would ‘unleash the war with right on our side’.
The one element that had not been resolved, and was, of course, not
resolved even by , was the question of Britain’s neutrality. The
issue had come to a head in  and again in  in two different
ways. First, in the Agadir Crisis Britain had humiliatingly slapped
downGerman attempts to browbeat France by declaring once again
its readiness to protect its Entente partner in the event of a German
attack.38 The ensuing outrage, especially among the navalists in
Berlin, might easily have led to war had the Kiel Canal then been
ready to take dreadnought-class battleships, but work to widen and
deepen the canal was not scheduled to be completed until summer
. Second, in early  the visit of the British War Minister
Lord Haldane to Berlin raised hopes that Britain, finally giving
in to naval blackmail, was about to abandon its role as guarantor

36 Prince Louis of Battenberg, ‘Notes of a statement made by the German
Emperor . . . on May th ’, RA GV/O /, cited in Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund ,
–=Into the Abyss, –.

37 Kaiser Wilhelm II, marginal comment on Tschirschky’s dispatch of  Feb. ,
in Große Politik, xxvi/, no. .

38 For a recent and highly critical interpretation of British policy in the Agadir
Crisis see Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in  (London,
), –.
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of the European balance of power. The Kaiser, seeing himself as
‘the leader of the United States of Europe’ with a large colonial
empire to boot, was violently disappointed when these high hopes
were dashed.39 Bethmann Hollweg, on the other hand, now fought
tooth and claw against Wilhelm’s and Tirpitz’s plans to ratchet up
the battleship construction programme to the point where Britain
would be bound to retaliate with a preventive strike. Bethmann
found allies among the generals and also among Tirpitz’s critics in
the navy, who warned that war with Britain should not be risked at
least until the Kiel Canal was ready.

In the course of  a major shift in German strategic planning
occurred. From preparing for a war against France and, if necessary,
Britain on the assumption that Russia would stay neutral, the
General Staff turned to preparing for a war on two fronts against
France and Russia in the hope that Britain would stay neutral.
Huge sums were to be spent on enlarging the army at the expense
of the High Seas Fleet, rendering the Tirpitz Plan obsolete, as its
author himself acknowledged—while nevertheless demanding war.
It would be more honourable for Germany to go down fighting than
to content itself with the status of a European Continental power of
the second rank.40

With the outbreak of the Balkan Wars in the autumn of , a
situation reminiscent of the Bosnia Crisis of – arose, bringing
with it new hopes of a breakthrough to Weltmacht in the south and
east. Kaiser Wilhelm thrilled at the military advances of Bulgaria,
Romania, Serbia, and Montenegro against Turkey and reviled the
diplomats working for peace as ‘eunuchs’. ‘The Eastern Question
must be solved by Blood and Iron! But at a time that suits us!
That is now’, he blurted out in October .41 He dreamt that
the four Balkan Christian states would coalesce to form the ‘th
Great Power’ in the Concert of Europe and so assure Germany’s
domination.42 The collapse of the Ottoman Empire held out the
prospect, he thought, of an extension of German influence to

39 On the Kaiser’s great expectations of the Haldane mission and his fury when his
hopes were dashed see Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , –=Into the Abyss, –.

40 See the remarkable speech Tirpitz made to the officers of the Reich Navy Office
on  Oct. , cited in Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , –=Into the Abyss, –.

41 Kaiser Wilhelm II to Kiderlen-Waechter,  Oct. , printed in Alfred von
Kiderlen-Wächter: Der Staatsmann und der Mensch. Briefwechsel und Nachlaß, ed. Ernst Jäckh,
 vols. (Berlin, ), ii. –; see also Große Politik, xxxiii, no. .

42 Kaiser Wilhelm II, marginal comments of  Nov.  on Kiderlen-Waechter’s
report of that same day, in Große Politik, xxxiii, no. .
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Odessa, the Hindu Kush, and Suez. ‘The Central Powers will then
be preponderant in the Mediterranean [and] hold sway over . . .
the entire Mohammedan world! (India)’, he exulted.43

These fatuous dreams were not shared by the Austrians, who grew
increasingly alarmed at the expansion of Serbia on their southern
border, nor by Wilhelm’s own General Staff and the statesmen in
the Wilhelmstrasse, who saw in Austria’s conflict with Serbia an
opportunity to settle accounts with Russia and its ally France before
the multinational Danube Monarchy became too moribund and
before the democratic tide in Germany itself rose even higher. As
late as  November , at the Letzlingen hunting lodge outside
Magdeburg, the Kaiser resisted joint pressure from his military and
civilian advisers to support an Austrian attack on Serbia. ‘Under
no circumstances’ would he ‘march on Paris and Moscow’ to hinder
Serbia from reaching the Adriatic, he declared.44 But later that day,
having been somehow persuaded by his entourage that European
public opinion had swung behind Austria, Wilhelm consented to
the policy being urged on him by Moltke, Bethmann Hollweg,
and Kiderlen-Waechter.45 On  November the German Foreign
Secretary assured the Austrians via Wilhelm’s bosom pal, Prince
Max Egon zu Fürstenberg, that Germany would ‘not hesitate for a
moment to fulfil its alliance obligations’,46 and the Kaiser himself
took every opportunity to promise his support while shooting foxes
with Fürstenberg’s aristocratic Austrian cronies at Donaueschingen.
‘Germany’s sword is already loose in its scabbard’, he assured the
Austrian military attaché Freiherr von Bienerth on  November:
‘you can count on us.’47 Wilhelm II ordered his ambassadors in
Paris and London to determine whether France planned to stand by
Russia, and on whose side England would be in the event of war.48

He would do exactly the same in June .

43 Kaiser Wilhelm II to Auswärtiges Amt,  Dec. , in Große Politik, xxxiii, no.
. For the Kaiser’s stance in the First Balkan War see Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund ,
–=Into the Abyss, –. Also id., ‘“Jetzt oder nie!” The Resurgence of Serbia
and Germany’s First “Blank Cheque” of November ’, in Dragoljub R. Živojinović
(ed.), The Serbs and the First World War (Belgrade, ), –.

44 Kaiser Wilhelm II to Kiderlen-Waechter,  Nov. , in Große Politik, xxxiii,
no. .

45 See Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , –=Into the Abyss, –.
46 Kiderlen-Waechter to Tschirschky,  Nov. , in Große Politik, xxxiii, no. .
47 Bienerth to Schemua,  Dec. , cited in Kronenbitter, ‘Krieg im Frieden’ , .
48 Kaiser Wilhelm II to Kiderlen-Waechter,  Nov. , cited ibid. . See Große

Politik, xxxiii, no. .



   .  . 

On November  the newAustrianChief of theGeneral Staff
Blasius Schemua visited Berlin for secret talks with Moltke in which
the Kaiser himself took a lively part. Both Wilhelm and Moltke
solemnly assured Austria of Germany’s absolute support should it
find itself at war with Russia after attacking Serbia. They confirmed
that there were no signs in France of any hostile activity, asserted that
the Russian army would not be ready for years, and that Italy was
sure to stand by its obligations to the Triple Alliance. The German
army would be ready for action within six days of mobilization,
Moltke affirmed. He undertook to crush France in four to five weeks
before turning east.49TheKaiserwent straight from thismomentous
meeting to the shoot at Springe (outsideHanover), whereChancellor
Bethmann and a high-poweredAustrian delegation led byArchduke
Franz Ferdinand were waiting for him.50 As Count von Berchtold
recalled in his memoirs, Franz Ferdinand now abandoned his earlier
insistence on peace and became a staunch and stubborn advocate
of war.51

The absence of the Reich Chancellor and the Foreign Secretary
from the military ‘war council’ summoned by the Kaiser on 
December  is commonly held up as proof that that meeting
of Germany’s top generals and admirals had no significance for
the conduct of policy, but it had been precisely these two civilians
who, as we have seen, had been pressing the Supreme War Lord
since early November to commit the Reich to support its ally on
the Danube should its impending conflict with Serbia lead to war
with Russia. And newly discovered evidence in the archives of
Baden and Württemberg confirms that Bethmann’s and Kiderlen’s
determination to stand by Austria, come what may, was at least
as strong as that of the monarch and his paladins from the army
and navy.

On  November  the Chancellor convened a meeting of
the Bundesratsausschuss für die Auswärtigen Angelegenheiten (the

49 Schemua’s memorandum on his encounter of  Nov.  with the Kaiser
and Moltke in Berlin is printed in E. C. Helmreich, ‘An Unpublished Report of
Austro-Military Conversations of November, ’, Journal of Modern History,  ( June
), –.

50 Franz Ferdinand did not take part in the meeting with the Kaiser and Moltke in
the General Staff building, but both he and Szögyény reported later on its content, the
ambassador confirming ‘that the Kaiser had expressed a readiness to accept the risk
of a war with all three Entente powers’: Clark, Sleepwalkers,  n. .

51 Cited in Hugo Hantsch, Leopold Graf Berchtold: Grandseigneur und Staatsmann,  vols.
(Graz, ), i. .
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federal states’ committee for foreign affairs) in Berlin, attended by
the prime ministers of Bavaria, Saxony, Württemberg, Baden, and
Mecklenburg-Schwerin together with their respective envoys to the
nation’s capital.52 Apart from Bethmann Hollweg and Kiderlen-
Waechter, the meeting also included Clemens von Delbrück, State
Secretary at the Reich Office of the Interior and Deputy Reich
Chancellor, and Arnold Wahnschaffe, Under-Secretary of State in
the Reich Chancellery. It is hard to imagine amore august gathering
of the civilian leadership of the German Reich.53

Vice-Chancellor Clemens von Delbrück struck a note of fore-
boding even before the session began by informing the visitors that
he had recently had his work cut out making preparations for a
possible mobilization. At the meeting of the Bundesrat committee
itself, which was chaired by the Bavarian prime minister (and future
Reich Chancellor) Freiherr von Hertling, Bethmann Hollweg per-
sonally gave a lengthy exposé of the international situation whose
defiant tenor and militant conclusion led the south German states-
men to fear that war could be imminent. As the chief minister of
Baden, Alexander Freiherr von Dusch, reported to his Grand Duke
on  November , the Chancellor’s exposé culminated in the
statement ‘that if Austria should feel compelled to move militarily
against Serbia and the latter should then find Russian help, we were
determined to intervene fully and firmly [voll und ganz] on behalf of
our ally’.54 At this point, ‘to save his voice’, the exhausted Bethmann

52 See Ernst Deuerlein, Der Bundesratsausschuß für die auswärtigen Angelegenheiten
– (Regensburg, ),  and –.

53 According to the list of those present sent to the King of Württemberg on
 Nov. , the meeting was attended by Reich Chancellor Dr Theobald von
Bethmann Hollweg, his deputy the State Secretary of the Reich Office of the
Interior Clemens von Delbrück, Foreign Secretary Alfred von Kiderlen-Waechter, the
Under-Secretary of State in the Reich Chancellery Arnold Wahnschaffe, the prime
minister of Bavaria Freiherr Georg von Hertling and Bavaria’s envoy in Berlin Count
Hugo von Lerchenfeld, Saxony’s Foreign Minister Count Vitzthum von Eckstädt with
the Saxon envoy in Berlin Freiherr von Salza und Lichtenau, Württemberg’s prime
minister Dr Carl von Weizsäcker alongside his kingdom’s representative Axel Freiherr
von Varnbüler, the first minister of the Grand Duchy of Baden Alexander Freiherr
von Dusch together with Graf Berckheim, Baden’s envoy in Berlin, and finally two
leaders from the Grand Duchy of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, its prime minister Count von
Bassewitz-Levetzow and Mecklenburg’s envoy Freiherr von Brandenstein: Weizsäcker
to King Wilhelm II of Württemberg,  Nov. , Landesarchiv Baden-Württemberg
(LA-BW) Stuttgart, E / Bü .

54 ‘Der Herr Reichskanzler gab ein längeres Exposé über die Entwickelung und
derzeitigen Lage der Balkankrise. . . . Das Exposé gipfelte in einem Schlußsatze des
Inhalts, daß falls Österreich gegen Serbien militärisch vorzugehen genötigt werde und
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handed the conduct of the meeting over to the Foreign Secretary,
but even thoughKiderlen-Waechter then adopted a somewhatmore
reassuring tone, stressing the disunity of the Triple Entente and in
particular England’s ‘reluctance to become involved in a world war
for the sake of the Serbian aspirations’, the meeting nevertheless left
‘an extremely grave impression’ on the visiting ministers.55 Bear-
ing in mind Delbrück’s revelation that he had been preoccupied
with a possible mobilization, they were only partially reassured by
Kiderlen’s more light-hearted tone and his statement that in view of
Britain’s determination to uphold the peace and France’s growing
conciliatory attitude, ‘we shall probably not have to come to the
support of our ally’.56 The Württemberg premier Carl Freiherr von
Weizsäcker expressed the hope that Austria’s military preparations
would be more carefully considered than its diplomacy had been
so far, whereas Hertling took a firmer line still, insisting that it was
not only out of loyalty to Austria but in its very own interests that
Germany must support its ally ‘in preventing the Slavs from becom-
ing too powerful in the Balkans’. He asked for an assurance, which
Kiderlen readily gave, ‘that Austria knew that we stood behind the
minimum of its demands’.57 Not one of the visiting statesmen raised

letzteres wiederum russische Hilfe finde, wir voll und ganz für unseren Verbündeten
einzutreten entschlossen seien’: Freiherr von Dusch to Grand Duke Friedrich II of
Baden,  Nov. , LA-BW Karlsruhe, /.

55 Delbrück’s remark, ‘er habe in letzter Zeit sehr große Arbeit mit den Vorbe-
reitungen für eine etwaige Mobilmachung gehabt, war an sich geeignet, einen recht
ernsten Eindruck zu machen, der aber durch die später folgenden Ausführungen
des Staatssekretärs von Kiderlen-Waechter wesentlich gemildert wurde. Auch der
Reichskanzler hatte übrigens von einer akuten Gefahr nicht gesprochen; nur die ernste
Betonung unserer Bündnistreue gegenüber Österreich im Zusammenhang mit der noch
nicht völlig geklärten Gesamtlage war geeignet, den oben bezeichneten Eindruck her-
vorzurufen.’ According to Kiderlen, ‘England wirke jetzt tatsächlich als Friedensmacht’
and had declared ‘von einem Weltkriege wegen der serbischen Wünsche nichts wissen
zu wollen’: Freiherr von Dusch to Grand Duke Friedrich II of Baden,  Nov. ,
LA-BW Karlsruhe, /.

56 ‘Die Bedeutung der Gesamtlage faßte Herr von Kiderlen dahin zusammen,
daß bei der dem Frieden durchaus günstigen Haltung Englands, der zunehmenden
Friedfertigkeit Frankreichs und der auf unsern Einfluß zurückzuführenden größeren
Zurückhaltung Österreichs‚ wir wohl für unsern Bundesgenossen nicht werden eintreten
müssen’: Dusch to Grand Duke Friedrich II of Baden,  Nov. , LA-BW Karlsruhe,
/. In his submission to the King of Württemberg Weizsäcker similarly stressed
that Bethmann Hollweg’s speech had been considerably more alarming than the more
optimistic and humorous tone adopted by the Foreign Secretary: Weizsäcker to King
Wilhelm II of Württemberg,  Nov. , LA-BW Stuttgart, E / Bü .

57 Weizsäcker to King Wilhelm II of Württemberg,  Nov. , LA-BW Stuttgart,
E / Bü .
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any objection to Bethmann Hollweg’s evident readiness to hand the
decision between war and peace over to the leaders of a foreign
power.

The grave impression produced by the Chancellor’s exposé at
the meeting was confirmed when the text of Bethmann’s remarks
was formally circulated to the governments of the German federal
states a few days later, a document that has misleadingly gone down
in history not as the Reich Chancellor’s speech in the Bundesrat but
as a memorandum by Kiderlen-Waechter.58 True, this document
had been carefully drafted in the Auswärtiges Amt, with an evident
input from the Chief of the General Staff, but it fully represented
Bethmann Hollweg’s considered position.59 His speech ended, as
Freiherr von Dusch noted, with a startling warning that Continental
war might be imminent:

The ultimate assertion of its demands we will leave to our ally [Austria-
Hungary] itself. But if it should, in the course of asserting its vital interests,
which it cannot abandon without a diminution of its position as a Great Power
against Slavic arrogance, be attacked by Russia, which we hope will not be
the case, then in our very own interests we would have to deploy all of our
power in fulfilment of our alliance obligations. It is often said that Germany
has no need to fight for Austria’s Albanian or Adriatic interests or even for
the harbour at Durazzo. But that is not what is at stake. The purpose of our
alliance is to ensure that the great Central European Monarchy remains intact
in its Great Power status at our side, so that we do not, as Prince Bismarck
expressed it, find ourselves one day nez à nez with Russia with France at our
back. So if Austria has to fight for its position as a Great Power, regardless of
the cause, then we must stand at its side so as not to have to fight alone at
a later stage with a weakened Austria beside us. This has not prevented us,
nor will it prevent us in future, from using our entire influence to mediate
the conflicts. The limit for this is that we cannot permit our ally to suffer any
humiliation. We wish to avoid war for as long as that is possible with honour;
if that should prove impossible, we shall face it with equanimity and firm
resolve.60

58 Kiderlen-Wächter , ed. Jäckh, ii. –. Cited in part in Große Politik, xxxiii, no. .
59 Weizsäcker described the exposé as ‘eine vom Auswärtigen Amt übergebene

Niederschrift über die Ausführungen des Reichskanzlers’, a written version of the
Reich Chancellor’s remarks circulated by the Auswärtiges Amt: Weizsäcker to King
Wilhelm II of Württemberg,  Nov. , LA-BW Stuttgart, E / Bü . Dusch
marked his copy clearly as ‘Vortrag des Herrn Reichskanzlers’: Dusch to Grand Duke
Friedrich II of Baden,  Nov. , LA-BW Karlsruhe, /.

60 ‘Der Zweck unseres Bündnisses ist, dass die grosse mitteleuropäische Monarchie
neben uns in ihrer Grossmachtstellung unangetastet erhalten bleibt, damit wir uns
nicht eines Tages, wie sich Fürst Bismarck ausdrückte, nez à nez mit Russland befinden,
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On  December  Bethmann Hollweg made a similar speech
in the Reichstag, the crucial passages again having been suggested
to him by Moltke,61 in which he publicly announced Germany’s
support for Austria-Hungary should its conflict with Serbia lead
to war with Russia. If the Danube Monarchy’s existence were to be
threatened in this way, theReichChancellor averred, ‘thenwewould
have to step up to its side, determined and decisive, in accordance
with our own alliance duty. . . . Then we would have to fight on the
side of our ally to maintain our own position in Europe, to defend
the security and future of our own country. . . . I am convinced that
with such a policy we will have the entire nation behind us.’62

Understandably, Bethmann’s speech sounded alarmbells in all the
capitals of Europe. The French Cabinet under Poincaré instructed
the ambassador in London, Paul Cambon, to discover what Britain
intended to do if an Austrian attack on Serbia provoked aRussian re-
sponse, Germany then came toAustria’s aid, and France were forced
to support Russia—the exact scenario of July .63 If war did not
break out in December  it was primarily because Lord Haldane
and Sir Edward Grey, with the approval of the cabinet (including
David Lloyd George) and the king, left no doubt that, as in  and
, Britain would not allow the German army to ‘crush’ France.64

Prince Lichnowsky’s dispatch from London with this alarming news

mit Frankreich im Rücken. Muss also Österreich, gleichgültig aus welchem Grunde,
um seine Grossmachtstellung fechten, so müssen wir an seine Seite treten, damit wir
nicht nachher neben einem geschwächten Österreich allein fechten müssen. Dies hat
uns nicht gehindert und wird uns auch ferner nicht hindern, unsern ganzen Einfluss
zur Milderung der Gegensätze einzusetzen. Die Grenze dafür ist, dass wir unserm
Bundesgenossen keine Demütigung zumuten dürfen. Wir wollen den Krieg vermeiden,
solange es in Ehren geht; erweist sich das als unmöglich, ihm ruhig und fest ins Auge
sehen’: Bethmann Hollweg, speech in the Bundesratsausschuss für die Auswärtigen
Angelegenheiten,  Nov. , LA-BW Karlsruhe, /.

61 Bienerth to Schemua,  Dec. , in Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , =Into the
Abyss, .

62 Bethmann Hollweg’ speech of  Dec.  in the Reichstag ended with the
menacing words: ‘Wenn sie [die Doppelmonarchie] aber bei der Geltendmachung
ihrer Interessen wider alles Erwarten von dritter Seite angegriffen und damit in
ihrer Existenz bedroht werden sollte, dann würden wir, unserer Bundespflicht getreu,
fest entschlossen an ihre Seite zu treten haben und dann würden wir zur Wahrung
unserer eigenen Stellung in Europa, zur Verteidigung unserer eigenen Zukunft und
Sicherheit fechten. Ich bin überzeugt, daß wir bei einer solchen Politik das ganze Volk
hinter uns haben werden’: Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen des Reichstags, .
Legislaturperiode, cclxxxvi.  ff.

63 Documents diplomatiques françaises, –,  vols. (Paris, –), iv, no. .
64 H. H. Asquith to King George V,  Dec. , cited in Keith Wilson, ‘The British
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reached the Kaiser on Sunday morning,  December , and pro-
voked in him a hysterical panic attack similar to the breakdown he
was to suffer at the end of July . It was in this highly agitated
state that he summoned his generals and admirals to the ‘war coun-
cil’ to decide whether to honour the blank cheque already given to
Austria, in spite of the news from London—or to pull back from
the brink for a year or two until the new Army Bill had come into
effect, the German people had been won over to the idea of a war
against Russia, relations with Britain had been improved, and the
widening and deepening of the Kiel Canal completed. In this new
interpretation, then, the ‘war council’ was not so much the point at
which Germany’s leaders decided to begin a European war in the
summer of , but rather a top-level military meeting at which
a decision which had been arrived at four weeks earlier to support
Austria-Hungary with the distinct possibility that this might lead to
immediate war was reversed again in favour of a postponement.65

If this reinterpretation is correct, we would expect to see the
German leaders signalling the change in policy to the Austrians,
who just days before had been given the green light to attack Serbia,
and this is exactly what happened. To the fury of Conrad von
Hötzendorf (now back as Chief of the General Staff ), the Kaiser, his
brother Prince Heinrich, Bethmann Hollweg, and Moltke all made
it clear with unmistakable reference to the decisions of  December
thatGermanywould not after all support a general war until theKiel
Canal was ready to take the new ships of the line and until further
attemptshadbeenmade to secureBritain’s neutrality.66Theyassured

Démarche of  and  December ’, in id., Empire and Continent: Studies in British Foreign
Policy from the s to the First World War (London, ), –, at .

65 Obviously the chronological sequence of events is crucial here if we are to
understand the double shift that occurred in the German position on  Nov. 
(to support an Austrian attack on Serbia) and again on  Dec.  (to hold Austria
back again). The confusion created when this timing is not observed is illustrated by
Christopher Clark’s new book The Sleepwalkers, where the author randomly cites the
Kaiser’s ‘quixotic speculations’ of , , and  Nov. (i.e. before the first shift) and 
Feb.  (after the second shift) in support of his contention that Wilhelm held the
Austrians back throughout. Astonishingly, Clark fails to mention the ‘war council’ at
all in his discussion of German policy in this crisis. See Clark, Sleepwalkers, –
with nn. –.

66 See Hieronymus Graf von Colloredo-Mannsfeld’s report of his conversation with
Prince Heinrich,  Jan. , in Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , –=Into the Abyss,
–; Bethmann Hollweg to Berchtold,  Feb. , ibid. –=–, and Große
Politik, xxxiv/, no. ; Moltke to Conrad,  Feb. , printed in Franz Freiherr
Conrad von Hötzendorf, Aus meiner Dienstzeit ,  vols. (Vienna, –), iii. –.
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the Austrians, however, that the lights had been switched only from
green to amber, not to red. Kaiser Wilhelm, in particular, ranted
on endlessly about the forthcoming racial conflict which Germany
could havewhenever it chose, noting bitterly that in this life-or-death
struggle to decide the future of the world it looked as if the Anglo-
Saxons would side with the degenerate Latin races and the Slavs
instead of with their fellow Teutons. In his eyes Britain’s balance of
power policy was nothing but a cynical ruse to keep the European
Powers divided.67

Wewouldalso expect tofind theAustriansbeinggivenencouraging
signals again as the expansion of the German army and work on the
Kiel Canal progressed. And indeed, from mid  onwards both
Moltke andWilhelm II left Vienna in no doubt that it could count on
German support should its actions against Serbia result in a general
war. ‘I know only this,’ Moltke assured Conrad on  June ,
‘that when the fighting starts, the Triple Alliance will do its duty.’ As
before, he warned his Austrian colleague that Germany would have
to deploymost of its forces to attack France before turning east. It was
true that he (Moltke) had no fewer than  divisions at his disposal,
‘but we have to consider the English, who are sure to be on the side
of France’.68 In October  the advance of the Serbian army into
Albania brought a European conflagration palpably close. When
Austria issued an ultimatum to Belgrade, neither the Kaiser nor
Moltke nor the officials in the Wilhelmstrasse hesitated to offer their
unequivocal support. In a chilling anticipation of the fateful blank
cheque hewas to hand to theAustrians in July ,Wilhelm II wrote
on a dispatch from Vienna: ‘Now or never! It’s high time law and
order was established down there!’69 He personally assured Conrad
von Hötzendorf at Leipzig: ‘I shall go with you. The other Powers
are not ready, theywon’t do anything to oppose you. . . . I have always
favoured peace, but there are limits. . . . There comes a point when a
Great Power can no longer stand aside but must draw the sword.’70

67 See Kaiser Wilhelm II to Archduke Franz Ferdinand,  Dec. , printed in
Röhl, ‘An der Schwelle’, document no. ; Kaiser Wilhelm II to Prince Heinrich of
Prussia,  Dec. , ibid., no. ; Kaiser Wilhelm II to Karl von Eisendecher,  Dec.
, ibid. no. .

68 Moltke to Conrad,  June , printed in Conrad von Hötzendorff, Aus meiner
Dienstzeit –, iii. –.

69 Kaiser Wilhelm II, marginal comment on Stolberg’s dispatch of  Oct. , in
Große Politik, xxxvi/, no. .

70 Conrad, record of a conversation of  Oct.  with Kaiser Wilhelm II, in
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Moving on from Leipzig to Vienna, Kaiser Wilhelm informed the
Austrian ForeignMinister Count Leopold von Berchtold that Russia
would not be ready to fight a war for at least six years. In the
forthcoming racial struggle Austria-Hungary and Germany would
stand side by side. ‘Whatever steps the Vienna Foreign Office now
decided to take would be treated by him as an order.’71

In the west, too, the signs were unmistakable that the delay of one
to two years envisioned at the ‘war council’ was drawing to a close.
On  and  November  King Albert of the Belgians had talks
in Potsdam with Wilhelm II and Moltke, which convinced him that
a German attack on France through Belgium was imminent. The
Kaiser warned King Albert that war with France was ‘inévitable
et prochaine’ and added: ‘In view of the overwhelming superiority
of his army Germany was certain of victory’; Albert would do well
to side with Germany. Moltke also stressed that war with France
was imminent and this time, in contrast to –, would be fought
to the bitter end. ‘Cette fois, il faut en finir.’ The entire German
nation would greet war with enthusiasm. ‘Nothing will be able to
resist the force of the furor teutonicus once it has been unleashed’,
the Chief of the General Staff asserted. And he, too, warned the
Belgian monarch: ‘The smaller states would be well advised to side
with us, for the consequences of the war will be severe for those who
are against us.’72

Nine months after the unequivocal support given to Conrad and
Berchtold in Leipzig andVienna and the open threats directed at the
King of the Belgians in Potsdam, the Kaiser and the General Staff
believed themselves to be ready, albeit in the expectation that France
would be crushed in five weeks and that the campaign against the
hopelessly backward Russian army would be a walk in the park. The
newmobilization timetable necessitated by theArmyBill of  had
been revised, new railway lines and depots had been constructed
in the vicinity of Aachen, the Kiel Canal had been widened and

Conrad, Aus meiner Dienstzeit , iii. –. For further evidence of German support for
an Austrian attack on Serbia in Oct.  see Röhl, Weg in den Abgrund , –=Into
the Abyss, –.

71 Berchtold, record of a conversation of  Oct.  with Kaiser Wilhelm II, in
Österreich-Ungarns Außenpolitik, vii, no. .

72 Baron Beyens, Deux années à Berlin, –,  vols. (Paris, ), ii. –. See
the analysis of this crucial document in Jean Stengers, ‘Guillaume II et le Roi Albert
à Potsdam en novembre ’, Bulletin de la Classe des Lettres et des Sciences Morales et
Politique, th ser.,  (), –.
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deepened to take dreadnoughts, the U-boat harbour on Heligoland
had been fortified, large quantities of gold had been purchased at
a premium on the London exchange, the German nation had been
indoctrinated to regard tsarist Russia as an aggressor, propaganda
material to convince the world of the justice of Germany’s military
action had been prepared, Dutch middlemen had been won to
import vital supplies through the ‘windpipe’ of Rotterdam, agents
had been found to ensure that the overseas fleet could be coaled in
neutral ports, fast German passenger liners had been surreptitiously
crewed by German marines in readiness for war, and tinned meat
had been stockpiled in various depots around the country. In May
and June  Moltke took not one but two cures at Karlsbad in
the vain hope of getting himself fit for the grand racial showdown
about to begin.

There are several striking parallels between Germany’s actions in
November/December  and June/July . Just as he had done
inNovember , on  June —twelve days before the assassina-
tion at Sarajevo—the Kaiser ordered Prince Lichnowsky in London
to ascertain what Britain’s stance would be in a European war;73 and
just as in December , he now dispatched his brother Heinrich
to pose the same tell-tale question to King George V.74 When the
Austro-Hungarian Council of Ministers met on  July  to decide
on war against Serbia, Finance Minister Ritter von Bilinski stated
that he had never for one moment doubted Germany’s support if
things got serious and recalled receiving themost binding assurances
to this effect from Tschirschky once before—in November .75

* * *

Fifty years have now gone by since the discovery and authentication
of Admiral von Müller’s diary entry for  December  recording
the so-called ‘war council’ to which Fritz Fischer gave pride of place
in his book on the approach of the First World War. In that time
a huge amount of new evidence has come to light enabling us to

73 Bethmann Hollweg to Lichnowsky,  June , printed in Die deutschen Dokumente
zum Kriegsausbruch: Vollständige Sammlung der von Karl Kautsky zusammengestellten amtlichen
Aktenstücke mit einigen Ergänzungen . . ., ed. Max Montgelas and Walter Schücking, 
vols. (Charlottenburg, ), i, document no. ; see Gutsche, Wilhelm II., .

74 On Prince Heinrich’s fateful role in the crisis of July  see Röhl, Weg in den
Abgrund , – and =Into the Abyss, – and .

75 Minutes of the Austro-Hungarian Council of Ministers for Common Affairs, 
July , in Documents, ed. Mombauer, no. .
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see that military-political conference inmuch sharper focus. Despite
the Supreme War Lord’s obviously panicky state of mind, which
prompted him to summon his top generals and admirals to the
Schloss at short notice that Sunday morning, the issues discussed
at the meeting could hardly have been more profound: whether to
initiate awar of conquest to break out of the confines of theEuropean
balance of power and if so, how and when?

Specifically, as Fischer’s colleague and rival Egmont Zechlin
pointed out in , the ‘war council’ must be seen against the back-
ground of the dramatic developments taking place in the Balkans,
with a resurgent Serbia determined to expand to the Adriatic,
thereby undermining the Great Power status of Germany’s ally, the
multinationalHabsburgEmpire, andAustria-Hungary’s determina-
tion to erase Serbia from the map.76 Crucial to understanding the
historical significance of themeeting of  December  in perspec-
tive is the realization that the Berlin government had already issued
Vienna three weeks earlier with a blank cheque promising uncon-
ditional military support should Austria’s intended attack on Serbia
lead to war with Russia and France—a fateful decision reached, as
we have seen, not just by the Kaiser and the generals but by the
Reich Chancellor, the Foreign Secretary, and the State Secretary
of the Reich Office of the Interior and approved nem. con. on 
November by the governments of the German federal states. The
‘war council’ then reversed that decision for immediate war when
news arrived from London that Britain could not allow France to be
‘crushed’. Germany reined the Austrians back and on  December
Emperor Franz Joseph called off the planned invasion of Serbia at
least for the time being.77

More generally, however, the deliberations of the Kaiser and his
leading military and naval advisers on that Sunday morning were
anything but an immediate response to theAdriatic crisis. The consi-
derations put forward byWilhelm II,Moltke, and Tirpitz at the ‘war
council’ werewholly in linewith themainstreamofGerman strategic
planning stretching back to the Russo-Japanese War, the First Mo-
rocco Crisis, and the Bosnia Annexation Crisis and thenceforward

76 Egmont Zechlin, ‘Die Adriakrise und der “Kriegsrat” vom . Dezember ’,
printed in id., Krieg und Kriegsrisiko: Zur deutschen Politik im Ersten Weltkrieg (Düsseldorf,
), –. On Austria’s plans for Serbia see Marvin Benjamin Fried, Austro-Hungarian
War Aims in the Balkans during World War I (London, ).

77 Kronenbitter, ‘Krieg im Frieden’ , –.
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to June and July . The deterrent effect produced by Britain’s
unexpected support for France and Russia in early December 
was of brief duration and certainly did not lead to an abandonment
of Germany’s bid for world power, by war and conquest if (as seemed
evermore likely) othermeans failed. The evidence for this continuity
of intention from the ‘war council’ to the actual decision for war
in  is now quite overwhelming, enabling us to reconstruct the
thinking of Germany’s and Austria’s leaders virtually day by day.
When Moltke, Falkenhayn and Waldersee, Tirpitz and Capelle, the
Kaiser, the Chancellor and the Wilhelmstrasse handed their blank
cheque to the Austrians on  and  July , just as they had in
November , the vaunted ‘calculated risk’ they took was not that
Austria’s invasion of Serbia might lead to war with Russian and
France—that was judged to be a  per cent near-certainty.78 The
risk they knowingly took was that Britain might enter the war to
preserve the balance of power and prevent the German domination
of the Continent.

This ‘Fischer paradigm’, as it has been called, which, mutatis mu-
tandis, has informed international research on the origins of the
Great War for the past half century, has recently been challenged
root and branch by Christopher Clark’s acclaimed The Sleepwalkers,
which denies any such drive to war on Imperial Germany’s part.79

But such an argument can only be made by discounting or ignor-
ing altogether the growing mass of authentic evidence of German
intentionality, the most striking of which, alongside BethmannHoll-
weg’s notorious war aims programme of  September , is that
relating to the ‘war council’ of  December —the centrepieces
respectively of Fritz Fischer’s two seminal works. And so the Fischer
controversy continues.80

78 Alexander Graf Hoyos, ‘Meine Mission nach Berlin’, in Fritz Fellner, ‘Die “Mission
Hoyos”’, printed in Wilhelm Alff (ed.), Deutschlands Sonderung von Europa –
(Frankfurt a.M., ), .

79 Clark’s game-changing work was published in German translation as Die
Schlafwandler: Wie Europa in den Ersten Weltkrieg zog (Munich, ).

80 See John C. G. Röhl, ‘Goodbye to all that (again)? The Fischer Thesis, the New
Revisionism and the Meaning of the First World War’, International Affairs, / ( Jan.
), –; id., ‘Historische Einleitung’, in Roth and Röhl (eds.), Aus dem Großen
Hauptquartier , –.
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Russian Horses: The German Army
Leadership and the July Crisis of 

S F 

Historiography, the Generals, and the Search for
Those Responsible for Causing the First World War

Historians generally agree that the leaders of the German army
had a central role in the fateful decision-making process that, in July
, plunged Europe into the catastrophe of the First World War.
In this view, ‘the generals’ used the escalating international crisis
after the terrorist assassination in Sarajevo finally to realize their
long-standing demand for a preventive war. In the end, Germany’s
political leaders were unable to withstand the pressure exerted by
the generals even if they had wanted to. At the end of July the
German Kaiser and Chancellor let things run their course and,
by agreeing to a general mobilization, unleashed world war. The
General Staff in particular, fearing that its operational plans for a
quick war in the west were not feasible, put forward the argument
of military constraints and increasing time pressure in the wake of
Russia’s preparations for war. The hope of cutting the Gordian knot
of Germany’s intractable international position by an act of military
violence and making a ‘bid for world power’ in a short war was also
attractive to the political leadership.

This version of events was made popular largely by Fritz Fischer
and his school.1 Over the years, Fischer and a number of his students

First published as ‘Russische Pferde: Die deutsche Armeeführung und die Julikrise ’,
in Christian T. Müller and Matthias Rogg (eds.), Das ist Militärgeschichte! Probleme —
Projekte — Perspektiven (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, ), –. Translation by
Angela Davies, GHIL, published by permission of Ferdinand Schöningh Verlag.

1 On this see the relevant analyses in Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht: Die
Kriegszielpolitik des kaiserlichen Deutschland /, th edn. (Düsseldorf, ; first
published ), and id., Krieg der Illusionen: Die deutsche Politik von  bis 
(Düsseldorf, ).



     

and colleagues pushed their argument to the point where they
accused Imperial Germany’s leaders of having long planned the war.
At least since the ominous War Council of  December , they
argued, Germany’s political and military leaders had been working
systematically towards unleashing general war. The assassination
at Sarajevo then provided the crucial pretext for starting a war
which, since the War Council, had already been planned for .2

The argument that there was a long-term and deliberate intention
to work towards war has been widely criticized by historians.
Ultimately, a German leadership marked by a polycratic chaos of
rival centres of power and institutions and led by an erratic Kaiser
was seen as incapable of steadily pursuing a plan, once adopted,
over a long period of time.3 Yet both critics and representatives
of the Fischer school agreed that the top military leadership were
among Imperial Germany’s main warmongers and, during the July
Crisis, increasingly took things into their own hands.4

The conservative historian Gerhard Ritter, who waged a long
and desperate battle against Fritz Fischer,5 proposed an alternative
account of the July Crisis.6 Presenting a convoluted argument
that seems almost grotesque, he tried to absolve the German
generals of any will to war, while also seeing ‘militarism’, that is,
the prevalence of military thinking, as the root cause of Germany’s

2 Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen, – and –. But see also John C. G. Röhl, ‘Die
Generalprobe: Zur Geschichte und Bedeutung des “Kriegsrats” vom . Dezember ’,
in Dirk Stegmann, Bernd-Jürgen Wendt, and Peter Christian Witt (eds.), Industrielle
Gesellschaft und politisches System: Beiträge zur politischen Sozialgeschichte. Festschrift für Fritz
Fischer zum . Geburtstag (Bonn, ), –, and, more recently, id., Wilhelm II.: Der
Weg in den Abgrund, – (Munich, ), –.

3 Cf. e.g. Wolfgang J. Mommsen, ‘Domestic Factors in German Foreign Policy
before ’, in James J. Sheehan (ed.), Imperial Germany (New York, ), –;
id., ‘The Topos of Inevitable War in Germany in the Decade before ’, in Volker
R. Berghahn and Martin Kitchen (eds.), Germany in the Age of Total War: Festschrift für
Francis Carsten (London, ), –; id., War der Kaiser an allem schuld? Wilhelm II.
und die preußisch-deutschen Machteliten (Munich, ); and Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Deutsche
Gesellschaftsgeschichte,  vols. (Munich, –), iii. Von der ‘Deutschen Doppelrevolution’
bis zum Beginn des Ersten Weltkrieges, – (), –.

4 Thus e.g. James Joll, The Origins of the First World War (London, ), –; and
Wolfgang J. Mommsen, ‘Der Erste Weltkrieg als Anfang vom Ende des bürgerlichen
Zeitalters’, in id., Der Erste Weltkrieg: Anfang vom Ende des bürgerlichen Zeitalters (Frankfurt
a.M., ), –.

5 Christoph Cornelißen, Gerhard Ritter: Geschichtswissenschaft und Politik im . Jahrhun-
dert (Düsseldorf, ), –.

6 Gerhard Ritter, Staatskunst und Kriegshandwerk: Das Problem des ‘Militarismus’ in
Deutschland ,  vols. (Munich, –), ii. Die Hauptmächte Europas und das wilhelminische
Reich, – (), –.



             

catastrophic policy at that time. Even if Ritter’s explanations are
hardly convincing, he does rightly point to a significant fact.Until the
final phase of the July Crisis, the army élites were hardly consulted,
and certainly not involved in the decision-making process. It was
only after the chief of the General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke,
and War Minister Erich von Falkenhayn had returned to Berlin
from their summer holidays that they were able to exert direct
influence. By this time, however, the most important decisions had
already been made. Austria-Hungary was on the verge of a war with
Serbia. Russia threatened to intervene. A European war seemed
inevitable.

Moltke is said to have claimed in November  that he would
definitely have advised against promising the Austrian government
unconditional support against Russia if his opinion had been sought
early enough.7 This statement may have been a self-justification
after the event, but it is a fact that the chief of the General Staff
was not consulted until  July. It is also striking that during the
final phase of the crisis, Moltke was seen to be acting nervously and
inconsistently, annoying his contemporaries. Falkenhayn, who had
been irritated for days by Moltke’s hesitations, noted in his diary
on  July: ‘Moltke speaks for the war very decisively sans phrases.
His mood swings are difficult or impossible to explain.’8 After a
confrontation with the Kaiser, the chief of the General Staff even
suffered a nervous collapse.9

Moltke may have been a sick, insecure man who was almost
crushed by the burden of responsibility for the impending war.
But his behaviour, along with the fact that the military leadership
élites, in particular the chief of the General Staff and the war
minister, were excluded from the decision-making process in Berlin
for so long, shows that things were perhaps not as straightforward
as the research suggests. The aim of this essay, therefore, is to
subject the role of ‘the generals’ during the July Crisis to a more
differentiated analysis. It will be necessary to step back and take a
look at what led up to this, in order to place the events of July  in
historical context. This approach may help us better to understand
the decision-making process on the German side, and to provide

7 Ibid. .
8 Quoted from Holger Afflerbach, Falkenhayn: Politisches Denken und Handeln im

Kaiserreich (Munich, ), .
9 Annika Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke and the Origins of the First World War

(Cambridge, ), –.



     

a new answer to the question of responsibilities. For the puzzle of
 has still not been solved.

The Generals and Imperial Germany’s Strategic Dilemma

Victory in the Franco-Prussian war of – was clearly a triumph
both for Prussian–German politics and the army. The officer corps
and especially its élite, the General Staff, gained a great deal of
prestige which kept it going for a long time, but a situation had
arisen which posed a serious threat to the future of the new Reich.
The strongest Great Power on the Continent, Imperial Germany,
was hemmed in on one side by France, considered implacable, and
on the other by a rising Russia, whose interests were not, in the long
term, necessarily compatible with Germany’s. An alliance between
these two powers would bring with it the nightmarish possibility
of a war on two fronts. But there was more. The war of –
confirmed a trend which had already emerged during the American
Civil War,10 namely, that warfare was changing in the direction of
industrialized peoples’ war.11 Given incipient industrialization and
growing popular participation in the political process, whole nations
were now mobilizing for war. At the same time governments were
increasingly influenced by public opinion. They could not simply
conclude a quick peace after a few lost battles because there were too
many victims among the citizen soldiers. Instead, they continued
fighting to the bitter end. Short, victorious military campaigns were
increasingly unlikely in this context.

What all this meant for Imperial Germany’s strategic position
was investigated by Helmuth von Moltke the elder, author of the
military victories of  and – and uncle of the chief of the
General Staff in . As early as  April , Moltke the elder
wrote a memorandum about a war on two fronts against France
and Russia in which he came to the disturbing conclusion that
‘[Germany] should not hope to get rid of one enemy quickly by a
rapid and successful offensive in the latter direction [to the west]
in order then to turn against the other. We have only just seen

10 On this see James M. McPherson’s excellent account, Battle Cry of Freedom: The
Civil War Era (Oxford, ).

11 Stig Förster, ‘Helmuth von Moltke und das Problem des industrialisierten
Volkskriegs im . Jahrhundert’, in Roland G. Foerster (ed.), Generalfeldmarschall von
Moltke: Bedeutung und Wirkung (Munich, ), –.



             

how difficult it is to put an end to even the most victorious struggle
against France.’12

Here Imperial Germany’s strategic dilemma was outlined early.
The introduction of universal military conscription in all the Conti-
nental powers and the accelerating arms race on land exacerbated
the problem.13 Towards the end of the s it also became ap-
parent that the feared alliance between Russia and France was
materializing.14 In his last speech to the Reichstag, on  May ,
Moltke the elder summed up the dangers this would pose:

The period of cabinet warfare is behind us. Now we have only people’s war,
and any prudent government will find it difficult to embark on one of these,
with all its incalculable consequences. . . . Gentlemen, if the war that has been
hanging over us like the Sword of Damocles for more than ten years breaks
out, its duration and its end will be unforeseeable. The greatest European
powers, armed as never before, will engage in battle; none of them can be
so completely defeated in one or two campaigns that they declare themselves
overcome, that they will not rise again, even if it is a year later, to renew the
fight. Gentlemen, it may be a seven years’ war, it may be a thirty years’ war,
but woe to him who sets Europe ablaze, who first puts the fuse to the powder
keg.15

Moltke’s words were prophetic, and they were noticed. It has long
been argued in the research that the German generals believed in
the illusion of a short war, but this can no longer be taken seriously.16

Chief of the German General Staff, Count Alfred von Schlieffen,
feared precisely this scenario and desperately sought a way out in his
operational planning. His successor, Moltke the younger, followed
the line taken by his famous uncle. Before his appointment, he

12 Memorandum, Helmuth von Moltke,  Apr. , printed in Moltke: Vom
Kabinettskrieg zum Volkskrieg. Eine Werkauswahl , ed. Stig Förster (Bonn, ), –,
quotation at .

13 Michael Schmid, Der ‘Eiserne Kanzler’ und die Generäle: Deutsche Rüstungspolitik in der
Ära Bismarck, – (Paderborn, ).

14 George F. Kennan, The Decline of Bismarck’s European Order: Franco-Russian Relations,
– (New York, ); and id., The Fateful Alliance: France, Russia and the Coming
of the First World War (New York, ).

15 Helmuth von Moltke speaking in the Reichstag,  May , in Stenographische
Berichte über die Verhandlungen des Deutschen Reichstages /, cxiv. –.

16 Stig Förster, ‘Der deutsche Generalstab und die Illusion des kurzen Krieges,
–: Metakritik eines Mythos’, Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen,  (), –;
republished in Johannes Burkhardt, Josef Becker, Stig Förster, and Günther Kro-
nenbitter, Lange und kurze Wege in den ersten Weltkrieg: Vier Augsburger Beiträge zur
Kriegsursachenforschung (Munich, ), –.



     

warned the Kaiser against embarking on a war even against France
alone:

We now have more than thirty years of peace behind us and I believe that our
outlook has become much more peace-loving. Whether it will be possible for
the mass armies that we will assemble to be led in any uniform way cannot,
I believe, be known by anyone. And our enemy has changed too. We will no
longer be dealing, as before, with a hostile army that we can confront with
superior forces, but with a nation under arms. This will be a people’s war,
one that will not be decided by a decisive battle. It will turn into a protracted
and difficult struggle with a whole country that will not admit defeat until its
entire national strength is broken, and that will leave our people, even if we
win, utterly exhausted.17

Moltke was by no means alone in holding this opinion. Other high-
ranking officers, such as Erich von Falkenhayn, Colmar Freiherr von
der Goltz, and August von Mackensen, for example, held similar
views. Warnings were also repeatedly issued by leading officers
and military experts abroad. Officially, however, German military
circles exuded optimism in order not to unsettle the public, and
this sometimes led to misconceptions among civilians.18 But for any
professional soldiers in the narrow circle of the German military
leadership who possessed a shred of responsibility, a general war
under these circumstances was anything but an attractive option.

Nor was the General Staff able to resolve the dilemma by its oper-
ational planning. Moltke the elder and his Generalquartiermeister,
Count Alfred vonWaldersee, whowas to beMoltke’s immediate suc-
cessor, experimentedwith various plans of deployment. At the end of
the s, given that France was rearming and building fortifications
behindGermany’s western borders, they favoured taking a defensive
position on the western front and launching an early major offensive
against Russia. Yet in a two-front war this would not provide any
real solution, as Russia was also rearming and building fortifications.
Above all, however, the vast expanses in the east meant that there

17 Moltke to his wife, Eliza,  Jan. , published in Generaloberst Helmuth von Moltke,
Chef des Generalstabes der Armee, –: Erinnerungen, Briefe, Dokumente, – , ed.
Eliza von Moltke (Stuttgart, ), .

18 On all this see Stig Förster, ‘Im Reich des Absurden: Die Ursachen des Ersten
Weltkrieges’, in Bernd Wegner (ed.), Wie Kriege entstehen: Zum historischen Hintergrund
von Staatenkonflikten (Paderborn, ), –; and id., ‘Ein militarisiertes Land?
Zur gesellschaftlichen Stellung des Militärs im Deutschen Kaiserreich’, in Bernd
Heidenreich and Sönke Neitzel (eds.), Das Deutsche Kaiserreich, – (Paderborn,
), –.



             

was little chance of decisively defeating the Russian army.19 Since
the late s, therefore, the chief of the General Staff, Schlieffen,
had increasingly looked towards the west. He believed there was a
greater likelihood of a quick and resounding victory if the Germans
bypassed French fortifications by violating the neutrality of Belgium
and the Netherlands. The infamous Schlieffen Plan of late , in
which these considerations culminated, however, was by no means
a formula for certain victory, as Schlieffen’s followers later claimed.
Rather, it grew out of the situation at the time. Russia had been
seriously weakened by its heavy defeat in the Russo-Japanese war,
and in the case of a German attack would hardly have been able
to give its French ally any help. In addition, the plan was full of
imponderables and wishful thinking.20

Nonetheless, Moltke the younger held on to Schlieffen’s basic
idea of a major offensive in the west at the beginning of the war,
but because he did not believe in a rapid victory, he made crucial
changes. With Erich Ludendorff, he weakened the risky aspects
of the Schlieffen Plan, such as the violation of Dutch neutrality
and the extreme concentration of troops on the right flank of the
offensive.Ultimately, theMoltke–Ludendorffplanprovided thebasis
for a longer war in which military operations were carried out on
enemy territory, thus protecting the interests of Germany’s wartime
economy.21 This also ensured, however, that a war on two fronts
would be a dreadful event threatening the very existence of Imperial
Germany, especially as Russia was resurgent. No wonder, then, that
Moltke gave the impression of being so depressed during the final
phase of the July Crisis.

The course taken by the international arms race offered little
consolation. On the contrary. Since the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, France and Russia had caught up with Germany’s lead, while
its ally Austria-Hungary stagnated in relative terms.22 Germany’s
building of a battle fleet since  had opened up a further front
in the arms race and resulted in deteriorating relations with Bri-
tain, which threatened to become an additional enemy.23 Germany’s

19 See Schmid, Der ‘Eiserne Kanzler’ , –.
20 The best and most recent analysis is in Hans Ehlert, Michael Epkenhans, and

Gerhard P. Groß (eds.), Der Schlieffenplan: Analysen und Dokumente (Paderborn, ).
21 Förster, ‘Der deutsche Generalstab’, and Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke, –.
22 See e.g. David Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War: Europe, –

(Oxford, ).
23 See Paul Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism, – (London



     

naval armaments were enormously costly, which placed budgetary
constraints on what the army could do. And, finally, the maritime
arms race with Britain was lost.

Imperial Germany’s armaments policy followed an unsteady
course. Until the end of the s, little happened. Then, under
Chancellor Leo von Caprivi, a phase of hectic rearmament began.24

But for twenty years from , armaments largely stagnated again.
In  and , however, the army was considerably expanded
as a result of two extraordinary Army Bills. Yet the General Staff,
which had been advocating a huge increase in armaments for years,
was still not satisfied. It had not achieved its main aim, the complete
implementation of universal military conscription. Oliver Stein has
attempted to explain the development of Imperial Germany’s arma-
ments policy in terms of what was happening in the army alone,
and has produced some interesting findings. The unsteady course
of armaments policy, however, he attributes to the primacy of po-
litics, without specifying what sort of politics he means.25 In fact,
it was internal political power relations that largely influenced the
course taken by rearmament policy. Chancellor Otto von Bismarck,
in any case, was no friend of rampant armament.26 And a Reichstag
which was critical of the German army acted as a brake for decades.
Imperial Germany’s fiscal weakness, despite the general prosperity,
was an additional difficulty, especially after the decision was taken
to construct a battle fleet. But resistance to any excessive develop-
ment of the army by high-ranking and conservative generals at court
and in the Prussian ministry of war was especially significant. Here
the desire to maintain the political reliability of the troops at home
worked against the full introduction of conscription. The General
Staff was up in arms against this resistance, but had only partial
success.27 From its point of view, optimal rearmament was an urgent

); Volker R. Berghahn, Der Tirpitz-Plan: Genesis und Verfall einer innenpolitischen
Krisenstrategie unter Wilhelm II. (Düsseldorf, ); Michael Epkenhans, Die wilhelmi-
nische Flottenrüstung, – (Munich, ); Rolf Hobson, Maritimer Imperialismus:
Seemachtideologie, seestrategisches Denken und der Tirpitzplan, – (Munich, ).

24 Schmid, Der ‘Eiserne Kanzler’ .
25 Oliver Stein, Die deutsche Heeresrüstungspolitik –: Das Militär und der Primat

der Politik (Paderborn, ). Stein’s work is notable for its highly selective use of
the sources. Well-documented contexts that do not fit into the author’s argument are
simply ignored.

26 Schmid, Der ‘Eiserne Kanzler’ .
27 Stig Förster, Der doppelte Militarismus: Die deutsche Heeresrüstungspolitik zwischen

Status-quo-Sicherung und Aggression, – (Stuttgart, ).



             

necessity if Germany was to survive in a war against several Great
Powers.

It was a similar story in other areas, where fiscal and conservative
resistance blocked the economic preparations for war urgently being
called for byMoltke the younger, and prevented improvements from
being made to the supply situation in case of war, and even adequate
measures from being taken for procuring ammunition.28 In the area
of weapons technology and tactics, similarly, the army did not fulfil
its potential. Despite the rapid pace of technological innovation at
that time, conservative officers prevented the introduction of new
weapons systems and the adaptation of tactics to modern weapons.
The General Staff’s willingness to innovate in order to increase
military efficiency could not fully assert itself in this respect either,
and the soldiers paid a high price for this from August .29

These debates about the nature of the army show how wrong it is
to generalize about ‘the generals’, when there was, in fact, an almost
permanent internal struggle for power within the army between
various centres of power. The General Staff and the Prussian war
ministry in particular were often at odds. This was as much about
personal jealousies as the opposing interests of different institutions.
Even within the General Staff there were disputes between various
cliques. Moltke’s supporters, who included Colmar von der Goltz
and later Erich Ludendorff, confronted the group around Schlieffen,
which Wilhelm Groener saw himself as representing until into the
s.30 An almost open rivalry existed between the army leadership
and thenaval command.Theyhardly spoke, let alone co-operatedon
planning issues. There was mistrust, mutual contempt, and jealousy
between the military leadership élites, which was not conducive
to substantive communication. This situation must be taken into

28 Förster, ‘Der deutsche Generalstab’, and Lothar Burchardt, Friedenswirtschaft und
Kriegsvorsorge: Deutschlands wirtschaftliche Rüstungsbestrebungen vor  (Boppard, ).

29 See the excellent study by Eric Dorn Brose, The Kaiser’s Army: The Politics of
Military Technology in Germany during the Machine Age, – (Oxford, ).

30 The role played by Groener after the war is significant in this context. From a
strong position as Minister for the Reichswehr, Groener exerted a strong influence
on the research conducted by the Imperial Archive and was responsible for the
emergence of the Schlieffen myth. In this context Moltke the younger was defamed
as a failure who had watered down Schlieffen’s formula for an allegedly certain
victory and, through his incompetent leadership in the Battle of the Marne, had
squandered all chances. See Markus Pöhlmann, Kriegsgeschichte und Geschichtspolitik:
Der Erste Weltkrieg. Die amtliche deutsche Militärgeschichtsschreibung, – (Paderborn,
).



     

account if we want to understand the course of German military
policy in general, and the behaviour of the ‘generals’ during the July
Crisis in particular.

For all its weaknesses, however, the German army was still the
strongest in Europe, as it demonstrated during the First World War.
Yet its prospects for victory in a war on several fronts at a cost
that the nation could bear were dim. Experts were well aware of
this before , but it did not prevent élite officers from almost
yearning for a general war and openly calling for it. Many of them
dreamt of being able to exercise their craft as soldiers in earnest,
having increasingly felt the long period of peace after  as a
burden. Added to this were notions of cultural pessimism and social
Darwinist ideas, which saw the war as an end in itself without regard
for the consequences. The officer corps’ creeping loss of significance
in a burgeoning civil society that, after the turn of the century, was
already showing signs of developing into a consumer society also
played a significant part in this context. The public agitation for
war by Pan-German and national liberal circles was an additional
driving force.31 In  Colmar von der Goltz wrote to his friend and
fellow officer Bruno von Mudra: ‘Of all things, I wish the German
Fatherland total impoverishment and a hard war lasting several
years. Then the German people might rise again and protect itself
frommoraldissolution for centuries.’32FriedrichvonBernhardiwent
even further in his infamous book Deutschland und der nächste Krieg ,
in which he clearly stated: ‘in the first place, the war is a biological
necessity.’ He claimed that might was always right.33 After the war
had started, on  August , Erich von Falkenhayn summed up all
these considerations in the banal thought: ‘even if we are destroyed
by all this, it was fun while it lasted.’34 This sort of bellicose sentiment
was welcomed by a Kaiser who expected his officers to display a
‘snappy attitude’ at all times. Against this background, it was indeed

31 Förster, ‘Im Reich des Absurden’, –, and id., ‘Kunst, Kulturpessimismus
und Krieg im deutschen Kaiserreich’, in Anselm Gerhard (ed.), Musikwissenschaft:
Eine verspätete Disziplin? Die akademische Musikforschung zwischen Fortschrittsglauben und
Modernitätsverweigerung (Stuttgart, ), –.

32 Goltz to Mudra,  Aug. , Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv Freiburg im Breisgau,
N/, Mudra Papers. Nor did Goltz hesitate to declare his longing for general war in
public. On this see Carl Alexander Krethlow, Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz Pascha: Eine
Biographie (Paderborn, ).

33 Friedrich von Bernhardi, Deutschland und der nächste Krieg (Stuttgart, ), –.
34 Note dated  Nov. , after a talk with the Chancellor, in Kurt Riezler: Tagebücher,

Aufsätze, Dokumente, ed. Karl Dietrich Erdmann (Göttingen, ), .



             

difficult for military decision-makers to take a responsible position
on military policy, one which considered the nation’s vital interests.

It seems, however, that a sense of responsibility was in short supply,
at least among the General Staff. The gentlemen assembled there
repeatedly played with fire. Moltke the elder was disappointed that
the victory of  had not been used to eliminate France as a Great
Power. He took the next opportunity, the ‘war in sight crisis’ of ,
to push for a preventive war while France was still relatively weak
and isolated. Bismarck brusquely refused this request given the inter-
national situation, andMoltke acquiesced.35 Between  and 
Moltke,Waldersee, Caprivi, and a number of other officers kindled a
veritablewar hysteria and strongly called for a preventivewar against
either France or Russia, before these powers entered a firm alliance.
But again, Bismarck opposed these calls, arguing that they did not
want to commit suicide for fear of death.36 When Bismarck suddenly
changed his mind in order to save his endangered chancellorship
with no regard for losses, the young Kaiser, Wilhelm II, displayed
surprising courage.He sacked the ageing ‘founder of theReich’, who
had become a security risk.37

After  the leading officers bemoaned their allegedly missed
chance. The army, however, would not have been capable of con-
ducting a war on two fronts, on account of numbers and the state of
its armaments. Nor was the operational planning convincing. And it
transpired thatGermanywas not adequately prepared for this sort of
war in terms of securing supplies of food and raw materials. To push
with all their might for war under these circumstances required a
great deal of thoughtless hubris. Under Chancellor Leo vonCaprivi,
the issue of supplies during wartime was at least considered.38 But
the increase in the army’s size that Caprivi put through had more
momentous consequences, as it pushed on the arms race. Moreover,
the General Staff could learn from this that while demands for a pre-
ventive war met with little enthusiasm from the political leadership,
compensation could be obtained in the area of armaments policy.

Moltke the younger was increasingly dissatisfied with German

35 Karl-Ernst Jeismann, Das Problem des Präventivkrieges im europäischen Staatensystem mit
besonderem Blick auf die Bismarckzeit (Freiburg i.Br, ), –; Rudolf Stadelmann,
Moltke und der Staat (Krefeld, ), –.

36 Schmid, Der ‘Eiserne Kanzler’ , –.
37 John C. G. Röhl, Wilhelm II.: Der Aufbau der Persönlichen Monarchie, –

(Munich, ), –.
38 Brose, The Kaiser’s Army, –; and Schmid, Der ‘Eiserne Kanzler’ , –.



     

foreign policy, which he saw as too soft. During the second Morocco
Crisis he resented what he considered a much too compromising
attitude on the part of the German government. Furious, he wrote
to his wife in August :

I am completely fed up with the hapless Morocco story. It is doubtless a
sign of commendable endurance constantly to sit on hot coals, but it is not
comfortable. If we sneak out of this affair again with tails between our legs,
if we cannot rouse ourselves to make a strong demand that we are willing to
enforce with the sword, then I despair for the future of Imperial Germany.
In that case I will go. But before that happens I will apply to have the army
abolished and to make us a protectorate of Japan. Then we can make money
and grow simple undisturbed.39

This harsh criticism could only be directed atKaiserWilhelm II and,
especially, Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg. Moltke
obviously did not believe that the courteous and conciliatory Chan-
cellor was capable of pursuing an ‘energetic’ policy. This assessment
was to have consequences in the future. In the meantime, however,
Moltke received the consolation of a considerable and unscheduled
increase in the size of the army. The heated, chauvinistic mood of
the country proved to be helpful in this regard, but the increase was
much less than the General Staff had hoped for, as the war ministry
applied the brakes.40

During , international tensions increased further, while the
arms race on the Continent heated up. In Germany the Social
Democrats had a triumphant victory in the Reichstag elections, but
at the same time agitation andwarmongering by the right-wing spec-
trum gained even more momentum. Against this background, and
in view of British warnings about a German attack on France, an
agitated Kaiser summoned the top military leaders on the morning
of  December . Beside himself with excitement, Wilhelm II
demanded immediate preparations for a general war. Moltke was
enthusiastic, and declared: ‘I believe that a war is inevitable: the
sooner, the better.’ Alfred von Tirpitz, head of the Imperial Naval
Office, tried to delay things because of the unreadiness of the fleet
and asked for time until the summer of . But Moltke objected
implacably: ‘The fleet will not be ready then either, and the army’s
position is becoming less and less favourable as our enemies are

39 Moltke’s letter dated  Aug.  in Generaloberst Helmuth von Moltke, ed. von
Moltke, . 40 Förster, Der doppelte Militarismus, –.



             

armingmore quickly than we are because we are under severe finan-
cial constraints.’41 Here it is again, an open call for a preventive war.
It did not come to this at that time, but the Kaiser and Chancellor
approved the largest increase in the size of the army in the history
of Imperial Germany, and pushed it through the Reichstag in .
The General Staff, however, had called for much more, namely, the
full implementation of compulsory military conscription. Guided
by socially conservative considerations, however, the war minister,
Josias von Heeringen, successfully resisted what he saw as unres-
trained rearmament.42 This was not the end of the struggle for
rearmament.Despite the increases of ,Moltke agitated formore.
His main argument was the fear that he had already expressed at the
War Council of  December : Imperial Germany was running
the risk of losing the arms race on land.

The Great Misunderstanding: Armament
and Preventive War in the Summer of 

The introduction of full conscription continued to be a cause close to
Moltke’s heart. In May  he launched another initiative, drafting
a letter to the Chancellor which he did not, however, send. Instead,
he used the ideas in it when addressing the Kaiser directly. In the
letter, he pointed out that Germany had already lost the benefits of
the army increases of  because France had introduced a three-
year period of service and Russia was constantly arming. By ,
he pointed out, Russia would have outstripped Germany for good,
and mustering every able-bodied man was a question of survival. It
was necessary to put this measure in place by  October  at the
latest,43 but the Kaiser, Chancellor, and the treasury all rejected this
demand. On  July  War Minister von Falkenhayn informed
the Chancellor and the General Staff that the Kaiser had agreed to
postpone a new Army Bill until  October . After the increases
of , he argued, the army simply had to develop naturally for

41 Note by Admiral von Müller, dated  Dec. , and printed in Der Kaiser . . .:
Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Marinakabinetts Admiral Georg Alexander von Müller über die Ära
Wilhelms II., ed. Walter Görlitz (Berlin, ), –.

42 Förster, Der doppelte Militarismus, –.
43 Moltke to Bethmann Hollweg, May , printed in Der Weltkrieg  bis :

Kriegsrüstung und Kriegswirtschaft, bearbeitet im Reichsarchiv, Abteilung III, Anlagen zum ersten
Band (Berlin, ), –.



     

a while, and besides, no more money was available.44 But Moltke
did not give up. As late as  July  he wrote to Bethmann
that any postponement risked endangering Germany’s security
interests: ‘The indefatigable efforts of our enemies to complete their
armaments and their more or less covertly indicated belligerent
intentions for  mean that, in my opinion, we cannot simply
accept the consequences of the “great army bill of ”.’ Money
could not be allowed to play a part in this, he argued, because a lost
war would have unimaginable financial consequences.45

In all this, the period into which these discussions fell is of interest.
Falkenhayn wrote his letter on  July, eleven days after the deadly
shots were fired at Sarajevo and three days after Wilhelm II had
given the ambassador of Austria-Hungary a blank cheque for a war
against Serbia. Moltke did not even sign his furious reply, drafted
by Lieutenant Colonel Gerhard Tappen, until  July, when the
July Crisis was already in full swing. Strangely, neither made any
reference to the threatening situation. Were they not aware that
Europe was on the brink of a war? Why were the war minister and
the chief of the General Staff quarrelling about an army bill that
was not to be introduced until , or perhaps even ? It is hard
to believe that they would have bothered to write such letters if they
had believed that war was imminent.

Moltke did not rely on a futile exchange of letters to enforce his
demands. A shrewd soldier, he had already started a tactical flanking
manœuvre. On  May the Kaiser held a reception in Potsdam’s
Neues Palais for Germany’s political and military leaders. Moltke
used the tedious return journey to Berlin for a detailed discussion
with Germany’s foreign secretary, Gottlieb von Jagow. According to
Jagow’s notes, Moltke expressed himself as follows:

Prospects for the future weighed heavily on him. In two to three years’ time,
Russia will have finished arming. Our enemies will then have such military
superiority that he does not know how we will be able to master them. Now
we are still to some extent a match for them. In his view, we have no choice
but to wage a preventive war in order to strike the enemy while we might still
survive the fight. The chief of the General Staff suggested that I focus our
politics on bringing about an early war.46

44 Falkenhayn to Bethmann Hollweg,  July , ibid. –.
45 Moltke to Bethmann Hollweg, draft by head of the deployment section,
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Moltke’s conversationwith Jagow is often seen as evidence that in the
summer of  hewanted to persuade the political leadership to act,
and thus exerted pressure during the July Crisis. If we look at Jagow’s
notes in the light of the demands Moltke made for armament at the
same time, however, a different picture emerges. His experience in
December  and knowledge of similar earlier events made it clear
to him that the political leadership shrank from a preventive war. Yet
these demands made it easier to implement the General Staff’s call
for armaments. It was certainly no coincidence that Moltke came
up with his armament policy initiative at precisely this time, using
arguments similar to those he had put to Jagow: Imperial Germany
was in danger of being outstripped by Russia and France in the arms
race by –. And if Moltke had really wanted a preventive war,
he would hardly have allowed himself to be marginalized in the
decision-making process over the next few weeks.

Instead, the ailing chief of the General Staff went to take the
waters in Karlsbad in Bohemia, arriving on  June . Annika
Mombauer has been able to trace, reasonably accurately, the part
Moltke played until his return to Berlin. His deputy, Count Georg
von Waldersee, Lieutenant Colonel Tappen, General Staff Officer
Hermann von Bertrab, and Germany’s military attaché in Vienna,
Karl von Kageneck, kept him up to speed. They all reported the
seriousness of the situation, but played things down as they did not
believe in the resolve of the leadership in Vienna (or Berlin for that
matter). Falkenhayn expressed much the same thing when he wrote
to Moltke, reporting on the conversation between Wilhelm II and
the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, Count Ladislaus von Szögyény-
Marich, on  July. The Chancellor too, he said, had little confidence
in the reliability of their alliance partner.47 Thus Moltke could have
gained the impression that this crisis would pass, like the others,
without any drastic results.

This view may have been reinforced by the fact that the political
leaders in Berlin did not consider it necessary to consult the chief
of the General Staff directly. Were the ‘politicians’ being indecisive
again? It seems that Moltke and his advisers did not find out for
a long time what was really happening in Berlin and behind the
scenes. It is also interesting that Moltke himself made no effort to
bring about apreventivewar.Hedecided to go toBerlin onlywhenhe
became aware of the deadline for handing Serbia Austria-Hungary’s

47 Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke, –.



     

deliberately unacceptable ultimatum.Moltke reached the capital on
 July, just in time to participate in the decision-making process
during the hectic closing stages of the July Crisis.48

War Minister Erich von Falkenhayn was one of the officers who
ardently hoped for a general war. The Kaiser and the political lead-
ers had too often disappointed him, however, and he did not count
on it being different this time. Even the meeting with Wilhelm II
on  July, when the Kaiser had invited the Chancellor and high-
ranking officers to the Neues Palais in Potsdam to report on his
discussion with Szögyény, did not convince him. When the Kaiser
asked Falkenhayn whether the army was prepared for all eventual-
ities, the war minister naturally replied in the affirmative. What else
could he have said? He did not take things too seriously, however.
On  July, after writing a report tinged with irony for Moltke about
what had happened in Potsdam, Falkenhayn calmly embarked on
an official trip followed by two weeks’ leave on the North Sea island
of Juist.49

He took work with him. It was not preparations for war that
occupied him, however, but a constitutional question that affected
his personal position and seemed much more significant to him. As
early as  July he had bitterly accused Bethmann of corresponding
directly with the chief of the General Staff behind his back. What
had happened? In the spring, Bethmann had received messages that
the Russian authorities had put a stop to the export of horses to
Germany. As the war minister was not available, Bethmann wrote
directly to Moltke on  April  to ask whether the military side
recommended that countermeasures be taken. Moltke, however,
had dismissed the problem of the Russian horses as insignificant. In
his letter Falkenhayn protested that this sort of direct contact with
the General Staff was not permitted, especially as the war ministry
had received a copy only later.50 In his reply of  July Bethmann
apologized and explained that the war minister had not been in
Berlin at the time, and that the matter was urgent. He saw no reason
to take any further action.51

But Falkenhayn was still annoyed. He commissioned a legal study
48 Ibid. –.
49 Afflerbach, Falkenhayn, –.
50 Falkenhayn to Bethmann,  July , Bundesarchiv Berlin-Lichterfelde (here-
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and addressed a further long letter to the Chancellor on  July,
making it clear that Bethmann’s letter of  July had by no means
satisfied him. He pointed out that the war minister’s constitutional
positionwasweakened if theChancellor correspondedwith the chief
of the General Staff behind his back. This was not a trivial matter,
he said.52 In an undated and brief handwritten reply Bethmann
protested against these accusations, pointing out indignantly that
he could correspond with the chief of the General Staff whenever
he liked. He hinted that he did not want to be bothered further
with this matter, as he had more important things to do.53 In fact,
it was an absurd situation. Europe was on the brink of a general
war, and the war minister had nothing better to do than to turn
the story of the Russian horses into a fundamental constitutional
question. Falkenhayn could not demonstrate more clearly that up to
this point he had not recognized the seriousness of the situation and
was in the dark about what was really happening in Berlin. Another
letter Falkenhayn wrote to the Chancellor on  July confirms this.
In it, he informed the Chancellor that he had now drafted a law
(enclosed) on increased exercises for the military reserve, which
was to be introduced to the Reichstag in the autumn, and asked
the Chancellor to forward it to the Prussian ministry of state for
discussion.Thematter, he said,was urgent.54Onceagain,Bethmann
obviously felt that he was being unnecessarily distracted from more
pressing business. In an undated letter he wrote that while the
initiative was in principle to be welcomed, other departments had to
be consulted, and he instructed Falkenhayn to conduct discussions
with the Prussian departments himself.55 Bethmann obviously saw
this as a chance to occupy the war minister so that he no longer
interrupted his own policymaking.

Bethmann had, indeed, long been occupied with greater issues
than Russian horses or increased exercises for the military reserve:
he was working on unleashing a world war. Moltke’s warnings about
Russia’s rearmament and its leaders’ allegedly sinister motives had
found a receptive listener inBethmann.Hehad long been concerned
about the growing strength of Germany’s neighbour to the east, to

52 Falkenhayn to Bethmann,  July , ibid.
53 Bethmann to Falkenhayn, no date, ibid.
54 Falkenhayn to Bethmann,  July , BA-Lichterfelde, R  II//: Akten
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whom the future belonged.56 Unlike Moltke, however, Bethmann
did not see a further escalation of the arms race as a way out.
Moltke’s suggestion, made in May , that the problem could
be resolved by means of a preventive war, therefore, seemed all
the more attractive, so long as Germany still had the prospect of
victory. Moltke’s confirmation, in response to Jagow, that victory
could be achieved at the present time provided the crucial basis for
Bethmann’s behaviour during the July Crisis. In any case, in May
, as themilitary andpolitical situationdeteriorated,KurtRiezler,
Bethmann’s secretary, noted in his diary: ‘All the original calculations
have been upset by the Battle of the Marne. Ultimately, Bethmann
can blame the outbreak of this war on the difficult situation which he
inherited, and Moltke’s assertion at the beginning of July. After all,
Moltke said yes, we could do it.’57 It is unlikely that Moltke gave any
such assurance at the beginning of July, because, as we know, he was
inKarlsbad then. Bethmann obviously believed this and inMay 
had expressed himself to precisely this effect to Jagow. In , shortly
after his dismissal, he said to Reichstag deputy Conrad Haußmann:

Yes, God, in a sense it was a preventive war. But the war was hanging over us,
in two years’ time it would have been much more dangerous and inevitable,
and the generals said that it was possible to fight it now without being defeated,
but not in two years’ time. Yes, the generals! The only way to avoid it would
have been to come to an understanding with Britain. That is still my opinion
today.58

Yet the whole thing was a dreadful misunderstanding. All Moltke
had wanted to do was to lend weight to his call for rearmament.
As will be shown, he certainly did not want a general war. This
misunderstandingwas the result of the inability ofGermany’s leaders
to communicate, which grew out of an atmosphere of ill will and
mistrust. Insteadof speaking openly, they relied onhints and specious
arguments.

The murder at Sarajevo and the Kaiser’s blank cheque to Austria-
Hungary gave the Chancellor a chance to go all out for war. It
was also important that the leading actors, including Wilhelm II,
left Berlin after  July to enjoy their holidays during the glorious
summer days of July . Bethmann was, as a student of mine once

56 Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen, –.
57 Riezler’s notes, dated  May , in Kurt Riezler , ed. Erdmann, –.
58 Quoted from Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen, .



             

put it, home alone.He spent these weeks on his estate inHohenfinow
near Berlin, but repeatedly travelled to the capital secretly to drive
things forward.Thus for someweeks, the polycratic struggle between
levels of management in Germany’s leadership was switched off,
and Bethmann was able to make the decisions alone. He used this
sudden room for manœuvre constantly to urge the decision-makers
in Vienna to act. The martial tone of messages to Berlin that the
Kaiser sent from his yacht Hohenzollern encouraged the Chancellor’s
aggression. And he was successful. Even before the other leaders
arrived back in Berlin, Austria-Hungary’s ultimatum was sent off
to Serbia. Bethmann had created facts. A general war could now
hardly be avoided.

Historians disagree about what Bethmann’s aim was up to this
point. Holger Afflerbach, for example, believes that Bethmann
wanted a war limited to Austria-Hungary and Serbia in the hope of
breaking up the Triple Entente. He took the greatest risks to achieve
this, and miscalculated.59 Wolfgang J. Mommsen had arrived at a
a similar assessment earlier.60 But this interpretation does not seem
convincing. Bethmann was much too intelligent to believe that Rus-
siawould step back.Nor could he seriously believe that Britainwould
stay neutral after he had found out about secret Anglo-Russian ne-
gotiations for a naval agreement inMay .61 His behaviour shows
that he was indeed aiming for a big war. In the final phase of the July
Crisis, he rejected offers to mediate made by the British foreign sec-
retary, Sir Edward Grey, and systematically obstructed Wilhelm II’s
half-hearted attempts at détente. With Jagow’s help, Bethmann per-
fidiously betrayed the Kaiser.62 It is true that, facing resistance from
the military leaders, he delayed the declaration of war until Russia
provided the necessary pretext by announcing a general mobiliza-
tion, but only because he wanted to collect domestic and foreign
policy points by making Russia appear as the aggressor.63

WhenGermany’s leaders began returning to Berlin (from  July),
59 Afflerbach, Falkenhayn, –.
60 Mommsen, ‘The Topos of Inevitable War’. I disputed this point in the friendliest

way with my academic teacher, Wolfgang Mommsen, right up to his sudden death.
61 Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen, –.
62 I would like here explicitly to correct my earlier assessment that towards the

end of the July Crisis Bethmann tried to turn things around: Förster, ‘Im Reich des
Absurden’, .

63 On the course of the July Crisis and Bethmann’s role in it see Fischer, Krieg
der Illusionen, –, and, more recently, the very convincing account in Röhl,
Wilhelm II., –.



     

they were more or less confronted with a fait accompli. The Kaiser
now began to waver, and hoped to find a way out, but the war
minister put him right. Falkenhayn later wrote in his diary: ‘He
makes confused speeches that indicate only that he no longer wants
war, and for this sake would even leave Austria in the lurch. I point
out to him that he no longer has control of the matter.’64 Falkenhayn
was electrified by the prospect of war. The Russian horses were
forgotten. In the days that followed, the war minister was one of the
most decisive supporters of an immediate strike.Hecouldhardlywait
and constantly agitated for a state of ‘imminent threat of war’ to be
declared. The consequence of this would be a general mobilization
and thus war.65

For Moltke, things were more complex. His own planning showed
him that a general war would be a terrible, protracted bloodbath.
On  July he wrote to Bethmann, saying that this war ‘will destroy
the culture of almost the whole of Europe for decades’. Russia’s and
Serbia’s intrigues had brought things to this point, and only amiracle
could prevent Germany from being embroiled in such a war.66 It was
no wonder, therefore, that in the last days of July Moltke vacillated
desperately, to Falkenhayn’s anger. The responsibility of leading an
army into such a war was simply too great a burden. Perhaps he
was aware that his unfortunate demand for preventive war had been
instrumental in creating this situation, but there is no evidence for
this. Not until  July, when Russian preparations for war had made
the pressure on him to announce a plan of deployment unbearable,
did Moltke bring himself to call for war. Bethmann, however, was
able to put him and Falkenhayn off for another day. It was resolved
to declare an ‘imminent threat of war’ in the afternoon of  July
whatever happened. But news of Russia’s mobilization came just
in time.67

On the night of – July a ghostly scenewas played out inMoltke’s
office in theGeneral Staff building.Moltke had recalled his adjutant,
Hans von Haeften, to Berlin from his holidays in Thuringia. After
midnight, Haeften reported to Moltke, who ordered him to draft
the Kaiser’s declarations to the people, and to the army and navy,

64 Entry of  July , in Afflerbach, Falkenhayn, .
65 On Falkenhayn’s role in the last days of the July Crisis see ibid. –.
66 Moltke to Bethmann,  July , ‘Zur Beurteilung der politischen Lage’, printed

in Generaloberst Helmuth von Moltke, ed. von Moltke, –.
67 On Moltke’s role during the last days of July and at the beginning of August 

see Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke, –.



             

which would signal the outbreak of war. Haeften was surprised, and
asked for a briefing on the international situation. Moltke showed
him his memorandum to Bethmann of  July, and told him that he
would call for the Kaiser and Chancellor to announce the general
mobilization the next day. He also told him that he expected to
receive news in the morning that a general mobilization had already
begun in Russia. This wouldmean war.Moltke continued: ‘This war
will grow into a world war, in which England will also intervene. Few
can have any idea of the extent, the duration, and the end of this war.
Nobody today can have any idea of how it will all end.’ Wringing
his hands and weeping convulsively, Moltke finally turned to face
the picture of his uncle.68

Thus Moltke did not enter the war enthusiastically. Better than
anyone else, he knew that Germany was neither prepared for a war
on two ormore fronts, nor even had an operational plan that held out
any hope of success. This distinguished him from Falkenhayn and
many other officers. Yet it was Moltke’s ill-considered demands for
preventive war that had initiated the catastrophic course of the July
Crisis. After the assassination in Sarajevo,Wilhelm II had set the ball
rolling in his usual thoughtless way, but it was Bethmannwho pushed
the crisis to the next stage and tookmatters out of theKaiser’s hands.
He was acting on the basis of a fatal misunderstanding, because
he had taken Moltke’s demands for a preventive war literally. The
generals, however, were long left in the dark about Bethmann’s
intentions, and even when they were directly involved again during
the last days of the crisis, they by no means dictated what happened.
AndBethmannwas still inaposition todelayuntil newsof theRussian
general mobilization arrived. The supposedly weak Chancellor had
asserted himself right down the line, missing only his goal of waging
a successful preventive war. If he had spoken openly and honestly
with Moltke, and if Moltke, the overly cunning tactician, had not
used a ploy to try to gain authorization for his armament demands,
it might perhaps never have got so far.

* * *

In conclusion, German policy in the July Crisis of  can perhaps
best be described as what in social psychology is known, somewhat

68 Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv Freiburg im Breisgau, Hans von Haeften Papers,
N/: Meine Erlebnisse aus den Mobilmachungstagen  (Darstellung nach
Aufzeichnungen aus den Mobilmachungstagen ), fos. –.



     

euphemistically, as a suboptimal process of group decision-making.69

This essay is not intended to revive the old claim of Germany’s sole
guilt for causing the First World War. Decision-making processes
in the other European capitals took a similar questionable course.70

Rather, the aim of this essay has been to demonstrate, using the
example of Germany, how amateurishly ostensible experts took de-
cisionsof theutmost importance in the summerof .Worldhistory
is full of similar events, as is, unfortunately, the most recent past.

69 Thus e.g. Friederike Kuntz, Der Weg zum Irak-Krieg: Groupthink und die Entscheidungs-
prozesse der Bush-Regierung (Wiesbaden, ), .

70 On this see the outstanding analyses in Richard F. Hamilton and Holger Herwig
(eds.), The Origins of World War I (Cambridge, ).
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Austria-Hungary’s Decision for War in 

G K  

He couldn’t remember, at least not accurately. Count Leopold
Berchtold von und zu Ungarschitz, the very embodiment of aris-
tocratic nonchalance, tried to reconstruct the details of the major
diplomatic actions that had led to the outbreak of war in , but
in vain. He was unable to recall the circumstances and results of
what would be called the Hoyos Mission by historians, the talks
with Russia during the crisis, or the British initiative for further
negotiations in the last days of July. Five years after the July Crisis,
Berchtold started work on his view of the events that led to war
and, finally, to the collapse of the Habsburg monarchy. In the Swiss
canton of Bern, a safe distance from his troubled homeland, he did
not have access to the official documents stored at the Ballhausplatz
in Vienna. But he had time to write letters to his former staff,
scattered over what used to be the realm of the Habsburg dynasty
and even beyond. Since he was not the only former diplomat or
politician who appreciated the relative safety and stability of his
host country, Berchtold could also rely on news delivered by passing
former Austro-Hungarian or German officials, and on conversa-
tions with those who were living in the same area. The former
minister spent a great deal of time with Baron Alexander Musulin
von Gomirje, who had drafted the ultimatum to Serbia in summer
 and worked on the Austro-Hungarian Colour Book. Musulin,
Austria-Hungary’s envoy to Switzerland in the last two years of the
war, was a valuable source, but Berchtold had to turn to Alexander,
Count of Hoyos, to fill him in on the mission to Berlin in early July
 and other related topics. Without official documents to hand,
Berchtold’s former private secretary was unable to come up with
detailed answers. Five tumultuous years had taken their toll on both
men’s memories of the events in July .1

1 Berchtold to Hoyos,  June , and Hoyos to Berchtold,  June , Ös-



    

Both Berchtold and Hoyos would give their account of the July
Crisis in memoirs, parts of which were published in the s and
s.2 Hoyos felt a personal responsibility for the outbreak of war
and harboured doubts about Austria-Hungary’s crisis management,
but refrained from making them public during his lifetime.3 It was
different with Berchtold, whose motives for working on his version
of Austro-Hungarian foreign policy and crisis management on his
watch were quite clearly apologetic. In , provoked by the former
ambassadorHeinrichCount vonLützow’s critique, Berchtold began
to expand on the appropriateness of his decisions of  in his
correspondence.4 By the mid s he was writing his memoirs, in
which he tried to defend his record as foreign minister.5 But when
he died in , the memoirs were still unfinished, and so it was
left to others to define Berchtold’s role in the outbreak of the Great
War. In the chorus of outrage that was triggered by the War Guilt
Clause in the treaties of Versailles and Saint-Germain, German and
Austrian criticism of Berchtold was usually muted. Emil Ludwig’s
portrait of the Habsburg diplomatic élite as war counts who had
pushed Europe into the abyss and other publications in the same
vein could not shake Berchtold’s conviction that he had done the
right thing in .6

Nevertheless, in the interwar years some of those who questioned
Germany’s pivotal role in the July Crisis but were unwilling to
put all the blame on Russia and its allies would focus on the
Habsburg monarchy’s part in the drama of . Among the most

terreichisches Staatsarchiv (hereafter ÖStA), Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv (hereafter
HHStA), Berchtold Papers, box . See also Berchtold Diary  () and  (),
ibid., box .

2 Berchtold’s memoirs were the main source for Hugo Hantsch, Leopold Graf Berchtold:
Grandseigneur und Staatsmann,  vols (Graz, ), which quotes from them extensively.
Hoyos’s memoirs were originally published by Fritz Fellner in . The most recent
edition is Fritz Fellner, ‘Die “Mission Hoyos”’, in id., Vom Dreibund zum Völkerbund:
Studien zur Geschichte der internationalen Beziehungen – (Vienna, ), –.

3 Redlich Diary, entry  Nov. , in Schicksalsjahre Österreichs: Die Erinnerungen und
Tagebücher Josef Redlichs – , ed. Fritz Fellner and Doris A. Corradini,  vols.
(Vienna, ), ii. ; Ernst U. Cormons [Emanuel Urbas], Schicksale und Schatten: Eine
österreichische Biographie (Salzburg, ), .

4 Berchtold to Lützow,  May , ÖStA, HHStA, Berchtold Papers, box ;
Berchtold Diary , entries  Apr.  and  May , ibid., box .

5 Berchtold, Memoiren,  Mar. – Jan. , Vorwort,  Aug. , ÖStA,
HHStA, Berchtold Papers, box . See Günther Kronenbitter, ‘Amnesia and Remem-
brance: Count Berchtold on ’, Contemporary Austrian Studies,  (), –.

6 Emil Ludwig, Juli  (Berlin, ), –.
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outspoken critics was Heinrich Kanner, co-editor of the Viennese
weekly Die Zeit . He had started to investigate the origins of the war
while the fighting was still raging and in his postwar publications
castigated Habsburg foreign policy élites for their aggressive stance
in .7 The memoirs of Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, Chief of
the General Staff of the Imperial and Royal (k. u. k.) Army before
and during most of the war, were published in the s and bear
witness to the bellicose mindset of the military élite in Vienna.8

As the details of Austria-Hungary’s policy in  became known,
Sidney Fay pointedly suggested that ‘Austria was more responsible
for the immediate origin of the war than any other power’.9

As Fay’s assessment indicates, Berchtold’s apologetic amnesia did
not go unchallenged during the war guilt debate of the s and
s. After , when the Habsburg monarchy had become a
distant memory and a focal point of nostalgia, this was to change.
With two superpowers in charge of world politics, it came naturally
to historians to analyse the outbreak of the First World War as
a clash of alliance systems, dominated by the world powers of
, Germany and Britain. The Fischer controversy reinforced
this tendency and made Germany’s role in the outbreak of war the
major concern of scholarly debate about the July Crisis. When
one of Austria’s most distinguished historians, Hugo Hantsch,
published a hagiographic biography of Berchtold, based on the
former foreign minister’s own account, the scholars engaged in
the Fischer controversy just looked the other way.10 Almost no one
seemed to care about the Habsburg monarchy’s contribution to the
outbreak of war.11

The exception to this was Fritz Fellner, who discovered Hoyos’s
hitherto unknown memoir on the outbreak of war and published
the part relating to the mission to Berlin. In his discussion of
the memoir, Fellner pointed to the evidence that the attitude that
waging war was a way of avoiding the Habsburg monarchy’s further

7 Heinrich Kanner, Kaiserliche Katastrophen-Politik: Ein Stück zeitgenössischer Geschichte
(Leipzig, ).

8 [Franz] Conrad von Hötzendorf, Aus meiner Dienstzeit –,  vols. (Vienna,
–).

9 Sidney Bradshaw Fay, The Origins of the World War ,  vols. (New York ), ii. .
10 Hantsch, Berchtold . See Hugo Hantsch, ‘Die Tagebücher und Memoiren des Grafen

Leopold Berchtold’, Südost-Forschungen,  (), –.
11 See Günther Kronenbitter, ‘Keeping a Low Profile: Austrian Historiography and

the Fischer Controversy’, Journal of Contemporary History, / (), –.



    

decline was widespread among the élite in Vienna.12 This brief
paper and a dissertation by British historian John Leslie encouraged
new research on Austria-Hungary’s role in .13 The era of
benign neglect concerning Austria-Hungary’s role in the outbreak
of war was drawing to a close—slowly, since almost all Austrian
and even Viennese historians, who were just a few streetcar stops
away from the most relevant archival troves, steered clear of late
Habsburg international history. So it was left to foreigners to shed
new light on Austria-Hungary’s Great Power policy and its decision
to wage war in . F. Roy Bridge published his still authoritative
accounts of Austria-Hungary’s foreign policy in  and .14

Since the s, British, American, and German scholars have
further scrutinized the motives and actions of diplomats, politicians,
military leaders, and members of the Habsburg dynasty.

John Leslie’s ground-breaking studies of foreign policy debates
and war aims before and during the first months of the war opened
a new perspective on Russian–Austro-Hungarian relations.15 So-
lomon Wank has published the first volume of a two-volume bio-
graphy of Alois Lexa von Aehrenthal, Berchtold’s predecessor, and
an edition of his correspondence.16 Among Wank’s publications on
the Habsburg monarchy’s foreign policy, that on Berthold Molden’s
memorandum of July  is a particularly striking example of the
importance of domestic issues for the development of Vienna’s dip-
lomatic strategy.17 As the studies by Leslie, Wank, and the Austrian

12 Fellner, ‘Die “Mission Hoyos”’, – .
13 John Duncan Leslie, ‘Austria-Hungary’s Eastern Policy in the First World War,

August  to August ’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of Cambridge, ).
14 F. Roy Bridge, From Sadowa to Sarajevo: The Foreign Policy of Austria-Hungary,

– (London, ); id., The Habsburg Monarchy among the Great Powers, –
(New York, ).

15 Leslie, ‘Austria-Hungary’s Eastern Policy’; id., ‘The Antecedents of Austria-
Hungary’s War Aims: Policies and Policy-Makers in Vienna and Budapest before
and during ’, in Elisabeth Springer and Leopold Kammerhofer (eds.), Archiv und
Forschung: Das Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv in seiner Bedeutung für die Geschichte Österreichs
und Europas (Vienna, ), –; id., ‘Österreich-Ungarn vor dem Kriegsausbruch:
Der Ballhausplatz aus der Sicht eines österreichisch-ungarischen Diplomaten’, in Ralph
Melville et al. (eds.), Deutschland und Europa in der Neuzeit: Festschrift für Karl Otmar Freiherr
von Aretin zum . Geburtstag (Stuttgart, ), –.

16 Solomon Wank, In the Twilight of Empire: Count Alois Lexa von Aehrenthal (–).
Imperial Habsburg Patriot and Statesman, i. The Making of an Imperial Patriot and Statesman
(Vienna, ); Aus dem Nachlaß Aehrenthal: Briefe und Dokumente zur österreichisch-ungarischen
Innen- und Außenpolitik –, ed. Solomon Wank,  vols. (Graz, ).

17 Solomon Wank, ‘Desperate Counsel in Vienna in July : Berthold Molden’s
Unpublished Memorandum’, Central European History,  (), –.
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historian Helmut Rumpler made clear, it was a younger generation
of diplomats, full of admiration for the late Count Aehrenthal, the
Habsburg monarchy’s foreign minister from  until his death
early in , who tried to win Aehrenthal’s successor over to an
activist, robust policy of self-assertion. They, like many others in
politics, journalism, and the military, hoped that a more forceful
foreign policy would help to reinvigorate the Habsburg monarchy.
Berchtold was surrounded by a whole group of diplomats who were
quite willing to wage war.18 This helps to explain Hoyos’s self-
accusation, which is echoed by Leopold von Andrian-Werburg’s
verdict. With hindsight, the former expert on Poland in the Austro-
Hungarian diplomatic service put it thus: ‘We have started the war,
not the Germans and even less the Entente—that I know.’19

These glimpses of what might be called the official mind of
the Habsburg monarchy’s power élites help us to understand their
assertive policy in July . But much, of course, remains to be
explored. The relative importance of domestic issues and foreign
policy concerns is hard to measure. To be sure, Aehrenthal had
pinned his hopes for a revival of the Habsburg monarchy’s stabi-
lity on a successful, prestige-enhancing Balkan policy. Diplomats,
generals, politicians, and publicists shared this view. Probably at
least as important was the widespread fear that foreign policy set-
backs abroad would undermine the legitimacy of Habsburg rule
at home, in particular among the monarchy’s South Slavs. In
addition, some domestic conflicts and crucial foreign policy prob-
lems were intertwined. Galicia, Transylvania, Croatia, Dalmatia,
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Tyrol, and Trieste were cases in point. This
being said, the élites in charge of foreign and military policy de-
cisions had relatively little exposure to domestic debates and were
shaped by traditional notions of service to the monarch. The mili-
tary and diplomats alike depended on Austria-Hungary’s status as
a Great Power, and its willingness to risk a general war in 
should be analysed in this context. All the same, the diplomatic
and military rationale behind the decisions during the July Crisis
should not be dismissed as mere pretexts. Decision-makers knew

18 Helmut Rumpler, ‘Die rechtlich-organisatorische Rahmenbedingungen für die
Außenpolitik der Habsburgermonarchie –’, in Adam Wandruszka (ed.), Die
Habsburgermonarchie –, vi/. Die Habsburgermonarchie im System der internationalen
Beziehungen (Vienna, ), –, at –.

19 Leopold von Andrian-Werburg, Der Kriegsbeginn, quoted in Leslie, ‘Österreich-
Ungarn’, .



    

that the Habsburg monarchy depended on the international system
and the military balance of power, and they tried to act accordingly.
Individual character traits, collective mentalities, and domestic po-
litics need to be taken into account, but professional patterns of
perception and modes of operation have to be part of any analysis
of the decisions taken in .20 The question of the primacy of
domestic or foreign policy should be considered obsolete.21

A staple of narratives on the origins of war in  is the
system of alliances. The fact that the Triple Alliance fell apart in
– should not make historians oblivious to its significance in
international relations in general, and decision-making in the July
Crisis in particular. Holger Afflerbach has reminded us of the Triple
Alliance’s importance to German and Austro-Hungarian foreign
policy. He has also pointed out that the alliance worked well to keep
the peace in Europe and that the outbreak of war in  therefore
looks even more unnecessary and avoidable.22 To a certain degree,
Friedrich Kießling’s study of détente policy in prewar Europe drives
home the same message: to politicians and the public in Europe in
early summer , a Great Power war did not seem imminent and
unavoidable.23 Deterministic views of international relations on the
eve of the July Crisis could obscure the view of the origins of war.

This lesson should also be applied to the history of German–
Austro-Hungarian relations. The most recent account, by Jürgen
Angelow, focuses on the growing rigidity and aggressiveness of the
Dual Alliance.24 A closer look at the reality of German–Austro-
Hungarian co-operation reveals some evidence for a less clear-cut
assessment. Both Vienna and Berlin looked for peaceful methods
of conflict resolution right up to summer . The fluidity of

20 For the military leadership see Günther Kronenbitter, ‘Krieg im Frieden’: Die Führung
der k. u. k. Armee und die Großmachtpolitik Österreich-Ungarns – (Munich, ).
For the diplomats see William D. Godsey, Jr., Aristocratic Redoubt: The Austro-Hungarian
Foreign Office on the Eve of the First World War (West Lafayette, Ind., ).

21 Paul W. Schroeder, ‘Embedded Counterfactuals and World War I as an
Unavoidable War’, in id., Systems, Stability, and Statecraft: Essays on the International History
of Modern Europe, ed. and with an intro. by David Wetzel, Robert Jervis, and Jack S.
Levy (Basingstoke ), –, at .

22 Holger Afflerbach, Der Dreibund: Europäische Großmacht- und Allianzpolitik vor dem
Ersten Weltkrieg (Vienna, ), .

23 Friedrich Kießling, Gegen den ‘großen Krieg’: Entspannung in den internationalen
Beziehungen – (Munich, ), –.

24 Jürgen Angelow, Kalkül und Prestige: Der Zweibund am Vorabend des Ersten Weltkrieges
(Cologne, ), –. See also Aleš Skřivan, Schwierige Partner: Deutschland und
Österreich-Ungarn in der europäischen Politik der Jahre – (Hamburg, ).



   - ’        

alliances was a big headache for Habsburg foreign policy, and
Germany’s role in the diplomatic crises of  and  reinforced
this sense of instability. At the end of July  Austria-Hungary took
German suggestions to enter into negotiations seriously, because
they matched its experience of German de-escalation in –
.25 A clash of alliances did not seem inevitable in early . In
fact, their crumbling was more of a concern for decision-makers
in Austria-Hungary, who were well aware of the deteriorating
strategic situation and became ever more willing to do something
about it.

The widespread support for an assertive foreign policy among
the élites in Vienna and Budapest helps to explain why they did not
need prodding from Berlin to take the plunge in . Neverthe-
less, the Habsburg monarchy’s crisis management in summer 
raises questions about the rationality of decisions and actions. With
respect to this aspect of the outbreak of war, scholarly attention
has focused on the effects of the sequence of crises from  on.
The winter crisis of –, in particular, shifted expectations and
reframed the security dilemma the Habsburg monarchy had to deal
with. For a brief period, even Franz Ferdinand, usually the most
outspoken opponent of confrontationwith St Petersburg in the circle
of decision-makers, supported a diplomacy that carried the risk of
showdown with Russia. Probably because of Germany reluctance to
back Austria-Hungary’s action, theHabsburgmonarchy had to seek
an agreement with the Tsar.26 Samuel R. Williamson has argued
convincingly, in what is still the best overall account of Austria-
Hungary’s part in the origins of war, that a learning process led to
a widespread consensus among the élites about Austria-Hungary’s
position in the European system and the need to act forcefully.27

The countervailing trends towards détente and co-operation among
the Great Powers proved to be disappointing from a Viennese per-
spective. With the exception of Franz Ferdinand, the heir apparent,
very few decision-makers were inclined to play for time because of

25 Günther Kronenbitter, ‘Die Macht der Illusionen: Julikrise und Kriegsausbruch
 aus der Sicht des deutschen Militärattachés in Wien’, Militärgeschichtliche Mittei-
lungen,  (), –. See Tim Hadley, ‘Military Diplomacy in the Dual Alliance:
German Military Attaché Reporting from Vienna, –’, War in History, /
(), –.

26 Alma Hannig, ‘Die Balkanpolitik Österreich-Ungarns vor ’, in Jürgen Angelow
(ed.), Der Erste Weltkrieg auf dem Balkan: Perspektiven der Forschung (Berlin, ), –.

27 Samuel R. Williamson, Jr., Austria-Hungary and the Origins of the First World War
(Basingstoke, ).



    

their pessimistic views of the deteriorating domestic situation and
the shifting balance of power in Europe.

Nevertheless, with hindsight, the military forces available in case
of a major war did not seem to justify a policy that deliberately
risked unleashing a Great Power war. At the time, the improvement
in military preparations since  on Conrad von Hötzendorf ’s
watch as Chief of the General Staff helped to nourish hopes that
Austria-Hungary’s armed forcesmight be up to the job if its German
ally could deliver its part of the deal reached between the military
leaders in Berlin and Vienna. In September  Blasius Schemua,
Chief of the General Staff from late  to , calculated that a
war against Russia would not necessarily be a hopeless endeavour,
even if Germany did not join the fray. That Germany, in contrast
to the situation in –, seemed to be a reliable partner in a
confrontation and, if necessary, even in a war with Russia dramatic-
ally improved the strategic odds in . Compared with the winter
crisis, July  looked like an opportunity. Conrad’s risky strategic
moves at the end of July  have to be understood in the context of
the learning process of the years before. Proper risk assessment in a
European context gave way to a rather narrow focus on short-term
domestic stability and the reliability of Germany’s commitment to
the Habsburg monarchy’s survival. With the pro-war stance of Hun-
garian prime minister Tisza and the Emperor, first demonstrated
in the autumn of , and Franz Ferdinand out of the picture,
no one thoroughly questioned the viability of Berchtold’s policy in
.28 Austria-Hungary followed its own agenda in the July Crisis,
deliberately brought about war with Serbia, and consciously risked
a European war.

During the Cold War, it was quite natural for historians of the
July Crisis to focus on the superpowers of . Just as Austria-
Hungary’s role attracted scant scholarly attention, so did that
of the Habsburg monarchy’s south-eastern adversary, Serbia. In
the wake of  this gave way to a new assessment of Serbian
policies. Whereas in the case of the Habsburg monarchy a detailed
study of the political élite led to a more critical view of Austria-
Hungary’s actions in the July Crisis, Serbia’s part in the Wars of
Yugoslav Succession in the s made it plausible to reconsider
Belgrade’s role in the unfolding drama of . Imanuel Geiss, who
had contributed to Fritz Fischer’s Griff nach der Weltmacht and had

28 Kronenbitter, ‘Krieg im Frieden’ .
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done more than most others to defend Fischer’s views on the July
Crisis, went so far as to revise his judgement on Serbia’s policy in
. In the light of ‘Sarajevo II’, Serbian aggression in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, ‘Sarajevo I’, the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and
his wife, looked like just another piece of evidence for Serb ultra-
nationalism wreaking havoc with European peace and stability.
This did not necessarily imply that Austria-Hungary’s reaction to
the assassination was justified, let alone smart, but instead of siding
with Serbia’s claim to liberate the South Slavs from Habsburg
repression, as he had done in the s, Geiss now favoured a more
nuanced stance.29 Without going into any detail, Helmut Rumpler
went one step further and came to the conclusion that Austria-
Hungary’s decision to wage war on Serbia in  was ‘a murderous
reply to a murderous provocation’.30

All in all, this assessment is strikingly similar to the perceptions
of Austria-Hungary’s decision-makers in July . The terrorist
attacks on the United States in September  sparked a brief
discussion on parallels between / and / on the HABSBURG
discussion blog, probably the main venue for scholarly debate
among anglophone Habsburg scholars. Two days after the attacks,
Steven Sowards posted on this h-net discussion list:

some reflection on the events of the summer of , from the Habsburg
perspective: not because they shed specific light on our own situation in ,
but because as an American I now find myself with a new appreciation for the
actions and fumblings of the Vienna government after the murder of Franz
Ferdinand. I don’t wish to push this too far, because huge differences in the
situations apply and influenced government thinking (the dilemma presented
by the Monarchy’s Slavic citizens and their brethren outside the Monarchy,
for one, has no real counterpart today). Nevertheless, I have found myself
thinking about the choices available to Austro-Hungarian policy makers from
a new direction.

The debate spawned by Sowards turned out to be short-lived. As
an editorial posted the next day indicates, what could be read as a
mixture of historical and political arguments caused unease among
Habsburg scholars. Sowards closed his contribution: ‘I have not yet

29 Imanuel Geiss, ‘Deutschland und Österreich-Ungarn beim Kriegsausbruch :
Eine machthistorische Analyse’, in Michael Gehler et al. (eds.), Ungleiche Partner?
Österreich und Deutschland in ihrer gegenseitigen Wahrnehmung: Historische Analysen und
Vergleiche aus dem . und . Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, ), –.

30 Helmut Rumpler, Eine Chance für Mitteleuropa: Bürgerliche Emanzipation und Staatsver-
fall in der Habsburgermonarchie (Vienna, ), .



    

seen anything like a set of specific demands formulated in Washing-
ton in the aftermath of /, far less any kind of “war aims”, but as I
watch andwait, the experience certainly conveys a new appreciation
for what it may have been like for some spectators in the summer of
.’31 It is not too hard to imagine that most American Habsburg
historians wanted to remain aloof from anything that might be taken
as a political suggestion.32

Even if / did not inspire a tangible shift of opinion among
Habsburg scholars in the USA towards a more favourable view of
Austria-Hungary’s policy in , it was an American historian who
challengedbroadlyheld convictions about theHabsburgmonarchy’s
role in the outbreak of war. Paul W. Schroeder took a critical view of
British foreignpolicywith regard toVienna in theprewar era, but in a
paper delivered in  he went further and pointed out how Britain
and its allies had denied the Habsburg monarchy the necessary
freedom of action to defend its vital interests. By doing so, they had
left the leaders in Vienna and Budapest with little choice but to risk
the destruction of a European state system that was bent on bringing
down theHabsburgmonarchy.33 In Christopher Clark’s recent book
on the outbreak of the FirstWorldWorldWar, a critical assessment of
British and especially French foreign policy is also an important part
of the argument. Unlike Schroeder, Clark gives a detailed account
of the changes in Russian, French, and British Balkan policies in the
last years before the outbreak of the First World War and how their
commitment to Serbia changed the international situation. Given
Serbia’s tumultuous politics in the wake of the  regicide, this was
risky—as the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and the involvement
of Belgrade’s ultra-nationalists would make abundantly clear.34

Allocating ‘war guilt’ should no longer be a concern of historians,
31 Steven Sowards, Thoughts on / and , Date Written: Thur.,  Sept.

 ::-, Date Posted: Fri.,  Sept.  ::- 〈http://h-net.msu.
edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl?trx=vx&list=HABSBURG&month=&week=b&msg=
aosO%bDOdWaLnZFhgBnGQ&user=&pw= 〉 [accessed  July ].

32 Jim Niessen, Re: Thoughts on / and , Date Written: Fri.,  Sept.
 ::-, Date Posted: Sat.,  Sept. [!]  ::- 〈http://h-net.
msu.edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl?trx = vx&list = HABSBURG&month = &week =
b&msg=KaLGzYGgOCVuPzSfsTynQ&user=&pw= 〉 [accessed  July ].

33 Paul W. Schroeder, ‘Stealing Horses to Great Applause: Austria-Hungary’s
Decision in  in Systemic Perspective’, in Holger Afflerbach and David Stevenson
(eds.), An Improbable War: The Outbreak of World War I and European Political Culture before
 (New York, ), –. See also id., ‘Embedded Counterfactuals’.

34 Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in  (London,
), –.
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but the renewed interest in decision-makers, either individuals or
small élites, inevitably brings up the question of responsibility. The
critical assessment of Serbia’s crucial role in  and the extent
to which the Entente supported Belgrade does not take the onus
of responsibility from those who steered Austria-Hungary and, by
implication, Europe into war. They had to grapple with their share
of the disaster they had helped to bring about. In  Hoyos,
who realized that the assertive foreign policy of the much-admired
Aehrenthal had been the beginning of a path to instability and
Great Power confrontation, and who held a sceptical view of his
own role in , tried to reassure Berchtold that war had been
inevitable anyway.35 As always, the former foreign minister proved
unwavering in his conviction that his policy in  had been just and
reasonable. Because of Serbia’s and the Entente’s machinations, the
Habsburgmonarchy’s position on the Balkan Peninsula had become
untenable. Vienna had to take action in  in order to prevent
a catastrophe. Then he went on to compare how Austria-Hungary
dealt with Serbia to the invasion of Saxony by Frederick II at the
beginning of the Seven Years War. The Habsburg monarchy, he
wrote, had been rather considerate.36 The details of the July Crisis
had vanished into oblivion, but Berchtold just knew that Austria-
Hungary had not really had any choice after Sarajevo. He did not
need any documents to be sure of that.

35 Hoyos to Berchtold,  Apr.  and  June , ÖStA, HHStA, Berchtold
Papers, box . See Samuel R. Williamson, Jr., ‘Leopold Count Berchtold: The Man
Who Could Have Prevented the Great War’, Contemporary Austrian Studies,  (),
–.

36 Berchtold to Lützow,  May , ÖStA, HHStA, Berchtold Papers, box .
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France’s Armaments and
Military Situation in July 
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Introduction

In his books Fritz Fischer stressed that it wasGermany’s rearmament
in  that first set the arms race in motion, while German
historians had always argued that Germany was forced to rearm
because of instability in the Balkans and French and later Russian
armament.1 While investigating French armament before  the
author of the present essay pursued this line, among others, in order
to clarify whether the arms race before  did indeed come about
in this way. On publication of the book,2 Fritz Fischer replied to the
author in a letter:

it seems to me that you have placed the modalities, i.e. the ‘how’ of defence, far
above the basic problem, the ‘why’. For there can be no doubt that ever since
Germany’s blackmail-type manœuvre, threatening war in the Agadir Crisis,
France, just like Britain and Russia, was living under the fear of German
attack, which would be launched with full strength against the west. This fear
was reawakened in early ; equally, there is no doubt that France did not
want to be outdone in rearmament.3

Translation by Angela Davies, GHIL.
1 Fritz Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen: Die deutsche Politik von – (Düsseldorf,

); the traditional ‘German position’ is expressed most clearly in Hans Herzfeld,
Die deutsche Rüstungspolitik vor dem Weltkrieg (Bonn, ); on Germany’s armament
policy see Stig Förster, Der doppelte Militarismus: Die deutsche Heeresrüstungspolitik zwischen
Status-quo-Sicherung und Aggression, – (Stuttgart, ); Oliver Stein, Die deutsche
Heeresrüstungspolitik –: Das Militär und der Primat der Politik (Paderborn, ).

2 Gerd Krumeich, Aufrüstung und Innenpolitik in Frankreich vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg
(Wiesbaden, ); published in English as Armaments and Politics in France on the Eve of
the First World War (Leamington, ).

3 Fritz Fischer’s letter (in my possession), dated  Apr. , is ½ pages long in
single-spaced typing. It continues: ‘([quotation from Clemenceau:] “they want victory,
we do not want to be defeated”). The only matter of debate was “how” defence was
to be prepared. . . . How should the government and the general staff have notified



  

These few lines are enough to demonstrate how adamant was
Fischer’s conviction that the unrest within the European system of
states was the result solely of Germany’s dynamism and pretentions,
and that it had led directly to thewar of , whichwas undoubtedly
caused byGermany. He emphatically and categorically rejected any
suggestion that perhaps Germany, to some extent, also believed that
it had to defend itself, and that the agreements and armaments of
the other nations might have forced it into the position of a chal-
lenger. At the time of the Fischer controversy, this was an argument
which only Erwin Hölzle and other historians and politicians on the
fringes of the Right were able to articulate without having to leave
their intellectual community.4 But the Fischer controversy was not
really about determining the exact sequence of decisions that led
to the clash of . The main interest not only of Fischer, Geiss,
and all other participants in the debate, but also of their fascinated
audience, was to demonstrate the continuity of German pressure on
Europe and the world. They were looking for an explanation that
did not have Hitler falling out of a clear blue sky or present him as an
aberration in German history, but that derived the evil of National
Socialism from Germany’s dreams of becoming a world power and
the events of theWilhelmine period. IfGermany had alreadywanted
to ‘reach for world power’ during the First World War, then Hitler
was not an accident of German history.5

Anyone who expressed doubts about the Fischer thesis in the s
found it difficult to maintain their status as an intellectual within
the academic community. As a student and young academic, the
author of this essay often experienced this relentless peer pressure as
something extremely painful. Everything depended on whether one
accepted the German politicians’ and public’s encirclement phobia,
or, as could be expected of an intellectual, argued that Germany

parliament and the public about these military plans as the rationale for the three-year
conscription law, as you implicitly demand? That would have been suicidal. Nor could
they explain to parliament that France could only hope to survive the German assault
if France, through its own action, secured a simultaneous action, i.e. the Russian
offensive, according to their agreements.’

4 The best example is still Erwin Hölzle, Die Selbstentmachtung Europas: Das Experiment
des Friedens vor und im Ersten Weltkrieg (Göttingen, ).

5 This argument is developed further in an article written for the fortieth anniversary
of the Fischer controversy: Gerd Krumeich, ‘Das Erbe der Wilhelminer’, Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Nov. , p. ; for the final word in this respect see now
Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, ‘The Political and Historical Significance of the
Fischer Controversy’, Journal of Contemporary History, / (Apr. ), –.
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had not been encircled, but had ultimately excluded itself. This was
a typical historical and political argument that had to be made at
the time, given the unchecked apologetic arguments of the men of
yesterday who were still heavily involved.

Not until about twenty years laterwas it possible to take the feelings
and emotions of the people before  seriously as mentalities in
the context of a cultural history and a history of mentalities of
the war and the prewar period. It became possible to ask to what
extent the encirclement syndrome—regardless of whether it was
justified or not—dictated the feelings of the German people and
directed their actions. And despite a few attempts, we still have
no scholarly history of the encirclement problem, something that
is imperative for a historical understanding of the prewar period.
This essay will argue that there would not have been a German
road to war unless, in addition to the political and military decision-
makers, politically aware Germans had been utterly convinced of
the reality of encirclement. Germans did not start to believe that
they needed to wage a defensive war only in August , although
the term ‘defensive’ could cover a variety of meanings. From ideas
of a Greater Germany and the fear that other nations were unfairly
preventingGermany from expanding as required for ‘survival’ in the
Darwinist struggle to the crude notion that the other powers were
colluding to cut Germany’s lifeline, there was an enormous number
of threat perceptions. The task of sorting them precisely still presents
an extremely difficult challenge for historians today.

At the time of the Fischer controversy, however, ideas and research
strategies of this sort were completely unthinkable. It was such a
short time ago that Germany had waged a brutal war of aggression
for dominance at least in Europe, and its consequences could still
be seen in the concentration camps and ruins of German cities and
towns. Intellectually, it could not be asked whether Great Power
thinking might be coupled with defensive ideologies, something that
was completely impossible in Fischer’s version. If we look at Griff
nach der Weltmacht or even Krieg der Illusionen from this point of view
again today, we could almost become wistful at the one-sidedness of
the intellectual approach. But Fischer’s opponents were no different
or better. One example among many is Gerhard Ritter, who tried
to defend Germany in his four-volume The Sword and the Sceptre, as
he had already done as a soldier in the First World War.6 Ritter,

6 Gerhard Ritter, Staatskunst und Kriegshandwerk: Das Problem des ‘Militarismus’ in



  

too, had not wanted to differentiate between notions of defence and
Germany’s aggressive gestus. For him, encirclement was as real as
French revanchism.His profound criticismof theSchlieffenPlan and
Prussian-German militarism (the ‘military craft’) changed nothing
in this respect.7

France’s Armament Policy

Just as theGermans were convinced that they were being ‘encircled’,
the French firmly believed that, sooner or later, they would find
themselves on a collision course with Germany. Everyone in France
agreed that it was necessary to prepare for an impending German
attack. But how best to do this was immensely controversial. The
citizen in uniform, or rather, the nation under arms, was a fairly
recent achievement of the Republic and hotly contested by the
conservatives and the generals, who thought that arming the people
and compulsory military conscription were either nonsense or
socially and politically dangerous. Where would they be, it was
asked, if, in future, every revolutionary really knew how to use a
weapon because he had served three years, or even only two, in the
active army? Jean Jaurès’s great work of , L’Armée nouvelle, today
recognized as a masterpiece of European thinking, was ridiculed at
the time as a crazy Utopia, or suspected of being a revolutionary
tactic.8

Since the Agadir Crisis of  it had been clear, even to left-
wing republicans in France, that they were heading for a war, and
that France was no longer prepared to put up with the rebuffs
and extortions meted out by its turbulent neighbour.9 Georges
Clemenceau, leader of the Left in the Senate, speaking in January
, expressed this basic feeling among the French population in

Deutschland ,  vols. (Munich, ); published in English as The Sword and the Sceptre:
The Problem of Militarism in Germany,  vols. (London, –).

7 Gerhard Ritter, Der Schlieffenplan: Kritik eines Mythos (Munich, ); published
in English as The Schlieffen Plan: Critique of a Myth (London, ). See Christof
Cornelißen’s major biography of Ritter, Gerhard Ritter: Geschichtswissenschaft und Politik
im . Jahrhundert (Düsseldorf, ).

8 Jean Jaurès, L’Armée nouvelle: l’organisation socialiste de la France (Paris, ); a
German edition was published by Eugen-Diederichs Verlag in  under the title Die
neue Armee. For this book and its publication history see the most recent edition, ed.
Jean-Jacques Becker (Paris, ).

9 On the Agadir Crisis see Geoffrey Barraclough, From Agadir to Armageddon: Analysis
of a Crisis (London, ).
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the following now famous sentences: ‘We desire peace in all good
faith but if war is imposed on us, we shall be ready . . . We come
from a great history, and we mean to preserve it. The dead have
made the living, the living will remain faithful to the dead.’10

At the time, nobody in France would have described Prime
Minister Poincaré as a ‘revanchist’; he was presented as such only
after the First World War.11 Even those who deplored the new
leader’s rather strong ‘national’ tone were convinced that like all
French people, Poincaré wanted nothing but to ensure the country’s
security against a German attack. This did not change until ,
with the embittered debate about the introduction of a three-year
term of conscription. The real reasons behind this, however, were
known—indeed, could only be known—to very few military experts
and even fewer politicians.12

The reason for French armament in  was not merely to
provide effective protection against a feared ‘sudden attack’ (attaque
brusquée) by the Germans, as the government claimed to parliament,
and as the national press and most politicians incessantly repeated.
This is emphasized again here because the differentiation has often
not been understood by critics, as we saw in Fritz Fischer’s letter
quoted at the beginning of this essay. France’s whole armaments
project has been presented as self-evidently serving to protect the
country against a German attack. But this protection consisted not
in defending the Fatherland’s soil, as the people were constantly
told, but in a sophisticated offensive strategy, for which a particular
type of soldier and offensive formation had to be developed. It
was less about rebuffing an ostensibly feared ‘sudden attack’ on
France by the German army than setting up an offensive operation
that had to be as quick and effective as possible. This, however,
was concealed, and ‘emergency measures’ against a German attack
were invoked instead, in order to persuade the French people and
parliament of the necessity for arming.

In the opinion of the French General Staff, the purpose of the Loi
de Trois Ans was to equip the active army units with enough trained
soldiers to make them capable of undertaking effective offensive

10 Quoted from Edgar Holt, The Tiger: The Life of Georges Clemenceau –
(London, ), .

11 See John Keiger, Raymond Poincaré (Cambridge, ); still the best description of
mentalities and political attitudes in prewar France is Eugen Weber, The Nationalist
Revival in France – (Los Angeles, ).

12 On this and the following see Krumeich, Armaments and Politics in France.



  

operations, while raising the manning of assault companies to un-
precedented levels. They were aware that any such general offensive
would be risky because of the strongly defended German–French
border, but the generals believed that they could overcome these
difficulties with enthusiasm and well-trained units. It was impossible
for them to shift to operationally more favourable terrain such as
the French–Belgian border, because although such plans existed,
politics had put a stop to them since the beginning of . Politi-
cians refused to allow their generals to infringe Belgian neutrality,
which would have been necessary for any such manœuvre. In con-
trast to Germany, in France political will prevailed over military
opportunities. In the long term, this was the decisive difference.13

To have any chance of success, however, an offensive ‘toutes
forces réunies’ against a well-defended border required a Russian
offensive in the east at the same time. This was the only way
that Germany could be forced to divert significant numbers of
troops from the Western to the Eastern Front. In , therefore,
Poincaré insisted on unconditionally strengthening the alliance with
Russia. This led him to accept that, under Russian patronage, the
Balkan states had formed the Balkan League, something that he
discovered only when he visited St Petersburg in September .
Poincaré’s famous reaction to the document presented to him was
‘mais c’est une convention de guerre’, which it was. But to keep
the Russians favourably inclined towards him, he did not object,
allowing himself to be reassured by the Russian government’s claim
that it could control any possible complications. Since the autumn of
 Poincaré had also, with some success, pushed for the strategic
railway lines on the Russian–German border to be developed.
His main concern was that Russian troops would be able to deploy
quickly in case of war, in order to relieve the French offensive as soon
as possible. He held fast to this position until July , regardless of
all parliamentary resistance that began with the victory of the Left
in the parliamentary elections of May , which proved to be so
catastrophic for the Right, and grew from there.

The main issues at these parliamentary elections were the re-
tention of the Loi de Trois Ans and the major income tax reform

13 Samuel Williamson, The Politics of Grand Strategy: Britain and France Prepare for War
– (Cambridge, Mass., ); on this see now also Stefan Schmidt, Frankreichs
Außenpolitik in der Julikrise : Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Ausbruchs des Ersten Weltkriegs
(Munich, ), –.
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which armament had made necessary. The Socialists demanded a
repeal of the law on the grounds that it was socially and militarily
‘reactionary’ and that it had become obvious that talk of the feared
German ‘attack’, so prevalent in , had been pure scaremonger-
ing by interested parties and the military élites. Some members of
the bourgeois Left, the Radicaux, were of the same opinion; others
did not want to go so far, and suggested not abolishing the law
‘until circumstances permit’. No one on either the Left or the Right,
however, asked whether the strengthening of the active army in
 had really been intended only to provide protection against the
feared attaque brusquée, or whether it was intended to be an ‘organic’
structural reform of the companies and regiments of the French
army with the aim of making them more useful in an unconditional
major offensive.

The result of the elections was unequivocal. The French did not
want to keep the conscription law permanently. It was clear to
anyone who was thinking politically at the time that with the rentrée
in September , the Socialists, who had increased their seats
from  to , along with the Radicaux unifiés ( seats) and the
socialistes indépendants ( seats), would be able to form a clear leftist
parliamentary majority to defeat the bill.14 As early as June ,
Adolphe Messimy, War Minister in René Viviani’s left-wing cabinet
formed after the elections, explained that he was preparing a new
conscription law. Poincaré was so shocked at this that, according
to his diary, he summoned the War Minister in an attempt to
dissuade him from these ideas, which were so detrimental to the
Russo-French alliance.15 Probably fearing that this information
would immediately be leaked to the public, however, Poincaré had
expressed himself very cryptically to Messimy, as Messimy wrote in
his memoirs. In any case, according to Messimy, Poincaré omitted
to clarify anything about the military and strategic importance of
the Franco-Russian alliance.16

In the spring of , in the middle of all these discussions,
disputes, and doubts, two publications appeared that have since
repeatedly been evoked as signalling the coming war. On  March
the St Petersburg Financial News published an article which, ac-
cording to rumours circulating at the time, had been written by

14 Georges Bonnefous, Histoire politique de la Troisième République, vol. i. (Paris,
), . 15 Krumeich, Armaments and Politics in France, .

16 Adolphe Messimy, Mes souvenirs (Paris, ), .



  

the Russian War Minister, Vladimir Sukhomlinov, himself. Entitled
‘Russia wants peace, but is ready for war’, it described in detail how
the Russian army had been strengthened since the beginning of the
arms race in .17 This article found an enormous echo in the
German press,18 and was an important stepping stone towards the
German–Russian war scare of spring .19 In both Germany and
France it created waves which were clearly still felt in the July Crisis
a little later.

In June , however, in the middle of a tense domestic politi-
cal situation in France, dominated by the question of whether the
country would retain its conscription law, the Russian government
once again undertook an explosive press campaign. On  June
the Financial News published another article, similarly attributed to
Sukhomlinov, which explained why any modification of the French
conscription law would violate Russian interests. The author ex-
plained that in the past months Russia had been working constantly
to improve its armaments so that it could satisfy the requirements
of the Franco-Russian alliance. For this reason, it went on, Russia
also had the right to expect that its ally would similarly fulfil its
obligations.

This was unusually candid and challenging language, but the
article went even further, explicitly calling for France to retain its
three-year term of military conscription. Otherwise, it suggested, a
quantitative imbalance would be created between the size of their
respective armies to the detriment of the Franco-Russian alliance.
Even if the figures bandied about bore little relation to reality, what
followed conveyed highly explosive information addressed not only
to France, but also to Germany: Russia had made considerable
progress in recent months in increasing the speed at which it
could mobilize. The building of strategically relevant railways had
progressed a long way, the article said, so that it would now be
possible for the whole army to assemble at a ‘concentration point’
right at the beginning of a war. The article closed with the following

17 The text of this article can be found in Karl Wippermann (ed.), Deutscher
Geschichtskalender ,  vols. (Leipzig, –), , .

18 A collection of these articles can be found in Anton Jux, Der Kriegsschrecken des
Frühjahrs  in der europäischen Presse (Berlin, ).

19 See Wolfgang J. Mommsen, ‘The Topos of Inevitable War in Germany in the
Decade before ’, in Volker R. Berghahn and Martin Kitchen (eds.), Germany in
the Age of Total War (London, ), –; Klaus Wernecke, Der Wille zur Weltgeltung:
Außenpolitik und Öffentlichkeit im Kaiserreich am Vorabend des Ersten Weltkrieges (Düsseldorf,
), –.
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words, printed in bold: ‘France and Russia do not want a war,
but Russia is ready, and hopes that France will be too.’20 These
communications were considered so sensational that they were not
only extensively discussed in France, but also examined in great
detail by the German daily press.21

A few days later, on  June , the Russian parliament, the
Duma, sitting in secret session, passed a number of bills to boost
Russian armaments even further. A large new gunpowder factory
was to be built and the navy would be considerably strengthened.
From the German point of view, however, the most important thing
about this new programme was that additional funds were made
available to develop railway lines and roads on Russia’s western
border. Thus Russia really was determined to be ready for a war,
and sent this message out to the world.

Historical research since the Fischer controversy has not suffi-
ciently considered that all thismight, in fact, havemade theGermans
uneasy. In this context, Moltke’s memorandum of a discussion he
had with Wilhelm II in May  has become famous. In it, he tried
to persuade the Kaiser to enforce, against the Reichstag, another
and even larger increase in the army. In it, Moltke wrote:

France has introduced the three-year term of service and deployed a new
army corps, Russia ½ and ½ years’ service under deployment of four to
five new army corps. At the same time Russia is in the process of improving
her entire army from the bottom up, to an incredible extent . . . Therefore
we must be aware that the offensive of almost the entire Russian army will be
directed against our forces which remain in the East—to be precise, a Russian
army which will, from about  onwards, probably already be fully fitted out
and equipped in everything in a modern way, and which will be able to cross
the border in the shortest time, under certain circumstances even without a
previous declaration of war, thanks to its ½ and ½ years’ service. We must
not close our eyes to these facts which are so unfavourable for us!22

This memorandum of Moltke’s has repeatedly been cited as evi-
dence of the German military’s readiness for war. But it has perhaps
been left too much to historians from the conservative camp to
point out the connection with the rearming that Russia had already
undertaken, and the public challenges it had issued. Bethmann

20 Wippermann (ed.), Deutscher Geschichtskalender , .
21 See Jux, Der Kriegsschrecken, –.
22 Quotation from Annika Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke and the Origins of the First

World War (Cambridge, ), .



  

Hollweg’s pessimistic statements of that time, transmitted mainly
in Kurt Riezler’s diary, also gain credibility and depth of focus if
they are interpreted as a direct reaction to this new and troubling
information.

The problem of Russian armaments and the threat they posed
to Germany (or to its plans for war) will not be pursued further
here, as France is the subject of this essay. And military-political
developments in France were an open—far too open—invitation
to the Germans to trigger the war, if it was to come, as soon as
possible. But for the German government, there was a welcome
counterweight to the fears fed by Russian armament and the naval
talks between Russia and Britain. News from France supported the
German decision-makers’ conviction that when the fast approach-
ing war on two fronts materialized, France could safely be ignored.
Since the Dreyfus affair around the turn of the century, the idea
had taken root among the Germans, and especially the generals,
that France was a ‘dying nation’. It was believed that the country
was barely concealing its demographic weakness, and that while its
army might be aggressive, it was numerically weak, badly trained,
and undisciplined.23 The Schlieffen Plan and the General Staff ex-
ercises which took place after  demonstrated that France was
simply no longer taken seriously as an enemy. The Schlieffen Plan,
for instance, provided for an advance on Paris that required sol-
diers to march more than  km per day, a rate that could only
be achieved if the French (and Belgians) simply ran away from the
German troops. This aspect of the Schlieffen Plan, whose cata-
strophic consequences were to reveal themselves at the Battle of
the Marne, has not been sufficiently studied.24 The internal French
debate about the Loi de Trois Ans had confirmed Germany’s impres-
sion that the French army was fundamentally weak, a view further
reinforced by news of internal political turmoil after the elections
of .

These assessments seemed to be confirmed when, on  July ,
the army reporter in the Senate, Charles Humbert, published a
report outlining all the inadequacies of French armaments policy

23 See Gerd Krumeich, ‘Le déclin de la France dans la pensée politique et militaire
allemande avant la Première Guerre mondiale’, in Jean-Claude Allain (ed.), La Moyenne
Puissance au XX e siècle (Paris, ), –.

24 A first attempt is Jean-Jacques Becker and Gerd Krumeich, Der Große Krieg:
Deutschland und Frankreich im Ersten Weltkrieg (Essen, ). See also the quotation from
Wenninger’s diary below.
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in minute detail.25 The three-year period of military conscription,
Humbert said, had given the country enough soldiers for the time
being, but the army’s material organization was in a catastrophic
state. The field artillery’s equipment was inadequate, and could not
be compared to that of the Germans. And the same applied to the
garrison artillery. There was not enough ammunition, he claimed,
to wage war for more than a month. The French government was
completely unprepared for this report, and War Minister Messimy,
when questioned by the Senate, had to admit that Humbert’s ana-
lysis was correct in every detail. Georges Clemenceau used these
revelations in his famous ‘inflammatory speech’ to the Senate, which
was then published in his newspaper L’Homme libre under the title
‘Ni défendus ni gouvernés’.26

Of course, news of these conflicts immediately reached Germany.
Chancellor BethmannHollweg had his secretary, Kurt Riezler, draft
a letter to Graf von Roedern, Secretary of State in the Ministry for
Alsace-Lorraine. In the midst of the July Crisis, this letter referred
directly to the French turmoil: ‘In the case of a conflict between
Austria and Serbia, the main thing will be to isolate these disputes.
We have reason to believe, and must hope, that France, currently
weighed down with all sorts of worries, will do all it can to prevent
Russia from intervening.’27

As early as  July, the German ambassador in Paris, von Schoen,
also reported fully on this incident, which was so significant for him.
He explicitly referred again to the general ‘nervousness in matters of
national defence’ felt in France. Humbert’s disclosures had been so
serious, he said, and the danger of the government falling so great,
that President Poincaré had, at short notice, delayed his departure
on a state visit to St Petersburg by a day. Schoen closed his report by
commenting that the departing President must have the feeling that
in France, not government but parliament had the final say. ‘This
latest experience was hardly likely to be conducive to his personal
success in St Petersburg.’28

25 Humbert’s speech to the Senate was immediately published as a pamphlet:
Charles Humbert, L’Armée: sommes-nous défendus? (Paris, ).

26 Bonnefous, Histoire politique, ii. –.
27 Die deutschen amtlichen Dokumente über den Ursprung des Weltkrieges , ed. Max

Montgelas and Walter Schücking for the Auswärtiges Amt, th edn.,  vols. (Berlin,
), i, no. .

28 Report Schoen,  July , in Die Große Politik der Europäischen Kabinette, xxxix,
no. , quotation p. .



  

The editors of the German documents on the July Crisis added a
malicious note to the ambassador’s sentence quoted here. As early
as February , they said, it had been conjectured in France that
Poincaré had ‘unleashed the war’ after this because he feared that a
majority in the chamber would soon throw out the conscription bill,
and that France would then no longer be a reliable alliance partner
for Russia. This was also claimed by Ernest Judet in his biography
of Georges Louis, French ambassador in St Petersburg in , and
it provided an important theme in the whole campaign against
‘Poincaré-la-guerre’ after .29 Presented thus, this accusation
against Poincaré by the ‘innocentists’ is certainly exaggerated. But it
is true that, on the state visit to St Petersburg that he undertook with
his PrimeMinister, Viviani, he had very great concerns, especially in
this respect. On the journey in July , he tried to instruct Viviani:

I spoke to him about the military law and the various questions which I felt he
should know about before his arrival in Russia. Details on the alliance, on the
subjects discussed in St Petersburg in  . . . I informed him of my concern
with regard to Messimy’s plans; he promised me to keep on the look-out. I
insisted on the imperative of preserving the military bill . . . I showed him that
I have never had serious problems with Germany because I have always been
extremely firm in my dealings with her.30

The French ambassador in St Petersburg, Maurice Paléologue, was
also very concerned about this development, especially as he was
unable to convince Viviani, even in conversation, that France’s sal-
vation lay in the closest possible military co-operation with Russia.
The details of these discussions and the diplomatic correspondence
which they produced have been described elsewhere.31 Here it is
merely stressed again that Paléologue obviously concluded from all
these problems that it was all the more important to signal France’s
loyalty and readiness for war under all circumstances to the Russian
government, which was, after all, aware of these internal French
problems and had not issued the June warning without reason.
This went so far that Paléologue informed his rather pacifist and
left-wing government about Russia’s mobilization quite late in the
day, attempting to present it as a reaction to Austria-Hungary’s

29 Ernest Judet, Georges Louis (Paris, ), ; cf. Gerd Krumeich, ‘Poincaré und
der “Poincarismus”’, Francia,  (), –.

30 Quotation from Poincaré’s diary in Krumeich, Armaments and Politics, .
31 Ibid.
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mobilization.32 Unfortunately, we still do not know enough about
what was said at discussions between Poincaré and Foreign Minister
Sazonov, or those between Paléologue and members of the Rus-
sian government. What does emerge clearly from the few published
sources is the assiduity with which the French President tried, in
his talks with Sazonov and the Tsar, to emphasize France’s uncondi-
tional loyalty to the alliance.He even tried to encourage theRussians,
whose attitude he described as ‘vacillating’, to display absolute firm-
ness towards Austria-Hungary and Germany because, as he put it,
only decisiveness could discourage German aggression. This cer-
tainly contributed to the further hardening of the fronts. There is no
evidence, however, that Poincaré and Paléologue directly influenced
the Russian decision to go to war, or Russia’s early mobilization. But
it is equally certain that in its actions during the July Crisis, Russia
could build on France’s unconditional support.

The determination of the French statesmen, however, does not
change the fact that in July  Germany thought that in the event
of war, France would prove to be an enemy not to be taken seriously.
And this, in all likelihood, strongly influenced Germany’s decision
to go to war. The major fears voiced by Moltke, Waldersee, and
others all related fundamentally only to Russia, whose dynamic
armaments programme puzzled and concerned the Germans. As
late as May , Moltke expressed these fears frankly to the Kaiser
in the memorandum quoted above. This was, as Annika Mombauer
has correctly said, a ‘nightmare scenario’,33 but one in which France
played only a secondary part. In  Moltke had already expressed
the view that France was no longer a formidable enemy.34 And
despite the French rearmament of , his view did not change
substantially.

This mindset continued throughout the July Crisis of . This
was all the more crucial as Russia’s early preparations for mobi-
lization and its readiness for war, emphasized during the Crisis by
Sazonov among others, appeared fully to confirm the old stereo-
types that the German generals and politicians believed in.35 As
far as France was concerned, however, the prevailing notions of its

32 On this question, so long hotly debated in the discussion of ‘war guilt’, see now,
with all available sources, Schmidt, Frankreichs Außenpolitik, –.

33 Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke, .
34 Ibid. –.
35 On this see now Gerd Krumeich, Juli : Eine Bilanz. Mit einem Anhang: 

Schlüsseldokumente zum Kriegsausbruch (Paderborn, ).



  

fundamental weakness continued to determine thinking and guide
decision-making. The famous conversation that TheodorWolff, edi-
tor of the leading liberal newspaper, the Berliner Tageblatt , had with
the senior officials of theGerman ForeignOffice, Jagow and Stumm,
on  July is recalled here. It is quoted at length because the Hum-
bert affair still plays a part in it:

[ July ]: In the morning to the Foreign Office, where Stumm36 tells me
immediately that Jagow37 wants to speak to me. . . . He seems very changed,
I notice especially his shuffling walk and bent posture, plus his smile. He first
thanks me for the ‘great’ service which I rendered the German government
on another matter,38 and compliments me on the attitude the Berliner Tageblatt
has so far shown on the question of Serbia, although he says that otherwise he
naturally does not share our views—he means on domestic policy. He would
like us to continue firm. I tell him that I pretty much approve of my editorial
staff’s attitude, that I lack only a single proviso which would make it possible
to backtrack later.39 I said that I did not find the Austrian note very clever.
He, lively and smiling, said he agreed with me, he found it a hotchpotch
of made-up demands, two or three main points would have been better.
But now we have to stand firm. I say that I have no intention of changing
the newspaper’s attitude, at most, nuances. I ask whether we might not get
involved in a world war? If Russia did not withdraw . . . Jagow said he did not
believe that, the diplomatic situation was highly favourable. Neither Russia,
nor France, nor Britain wanted war. And if it had to be, he said (smiling), the
war would come some time if we let things go, and in two years’ time Russia
would be stronger than it was now. On parting: I do not consider the situation
critical.

I go back to Stumm, who explains the advantages of the current diplomatic
situation to me. As always when one stands firm, all sorts of friendships that
one had no longer counted on re-emerged. I say: ‘If only we don’t get stuck!’
He suggests that we would find a way back. Like Jagow, he says that war will
be inevitable in two years’ time unless we get out of this situation now. It was a
matter of finding out whether Austria was still worth anything to us as an ally.
It must not be allowed to retreat. The Russians would protest loudly and the
heat could be turned up. Perhaps Russia would mobilize, and then it would

36 Wilhelm Stumm was Director of the Political Department in the German Foreign
Office, and its leading expert on Russia.

37 Gottlieb von Jagow, Secretary of State in the German Foreign Office. As the
German Empire had no Foreign Minister, the Secretary of State was the de facto
Foreign Minister.

38 This refers to the articles the Berliner Tageblatt had published on the Anglo-Russian
naval talks in the spring of .

39 This refers to Austria-Hungary’s unconditional claim to Serbia, which made
further negotiation about Austrian demands impossible.
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be necessary to hold our generals back. But Russia would think twice before
striking out. War with Russia would be something to experience: revolution
in Finland and Poland, and it would emerge that everything had been stolen,
even the bolts on the rifles, and there would be no ammunition. As far as
France was concerned, Senator Humbert’s revelations about conditions in the
army40 were worth their weight in gold. France could not want a war. Such a
favourable situation would not arise again. It was a matter of persevering and
remaining firm!41

According to a report by Wenninger, Bavaria’s military plenipoten-
tiary at German Supreme Command HQ in Berlin, Chief of the
General Staff Moltke had strongly called for war on  July 
because France was militarily embarrassed, while Germany still had
the advantage, including over Russia.42

Bethmann Hollweg, whose letter to Roedern about ‘France, cur-
rently weighed down with all sorts of worries’ has already been cited
above, obviously kept in mind the view that France was ‘weak’ as a
political guideline throughout the whole July Crisis. He summed up
this way of thinking briefly to Riezler, when he expressed his doubts
about Austria’s true willingness to go to war against Serbia:

If the war comes from the east, so that we take to the field for Austria-Hungary
rather than Austria-Hungary for us, then we have a chance of winning it. If the
war does not come, if the Tsar does not want it, or advises a dismayed France
to keep the peace, we still have the prospect of manœuvring the Entente apart
via this action.43

Interestingly, according to Riezler’s diary, Bethmann Hollweg
repeated his expression concerning a ‘dismayed’ France on  July,
after hearing from Ambassador Schoen in Paris that the mood in
France was against any serious involvement in the discussion about
Austria and Serbia but, unfortunately, it had to take Russia into
consideration.44 According to Riezler’s diary, Bethmann’s reaction
was as follows:

40 Humbert, reporter on the army budget in the Senate, had on  July publicly
criticized the French army’s lack of arms and equipment, triggering a huge response
in France and Europe.

41 Theodor Wolff, Tagebücher –, ed. Bernd Sösemann (Boppard, ), –.
The editor’s many text-critical notes and further comments have not been included.

42 See Förster, Der doppelte Militarismus,  n. .
43 Kurt Riezler, Tagebücher, Aufsätze, Dokumente, ed. Karl-Dietrich Erdmann (Göttin-

gen, ), , entry for  July .
44 Imanuel Geiss (ed.), Juli Krise und Kriegsausbruch  (Hanover, ), i, nos.
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Travelled back with the Chancellor on Saturday. In the train the first telegrams
about the impact [of Austria’s ultimatum to Serbia] in Paris Petersburg London
Rome. Not unfavourable. The main thing is that Sazonov, although furious,
has avoided committing himself. Paris dismayed.45

For Bethmann Hollweg, in any case, France was obviously ‘dis-
mayed’ in July . And the Chancellor was not alone in this view.
Towards the end of the July Crisis, the German press was still com-
pletely convinced that no danger emanated from France. On  July
the Kölnische Zeitung claimed that Paris felt ‘not a trace of belliger-
ence’. And on  July the chauvinistic Rheinisch-Westfälische Zeitung
claimed that Paris was ‘peaceful, almost fearful’.46

These German views of France as peaceful out of fear culminated
in a scene that took place in the Berlin Ministry of War after the
ultimatum had been issued to Russia. According to Wenninger’s
diary, all the generals around Falkenhayn, with the exception of
Moltke, were highly satisfied with developments. Wenninger’s note
reads:

I hurry to the Ministry of War. Beaming faces everywhere, people shaking
hands in the corridors, congratulating each other . . . Rumours about an
ultimatum for France as well. One person wonders whether it is necessary to
seize France as well, after all, it is dodging like a rabbit. General von Wild
says: ‘It’s just that we want the brothers there as well.’47

A little later, the German generals had ‘the brothers there’, and
after the first victories in the border skirmishes of August ,
thought that they could really organize a ‘rabbit hunt’. That is why
the French were pursued so wildly that the famous gap opened
up between von Bülow’s and Kluck’s armies, allowing the British
Expeditionary Force in. It had been thought that Paris could be
bypassed on the left, allowing Galliéni’s Paris Army, reinforced by
soldiers brought in by taxi, to undertake its famous flanking attack.
This was themiracle on theMarne, fromwhich theGermanmilitary
leadership never recovered.

45 Riezler, Tagebücher, Aufsätze, Dokumente, .
46 According to Eber M. Carroll (ed.), Germany and the Great Powers, –: A

Study in Public Opinion and Foreign Policy (New York ), , which contains further
examples.

47 Wenninger diary,  July , quoted from Holger Afflerbach, Falkenhayn:
Politisches Denken und Handeln im Kaiserreich (Munich, ), .



 ’        

Conclusion

According to Fischer, France had good reason to push on with its
armament against Germany, even if this involved lying to the people
and parliament. But it was precisely this discrepancy between the
intention to arm and its public justification that brought internal
French problems to a head after the elections of , bringing
a danger that the new conscription law would be abolished, thus
substantially weakening the alliance with Russia. The conclusion
to be drawn from Fischer’s argument must be that if France had
been militarily more resolute in the prewar period, Germany would
not have dared to precipitate war in . At first glance, this view
might still appear to be correct today. Yet it seems difficult to dispute
that the general assessment of a weak and ‘dismayed’ France that
had been predominant in Germany not just from July , but
ever since the victory of ,48 would not have been contained by
greater French efforts to rearm. The view of a ‘dismayed’ France
was the result not only of French behaviour during the July Crisis,
but also of the notion that had been generally held in Germany for
many years, namely, that France was weak. Germany saw its main
enemy as Russia, not France. It was the ‘Russian threat’ that made
the ‘leap into the dark’ seem necessary or opportune, as Bethmann
Hollweg said in July.49 Under these circumstances, a firmer attitude
on France’s part would certainly have provoked Germany’s decision
for war even more quickly and decisively. Moltke’s preference for
waging war ‘now rather than later’ would have made even more
sense to German politicians and generals than it already did.

In recent years several new studies of the July Crisis have been
published that have tried to shift the focus of the events back onto
Russia and France much more strongly than has been the case in
international research since the Fischer controversy. Books by Stefan
Schmidt, Christopher Clark, and Sean McMeekin assume a strong
and decisive dynamic for war on the part of Russia and France—and
Serbia.50 InClark’s accountGermanpolicy is almost lost to view, and

48 On this see especially Mark Hewitson, National Identity and Political Thought in
Germany: Wilhelmine Depictions of the French Third Republic (Oxford, ).

49 Riezler, Tagebücher, Aufsätze, Dokumente, .
50 Schmidt, Frankreichs Außenpolitik; Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe

Went to War in  (London, ); Sean McMeekin, The Russian Origins of the First
World War (London, ).



  

hemakes statements about the Serbs that are sometimes reminiscent
of those made by Wilhelm II. In McMeekin’s book Sazonov mutates
into a warmonger, while Schmidt puts France in the dock in a way
that we have hardly experienced since the German ‘war innocence’
hysteria of the s. According to Schmidt, France was pursuing
egoistic power-political aims in the July Crisis and did not shy away
from war in order to achieve priority over Germany in Europe. It
was only French demands for Russia to strengthen its armaments in
 and  (especially by developing its strategically important
railway network on Germany’s eastern borders) that removed the
barriers to Russia’s strategic potential. And by July  France, by
encouraging the development of Russia’s power, ‘made the overall
foreign policy situation of the German Reich so much worse that
ultimately its [Germany’s] political leadership saw no other option
but to correct it by taking recourse, if necessary, to military means’.51

In this way, France encouraged ‘the development of Russian power’
by all means possible, instead of ‘rendering Germany’s position
bearable by making concessions in the armaments sector, or co-
operating beyond the existing alliances’.52

Indeed, if all the powers (including Germany) had followed this
wise counsel for de-escalation, the First World War could probably
have been avoided. Taking into account this new fashion for neo-
conservatism in recent historiography of , Fritz Fischer’s theses
might yet again appear correct and convincing—perhapsmore than
ever before.53

51 Schmidt, Frankreichs Außenpolitik, .
52 Ibid. .
53 The neo-conservative trend continues. An article examining Poincaré’s prewar

policies has recently been published: Rainer F. Schmidt, ‘“Revanche für Sedan”:
Frankreich und der Schlieffenplan. Militärische und bündnispolitische Vorbereitung
des Ersten Weltkriegs’, Historische Zeitschrift ,  (), –. In it, Schmidt argues
that Poincaré used all possible tricks to try to exclude Germany and manœuvre it into
an intolerable position, succeeding in July . In this article, which in many respects
follows the study by Stefan Schmidt referred to above, he ‘forgets’, however, that since
the crucial turning point of the Agadir Crisis of , and in view of Germany’s policy
of blackmail and unveiled threats of war against France, Poincaré had to do everything
in his power to ensure France’s security.
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Italy’s Wars of Illusion, –

R. J. B. B

All weakness corrupts and absolute weakness corrupts absolutely.
It might seem in the mode of Oscar Wilde to stand Lord Acton’s
dictum on its head. Yet se non è vero è ben trovato, at least when a
historian reviews the international pathway of Liberal Italy, the
least of the Great Powers, towards the First World War, and reflects
either on readings or on silences about it. As the other essays in
this book underline, Fritz Fischer’s two great works, Griff nach der
Weltmacht and Krieg der Illusionen, book-ended the s and raised
questions that long remained significant in debates for and against
a German Sonderweg , while also illuminating the historiographies
of other countries. To give one example, in the s the publisher
Macmillan charged a list of historians to test the ‘Fischer thesis’ on
all the major powers, including Italy.1

Was Italy, it was therefore asked, a country activated by a primacy
of internal or external politics? Did its élites seek war in order to
divert a domestic threat of socialism and democracy? Did Italy grab
for world power, in so far as it could? Did it follow an Italian ‘special
path’ that meant a continuity between the international behaviour
of the pre- Liberal regime and that of the Fascist dictatorship
that became Nazi Germany’s first ally in the Second World War?
Was there a modern military–industrial complex that drove Italy
into battle, or should the national élite be defined as industrial–
feudal? Finally, and as will be seen in practice most tellingly, what
illusions did élites, intellectuals, and people nourish in regard to
Italy’s role as a Great Power?

An obvious way to respond to these questions is historiographi-
cal. In the case of Germany, there are manifold studies, whether
‘Fischerian’ or anti-Fischerian. But for Italy the pickings are thinner,

1 See Richard Bosworth, Italy and the Approach of the First World War (London, ).
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a situation that deserves explanation. Italy’s First World War ended
in victory, of however great an ambiguity. Certainly its dictatorship,
once Mussolini achieved office in , hailed wartime glory, blend-
ing those who perished in Fascism’s cause with the , dead in
battle, each defined as a ‘martyr’ for the nation. Gioacchino Volpe,
the leading Fascist historian who, despite his extreme nationalism,
was widely absolved by his mainstream post- successors of any
responsibility for the regime’s tyranny and aggression,2 portrayed
the coming of the war in a book tellingly entitled L’Italia in cammino
[Italy on the March] as the crucial moment of evolution of the nation
towards beneficent Fascism.3

Volpe’s line was quickly rejected by the great Liberal Benedetto
Croce, who praised Liberal rule while objecting to the grosser
aspects of the Mussolini dictatorship.4 Despite the conflict between
the two in the s, Croce, after the Second World War, forgave
Liberalism for any part in the Fascist story when he urged that
the dictatorship had represented a ‘parenthesis’ in the otherwise
positive course of national history since theRisorgimento.5Similarly,
Federico Chabod, who may have begun training as a Fascist but
who emerged in his home region of the Val d’Aosta during the
war as a liberal democrat anti-Fascist, avoided the question of
continuity. His Storia della politica estera italiana dal  al 
[History of Italian Foreign Policy from  to  ] was begun in
wartime, but did not appear until .6 In his expert exploration
of the mentalité of those who set the foundations of Italy’s national
policy, Chabod prefigured many ‘Fischerian’ themes, rendering
obsolete the view that the essence of past records lies in their literal
meaning. However, despite his fame in Italy and internationally,

2 See Emilio Gentile, Italiani senza padri: intervista sul Risorgimento (Bari, ), , who
labels it a ‘fundamental work’ and is pleased to name Volpe as one of his intellectual
parents. A Centro Studi Gioacchino Volpe has been established at L’Aquila, near his
birthplace. See 〈http://www.centrostudigvolpe.it/wp/?page_id=〉 [accessed  Oct.
].

3 Cf. also Gioacchino Volpe, L’Italia nella Triplice alleanza (–) (Milan, ).
4 Both published their works as the Fascist version of totalitarianism took hold.

See Gioacchino Volpe, L’Italia in cammino: l’ultimo cinquantennio,  vols. (Milan, );
Benedetto Croce, Storia d’Italia dal  al  (Bari, ). For background see
Christopher Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy (London,
), –.

5 For background see Benedetto Croce, Croce, the King and the Allies: Extracts from a
Diary, July –June  (New York, ), and Renzo De Felice (ed.), Le interpretazioni
del fascismo (Bari, ), –.

6 Federico Chabod, Storia della politica estera italiana – ,  vols. (Bari, ).
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Chabod had few genuine successors. Plenty of work did appear on
‘public opinion’, but its students rarely asked rigorous questions
about its formation and meaning.

In regard to the First World War, Rosario Romeo, the learned
biographer of Cavour, professor at Rome University, and the lead-
ing conservative historian of his generation, put it most directly.
The First World War, he pronounced, was ‘the greatest triumph
in our history . . . and the final proof of the political strength and
virtue of the state created in the Risorgimento’. Liberal foreign
policy, he was sure, had ‘brought advantage and was honourable’.7

His implication, and that of other diplomatic historians of his
generation, many of whom had commenced their careers in the
s, was that the First World War had been the ‘good war’.
Such national foreign policy as led to Italian participation in it
was therefore separated from what was written off as Mussolini’s
‘bad’ Second World War. In its pursuit of international ambi-
tion, almost everyone agreed, the Fascist regime had behaved
in ‘parenthesis’, with ideas, assumptions, and actions that could
not be sensibly compared with what came before (or what came
after).

The fall of Communism brought great changes to Italy, the coun-
try that had kept voting for the largest Communist party in theWest.
In the process, the ideals of ‘anti-Fascism’ which had dominated in-
tellectual discourse, if not real power, for some decades lost traction.
Yet despite this shift in attitudes towards Mussolini’s dictatorship,
the First World War remained an object of pride, often to those
very Italians who kept their distance from Berlusconian populism,
who feared that the allegations of corruption that endlessly circled
him were true, and who disliked his careless announcement that
Mussolini ‘never killed anyone’.8 A fine example was Carlo Azeglio
Ciampi, President from  to  and an ex-governor of the
Bank of Italy, who had served as Prime Minister of an emergency
government without an elected majority in –. As a leader who
took pains to serve ‘all Italians’ (even ex-Communist ones), Ciampi
inserted the First World War into a happy national story, the better
to counter the separatist talk of Umberto Bossi’s Lega Nord, by
then a major factor in Italian politics and Berlusconi’s coalition

7 Rosario Romeo, L’Italia unita e la prima guerra mondiale (Bari, ), , .
8 For further background see R. J. B. Bosworth, ‘The Second World Wars and their

Clouded Memories’, History Australia, / (), –, at –.
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partner (along with the ex-Fascists).9 More recently, when celebra-
tions of the nation’s sesquicentenary in – revealed divisions
in understanding whether the making of the nation had brought
advantage or not, Ciampi’s views about the First World War were
applauded by Emilio Gentile, another professor at Rome and the
Italian contemporary historian best known abroad. The First World
War, Gentile contended, ‘for millions of Italians was the first real
national experience lived collectively’.10 For a country teetering on
the verge of becoming a failed nation state, it had been a moment of
hope and achievement, whose virtue the country now needed better
to take to its heart.

To be sure, over the last decades it has been easy to find critiques
of the war: the suffering and death that it involved; the damage that
it did to state, economy, and society; its paving the way to Fascist
totalitarianism and tyranny.11 After all, even Croce had argued that
those who would adhere to Fascism learnt to be violent by fighting
the war; it is a commonplace that the origins of Mussolini’s rule can
be found in the social and political crisis of the so-called intervento,
those months between August  and Italian entry into battle on
 May  on the Allied side. Yet the admission that the war
sponsored what became Fascism has not affected the standard line,
especially among Italy’s diplomatic historians, many with intimate
ties to the Foreign Ministry in their own times,12 that there was
nothing untoward in the policy that took Italy into the war, nor in
the international ambitions that kept it fighting.

This view may help to explain the tardiness in the publication
of the relevant volumes of the Documenti diplomatici italiani for

9 See his introduction to Mario Rigoni Stern (ed.), La guerra sugli altipiani: testimonianze
di soldati al fronte (Vicenza, ), p. viii. 10 Gentile, Italiani senza padri, .

11 See, notably, Angelo Ventrone, La seduzione totalitaria: guerra, modernità, violenza
politica (– ) (Rome, ). In English, see the determinedly Rankean John
Gooch, The Italian Army and the First World War (Cambridge, ).

12 For case studies in this regard cf. the genial Enrico Serra and the hardline Pietro
Pastorelli, each of whom combined writing on diplomatic history with direction of
the archives of the Ministero degli Affari Esteri (and therefore of access to them).
Pastorelli provided a preface to Luca Riccardi, Alleati non amici: le relazioni politiche
tra l’Italia e l’Intesa durante la prima guerra mondiale (Brescia, ), a case study in
not asking Fischerian questions. To Pastorelli that means it was a splendid example
of ‘Italian history-writing without adjectives’ (p. ). For Serra’s background in the
Resistance, where he was close to ‘Actionist’ Prime Minister Ferruccio Parri, see
Enrico Serra, Tempi duri: guerra e resistenza (Bologna, ). For an updating see Stefano
Marcuzzi, ‘Anglo-Italian Relations during the First World War’ (unpublished D.Phil.
thesis, Oxford University, ).
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the period leading to the war. The fourth series of this massive
government project is intended to embrace twelve volumes, covering
the years from  to . The first, edited by the conservative
and patriotic Augusto Torre,13 came out in . Volumes v to viii,
edited by Edoardo Del Vecchio, were published between  and
. Since then there has been another pause and the remaining
seven volumes are still listed as ‘in programmazione’.14 Given
the numerous volumes that have appeared concerning the rest of
national foreign policy since , it is as though the coming of the
First World War has disappeared into a black hole in regard to its
officially approved documentation.15

Both the politics and the sociology of Italian diplomatic historians
ensure that they are most unlikely to make much of an obvious
fact. Debates about other countries’ international behaviour may
continue. But Italy has a record of its own, a very troubling one.
Liberal Italy aggressively made war on Ottoman Turkey in order
to conquer what it would call, ‘in the Roman manner’, Libya in
September .16 Its leaders did not slither over the brink into the
boiling cauldron of the First World War (or ‘sleep-walk’ to disaster),
but entered it deliberately, with aggression aforethought, on 
May . Thereafter, Mussolini’s dictatorship attacked Ethiopia
in October , actively joined the Francoist side in the Spanish
Civil War in July , and swept into Albania in April .
After what might be deemed another intervento, a parallel with
– that suggests a structure of national foreign policy more
powerful than any ideology, the Duce joined Hitler in the ‘stab
in the back’ of France on  June . Thereafter the Italian
dictatorship attempted its own (failed) Blitzkrieg in Greece on

13 See e.g. Augustio Torre, La politica estera dell’Italia dal  al  (Bologna, );
La politica estera italiana dal  al  (Turin, ).

14 See the relevant website: 〈http://www.esteri.it/MAE/Templates/Generic
TemplateNoLeftMenu.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={DFEE-
EB--DC-EFBAE}&NRORIGINALURL=%fMAE%fIT%fSala_
Stampa%fPubblicazioni%fDocumenti_diplomatici.htm&NRCACHEHINT=
Guest#〉 [accessed  Oct. ]. They are the only omission in the bibliography of
Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in  (London, ).
Throughout this book, Clark scarcely treats Italy as a serious power (except in ).

15 There are many journals that publish material on Italian foreign policy, but
the assumptions and attitudes in the field are well displayed in Clio: rivista trimestrale
di studi storici 〈http://www.edizioniesi.it/elenco_riviste.php?rivista=&desc_rivista=
CLIO〉 [accessed  October ].

16 For the massive destabilizing effects of this conflict on Europe see Clark, The
Sleepwalkers, –.
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 October, before, reduced to being an ‘ignoble second’ by its
military and social failure, it followed Germany (and Japan) into
aggression against the USSR and the USA in .17 Whenever
there was a war across the decades from  to , it might be
concluded, Italy, the ‘least’, the weakest, the poorest prepared of
the Great Powers, was there, always ambitious, always aggressive
(and rarely escaping the cost). Why that might be so, and how the
aggression and the weakness connected, will be the major issues to
be investigated in the rest of this essay.

First, however, a methodological point: those Italian historians
who focus on Italy’s international behaviour have remained stub-
bornlyRankean in their comprehension of the discipline. They seem
oblivious to the relativism in that regard of E. H. Carr, whose short
methodological study coincided with the publication of Griff nach
der Weltmacht , and not accidentally so.18 One way to read Fischer
was to highlight his connection between the proud Rankeanism and
the unalloyed nationalism of his predecessors, as well as of quite
a few of his contemporaries in German academe. Equally, when
postmodernism impressed some of the next generation in many
countries, Italy’s mainstream historians remained ostentatiously ob-
livious; they went on defining diplomatic history in the traditional
manner as recording accurately what one clerk wrote to another
and, forgetful of Chabod’s opening up of such issues, made little
attempt to ask if unspoken assumptions lay behind the literal mean-
ing of past words, or if their own experience and attitudes rendered
the idea that they were ‘objectively’ recounting the past necessarily
false. Italian analysts of national foreign policy showed few signs
of modestly accepting that, in some instances, diplomatic historians
were best defined as people who stayed at home to lie for their
countries.

If a search is to be made for ‘Fischerian’ approaches to Liberal
Italian foreign policy, it therefore leads to foreigners and not Itali-
ans. Important in this regard was the American Richard Webster,

17 For this interpretation see Richard Bosworth, ‘Italian Foreign Policy and the Road
to War –: Ambitions and Delusions of the Least of the Great Powers’, in
Frank McDonough (ed.), The Origins of the Second World War: An International Perspective
(London, ), –.

18 For my own exploration of the matter and its ramifications until Fukuyama’s
‘end of history’ and the imposition of the neoliberal hegemony see Richard Bosworth,
Explaining Auschwitz and Hiroshima: History Writing and the Second World War –
(London, ).
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who came nearest to arguing that Italy before  fell prey to its
own ‘industrial imperialism’ that bore parallels to Wilhelmine Ger-
many, even if it was often in reaction against that empire’s dumping
and other exploitative practices towards its southern partner in the
Triple Alliance, –.19 Webster’s work had few direct suc-
cessors, although his views were not completely different from those
of Macgregor Knox, an American who crossed the Atlantic to take
up a chair at the LSE. Knox is still completing a long-term com-
parative project on the Fascist and Nazi dictatorships, presenting a
thesis that their foreign policies were not different in kind, and sure
that Mussolini’s regime was as much an unappeasable aggressor as
Hitler’s.Most of Knox’s work is focused on the Italian dictatorship.20

When Knox published the first volume of his comparison, he took
the Italian story only up to  (and the German to ). But,
even though Germany and Italy were twinned as new nations, his
emphasis was on the novelty of the fascisms and not the continuity
of Italian history. Similarly, Knox was enough of a liberal to ascribe
massive responsibility for the warmongering to Mussolini, a wicked
dictator, the appeasement of whom, like all of his kind, was, to
Knox, pointless and damaging.21

One final generic point needs to be made about the Italian dictat-
orship and its long-term influence on historical interpretation of the
Liberal era. The Fascist regime was responsible for the premature
deaths of about a million people. Only a handful, however, died
as Mussolini’s political prisoners within Italy; after his regime was
installed, the Duce executed fewer of his own citizens than any
governor of Texas does in a single term. Mussolini did, however,
lead his people into aggressive wars, during which half a million
Italians died, plus another , who perished in revenge killings
as a postwar settlement imposed itself during the summer of .
More than , Italian Jews were slaughtered in the Holocaust in a
country that implemented harsh anti-Semitic legislation from ,
even though murder did not begin until the creation of the puppet,

19 Richard Webster, Industrial Imperialism in Italy – (Berkeley, ). My
own Italy: The Least of the Great Powers. Italian Foreign Policy before the First World War
(Cambridge, ) did its best to doubt the more simplistic of Webster’s theses, while
agreeing about the rising thrust of Italian foreign and imperial policy before .

20 See e.g. MacGregor Knox, Hitler’s Italian Allies: Royal Armed Forces, Fascist Regime
and the War of – (Cambridge, ); id., Common Destiny: Dictatorship, Foreign Policy
and War in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany (Cambridge, ).

21 Id., To the Threshold of Power, –: Origins and Dynamics of the Fascist and National
Socialist Dictatorships (Cambridge, ).
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German-dominated Repubblica Sociale Italiana [Social Republic
of Italy] after September . Similarly, Italian armed forces were
unforgiving partners of their Nazi comrades in the occupation of
Greece and Yugoslavia, with many casualties being inflicted on par-
tisans and the civilian population, whether through armed action
or starvation.22

By far the highest tally of foreign deaths, however, was inflicted
in the territories of Libya and Ethiopia. Here are two matters of
moment. Although much more research is needed, there is plenty of
evidence that imperial ambition was widely shared by the national
élite. Members of the royal family went on well-publicized tours
of the Empire more often than Mussolini did. The repression that
killed hundreds of thousands was sometime perpetrated by Fascist
militias. However, ‘Mussolini’s ordinary executioners’ were more
frequently members of the Royal Italian Army and the modern(ish)
Italian air force. Each embodied the nation and its élite aspirations
at least as much as it did Fascism. Yet, the debate that brought to
light the massive responsibility of the Wehrmacht and its traditions
for German mass murder on the Eastern Front has never been
extended to the national Italian armed forces.23

One obvious explanation is Eurocentrism, given that Italian
rule in North and East Africa can readily be viewed as a belated
imitation of what Britain, France, Belgium, and the rest had done
in the nineteenth century, updated for the twentieth with a violent
Fascist gloss and a greater degree of carelessness with indigenous
lives.24 Again, structures assisted Italy in cosy memory of its brutal
participation in the European grab for Africa. The country lost its
empire at a stroke after  and, unlike the other western European
states, avoided the costs and trauma of decolonization in the s
and s.

Many matters have therefore ensured that Italy’s part in the

22 For a detailed account of the Fascist new order see Davide Rodogno, Fascism’s
European Empire: Italian Occupation during the Second World War (Cambridge, ) and,
in summary version, Davide Rodogno, ‘Fascism and War’, in Richard Bosworth (ed.),
The Oxford Handbook of Fascism (Oxford, ), –.

23 For an example of silence as much as of analysis see Michele Battini, The Missing
Italian Nuremberg: Cultural Amnesia and Postwar Politics (Basingstoke, ), where Italians,
however culpably reticent after , are more often victims than perpetrators and
where imperial massacre is ignored.

24 See further Richard Bosworth and Giuseppe Finaldi, ‘The Italian Empire’, in
Robert Gerwarth and Erez Manela (eds.), Empires at War – (Oxford, ),
–.
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origins of the First World War has been downplayed in most
historiography, whether driven by Fischerian views or not. Yet it is
an interesting story, deserving of the structural analysis that Fischer
engaged in, however possessed of many national particularities.
Italian weakness certainly demands notice. The country was the
least of the Great Powers by almost every yardstick, a nation always
half threatened by relegation (the football parallel was adopted
by Mussolini, among others) and perpetually likely to be the butt
of foreign sarcasm. Bismarck provoked knowing chuckles in every
European chancellery when he spoke of a country with a ‘large
appetite and very poor teeth’.25 The naval defeat by the Austrians
at Lissa in July , the loss to the Ethiopians at Adowa in March
, and the rout at Caporetto in October  all confirmed the
widespread view that Italians ‘could not fight’.

Before  Italy had the smallest population of the major nations
in Europe, the least productive empire, the weakest army and navy
(it was typical that, in , Italy succeeded in calling up only  per
cent of its available young men, as against Germany’s figure of 
per cent and France’s of  per cent, although Italy spent more of its
GDP than either on military training),26 and the most inadequate
domestic energy supplies. The national economy remained fragile
where it was modern but, across vast tracts of the country, it was
not. National literacy levels were low and improved only slowly,
while the first language for very many Italians remained their local
‘dialect’. Its population was more likely to centre their identities
in family, home town (paese), or region than in the nation; what
George Mosse termed the ‘nationalization of the masses’, with its
accompanying ‘national religion’, had proceeded fitfully in Italy.
Gender relations were traditional, notably in peasant worlds; at
least half the population, if doubtless variegated and subject to
some modern penetration, clung more staunchly to family than to
nation.

As if in proof with regard to foreign policy, during the two decades
before  paesani flooded out of the country, emigrating to North
and South America as well as to the more developed parts of
Europe—Belgium, Luxembourg, France, Germany (and Glasgow).

25 For my own exploration of this discourse see Richard Bosworth, ‘Mito e linguaggio
nella politica estera italiana’, in id. and Sergio Romano (eds.), La politica estera italiana,
– (Bologna, ), –.

26 See Piero Del Negro, Esercito, stato, società: saggi di storia militare (Bologna, ).
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In such places, they laboriously constructed a potential ‘informal
empire’, but one that was with difficulty adjusted to national or élite
foreign policy. Bringing all Italians ‘home’ to the patria, full-scale
‘Wilsonian’ ‘self-determination’, would entail the urgent seizure
of Buenos Aires and New York, and not even the most fanatical
Fascist dreamt of that.27 Instead, Liberals such as Antonino Di San
Giuliano, a Sicilian aristocrat and Foreign Minister from  to his
death on  October , fearful that in his Catania things needed
to change in order to remain the same, lamented the ‘haemorrhage’
of national blood, and hoped eventually to channel it to Italian and
not foreign colonies.28

At home, Italy was divided politically in ways that were com-
mon in other European countries but had special features there.
A Socialist party, with a growing associated trade union move-
ment, threatened ‘revolution’, in  doubling its elected deputies
in the lower house of parliament to fifty-two. Through a union
called Federterra, the Socialists were unusually integrated into the
peasantry, notably across the Po valley, where capitalist new agri-
culture was spreading its benefits and costs. True, quite a number
of Socialists, whether calling themselves Reformists or not, and
best represented by Filippo Turati, were potentially open to com-
promise, respectability, and patriotism. Nonetheless, between 
and  the ‘maximalist’ wing of the paper, embodied in Benito
Mussolini, the new young editor of the movement’s paper, Avanti! ,
talked revolutionary talk and, in ‘Red Week’ in June , walked a
revolutionary walk. When, in those weeks that would be rendered
so portentous by the outbreak of war, Britain was confronting the
possibility of military, popular, and confessional mutiny in Belfast,
Italy had the red or black flags of socialist or anarchist revolution
unfurled over town halls across the Emilia and Marche, with the
key Adriatic port of Ancona being an epicentre of rebellion.

Socialism was not the only threat to a national order. In so far
as the making of Italians was concerned, one major dilemma was
that Italy housed two monarchies, with rival associated historical
myths. In , after an anarchist returned from emigration to
Patterson, New Jersey, assassinated Umberto I—a royal fan of his

27 I explore this theme more fully in Richard Bosworth, Italy and the Wider World
– (London, ).

28 For a major Italian study of staunchly orthodox approach see GianPaolo Ferraioli,
Politica e diplomazia in Italia tra XIX e XX secolo: vita di Antonino Di San Giuliano (–)
(Soveria Mannelli, ).
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army, with frustrated hopes in empire—the King was succeeded by
Victor Emmanuel III, not the stupidest or most malign of European
royals. However, he and the other members of the Savoy dynasty
could scarcely compete in charismawith successive popes (LeoXIII,
–; Pius X, –; Benedict XV, –), each the bearer
into the present of the Church’s long history, as well as a monarch
in his own domain of unchallenged feudal authority.29

The Risorgimento had been won against papal wishes, symbol-
ized by the storming of Italian troops past Michelangelo’s Porta
Pia on  September , just after the then pope, Pius IX, had
forced through the First Vatican Council the declaration of papal
infallibility. One of the key propaganda slogans of the Fascist regime
was ‘Mussolini ha sempre ragione’ (‘Mussolini is always right’). But
the Church had got there before him, and had no intention, even
when cohabiting with Fascist totalitarianism, of renouncing its more
profound and potent infallibility. Technically speaking, Church and
State remained at war until Mussolini and Pius XI signed the La-
teran Pacts on  February , with the pope until then declaring
himself a ‘prisoner in the Vatican’ and ostentatiously refusing to
appear in the streets of Italian-ruled Rome. By  there were quite
a few arenas where the conflict had cooled, all the more since the
Church feared the Socialist movement at least as much as did the
ruling Liberals. Yet, had the Central Powers won the First World
War, it is possible that some papal temporal power over Rome and
its environs would have been restored, and, during battle, both Ita-
lian policymakers and papal planners contemplated that prospect
with fear or hope. Other prewar European states, notably Germany
and France, may have experienced a Kulturkampf . But none had to
endure a threat to its existence, and a major rebuttal of its national
religion and historical myths, as Italy did while housing the Vatican.

But a further challenge had risen against what had become the
accustomed rule of moderate Liberal Prime Minister Giovanni
Giolitti, a politician who sensibly and capably sought to ‘hold the
ring’ in disputes between capital and labour, even, on occasion,
peasant labour. Until  it seemed that Giolitti replicated the
caution of a predecessor, Agostino Depretis, who had coined the
aphorism ‘Whenever there is an international crisis, I open my
umbrella and wait till it passes.’ Now, however, Giolitti had to

29 For more on this theme see Richard Bosworth, Whispering City: Rome and its
Histories (New Haven, ).
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confront the noisy propaganda of a new political grouping, the
nationalists—young, rich, educated,middle-class critics of what they
excoriated as the ‘Giolitti dictatorship’, the ‘ministry of crime’.30

These paladins of the Italian version of the ‘generation of ’
were scarcely united or consistent in their ideas. Not for nothing did
F. T. Marinetti, the wealthy, Alexandria-born chief of the Futurists,
themanwho clamorously announcedwar to be the needed ‘hygiene’
for his country, publish his movement’s initial manifesto in Le Figaro
in ; he was trying to cut it in a serious city, Paris, a place that
mattered in his mind in the way that small, provincial, and clerical
Rome did not. Of greater direct influence were those who united
in the Associazione Nazionalista Italiana (the Italian Nationalist
Association) in ‘historic’ Florence in , publishing a weekly,
L’Idea Nazionale, from  March  (the fifteenth anniversary of
Italy’s humiliating colonial defeat at Adowa in Ethiopia). Any
review of the ‘unspoken assumptions’ of entrants into the Italian
diplomatic service during the years before  will find their minds
lapped by ANI-style nationalism.31

Two major themes underpinned the Nationalists’ modernized
version of the national purpose. One was the defeat of Marxism in
however crude a reversal of their ideas; the political philosopher
Enrico Corradini named Italy a ‘proletarian nation’, urging that,
sooner or later, a united people must fight against such ‘satiated’
‘bourgeois’ powers as the Empires of Britain and France. The other
was well expressed by Luigi Federzoni, the Nationalists’ leader in
parliament after the  elections. He directed imperial ambition
towards the Adriatic and Mediterranean, destined, he announced,
again to compose the mare nostrum they had been in the ‘First Italy’
of the Caesars. Here, indeed, was the illusion of romanità, a perceived
inheritance from classical Rome. It is an idea that some historians
have confined to Fascism, but it was well alive among Italian
élites before . Somewhere near Federzoni and Corradini stood
Confindustria, from  the organization of modernizing Italian
business, in its ranks suspicious of warmongering intellectuals, but
anxious to yield no ground to Socialist unions, acting less as a
‘military–industrial complex’ and more as self-interested backers of

30 For an example of one who went in a liberal democratic, anti-Fascist direction
see Gaetano Salvemini, Il ministro della mala vita: notizie e documenti sulle elezioni giolittiane
nell’Italia meridionale (Florence, ).

31 See Bosworth, Italy, the Least of the Great Powers, –.
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the Nationalists on the principle that the enemy of my enemy is my
friend.

This place of lights and shadows, then, was the Italy which, for
all its weaknesses, did play, and was expected to play, its part in the
Concert of the Great Powers that by , unknown to itself, had
entered the ‘prelude to the FirstWorldWar’. Yet even here, Italy held
a special place. Since  its fundamental international posture
was to stand with Germany and Austria-Hungary in the Triple
Alliance, a diplomatic arrangement that was renewed for another of
its statutory five-year terms in . Yet, almost all politicized Italians
viewedAustria as Italy’s foe should peace break. TheHabsburgs had
been the enemy in the Risorgimento battles of –, and in the
belated (and embarrassing) acquisition of the Veneto in , when
the Italians’ military and naval ineptitude meant that they failed to
extend their rule over all Italian-speaking peoples, especially in the
cities of Trento andTrieste.32 Thereafter, an ‘irredentist’ ambition to
‘regain’ the Trentino and Venezia Giulia lurked in the souls of most
Italian patriots. Here was another area where illusion drove Italian
élites forward. Had not the Caesars viewed the Alps as an essential
barrier against (German) barbarians? Moreover, had not Venice,
in its own ancient empire, governed Dalmatia, and proclaimed
itself the ‘Queen of the Adriatic’? It must be so again, demanded
nationalists who congregated in Venice. Spurred by two conjoined
imperial myths, should not the legions and the galleys of the new
‘Third’ Italy be ready again to rule the whole Mediterranean basin
or, anyway, those parts of North Africa, Asia Minor, and the Balkans
where a state system was non-existent or shaky?33

Given the troubles of the Triple Alliance, Italy strove hard to be
‘friends’ with the rival Triple Entente, having no obvious quarrel
with Russia. It depended to quite a degree on Britain—for example,
for coal imports to meet its energy demands, not fully covered
by the steady expansion of hydroelectricity, produced in its many
mountainous zones. France was the most problematic case, viewed
by its patriotic critics in Italy as the ‘sorellastra’ or potentially wicked
‘Latin’ stepsister. Quarrels could break out in many fields. In the

32 For description see Geoffrey Wawro, The Austro-Prussian War: Austria’s War with
Prussia and Italy in  (Cambridge, ).

33 For a patriotic account of Dalmatia in these years see Luigi Monzali, The Italians of
Dalmatia: From Italian Unification to World War I (Toronto, ). For an English-language
introduction to imperial imaginings in belle époque Venice see R. J. B. Bosworth, Italian
Venice: A History (London, ).
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Mediterranean, Italians (or, anyway, Sicilian paesani) were the most
numerous European settlers in Tunisia, but France had added that
territory to its Empire in , pre-empting Italian hopes. Maybe
Corsica, ruled by theGenoese republic until , was ‘really’ Italian
(under Fascism, Gioacchino Volpe implied his endorsement of such
claims);34 after all, many Italian historians were sure that Napoleon
was a co-national, the glory of his victories belonging to the ‘Third
Rome’, while French pretentions to be the heir of the Caesars, and
so the real ‘Latin’ Great Power, often caused annoyance.

Despite such contradictions, in the approach to the First World
War in September , Italy was the state, although the weakest
of the Great Powers, that set the flame to the tinderbox. The un-
likely firebug was Giolitti, notorious for his sobriety of speech in a
political world of flamboyant rhetoricians. The culmination of the
national fiftieth anniversary celebrations came on  September,
when Italian troopships headed for Tripoli without their govern-
ment bothering to declare war on the area’s rulers, OttomanTurkey.
In the months that followed, Giolitti, however derisive of his gen-
erals and hostile to suggestions that they should make policy, stood
firmly by full seizure of what Italians took to calling Libya. Liberal
government, then and later, also did not hesitate to commit what
nowadays might be termed war crimes against local opposition. It
was Giolitti who ordered more than , POWs and their families
shipped to the ill-equipped Tremiti Islands. By June ,  per
cent were dead, with children and the old heading the casualties.35

For Europe, the ‘Libyan War’ had a broader impact. What Italy
had done was to open the Turkish question, with the country’s
politicians not behindhand in dreaming of massive empire or some
other ‘zone of influence’ there. As San Giuliano put it cynically in
September  (despite then being an advocate of tighter ties with
the Triple Alliance), ‘naturally’, in an imagined cutting up of Asia
Minor, ‘we must seek to get the biggest and best part and . . . give
to Austria-Hungary the zone which will most put her into conflict
with the Triple Entente’.36

While the least of the Great Powers dreamt lustily, small powers
acted with the cynical daring of the weakest. By the time that Italy
initialled the Treaty of Lausanne, ending the war with Turkey on 

34 Gioacchino Volpe, Storia della Corsica italiana (Milan, ).
35 C. Moffa, ‘I deportati libici della guerra –’, Rivista di storia contemporanea, 

(), –. 36 Bosworth, Italy: The Least of the Great Powers, .
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October , the Balkan states, led by tiny Montenegro (often an
Italian client), were in the field against Ottoman forces and, soon,
among themselves. These ‘Balkan Wars’ allowed Marinetti to pen
his deliciously Futurist poem ‘Zang, tumb, tumb’ as a wordscape
of the siege of Adrianople. More seriously, the clashes took further
than in the past that process of ‘ethnic cleansing’ which would
scour the twentieth century.37 In sum, once Italy attacked Turkey,
European instability grew, and all policymakers became more edgy
about whether their empire or nation was fit for the inevitable
coming Darwinian struggle.

Between  and  and then throughout the July Crisis,
Italy, where Giolitti was replaced as Prime Minister by the more
conservative Antonio Salandra, a Southerner, inMarch , played
out its accustomed role as the least of the Great Powers. It therefore
scarcely paved theway towar, but it did little to avoid that eventuality.
Most comment has been raised about what the Italian military was
doing in these years. The Chief of General Staff from  to
 was Alberto Pollio, a Neapolitan and so unusual in a body
that remained loyal to the monarchical Piedmontese traditions of
the Savoy dynasty. Giolitti took pains to ensure that Pollio and
other military and naval chiefs were not apprised of the detail of
Italy’s treaty arrangements, including those of the Triple Alliance.
Nonetheless, Pollio, like (the Piedmontese) naval Chief of Staff,
Paolo Thaon di Revel, adopted a more activist line towards his
nation’s allies. The naval manœuvres sketched for autumn 
involved combined exercises with Austria in the Mediterranean;
France was the imagined opponent. More serious was Pollio’s
private promise to von Moltke that, in a crisis, Italy would mobilize
alongside Germany. Should a casus foederis arise, he wrote, Italy
would move energetically against its Alpine border with France (as
well as arranging naval landings in Provence).38

In September  Pollio attendedGermanmanœuvres and, after
their conclusion, told ameeting of the AlliedChiefs of Staff, presided
over by the Kaiser, that in war ‘the Triple Alliance must act as one
State’ in what would be a ‘terrible’ struggle for ‘existence’. Soon,
Pollio was promising that spare Italian divisions might be available
to send to the Rhine or for a campaign against Russia, a pledge that

37 For delicate analysis see Mark Mazower, Salonika, City of Ghosts: Christians, Muslims
and Jews – (London, ).

38 Bosworth, Italy: The Least of the Great Powers, .
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was strengthened in March , with the knowledge of Giolitti,
San Giuliano, and King Victor Emmanuel III.39 Pollio suddenly
died on  July , to be replaced almost a month later on  July
by Luigi Cadorna, soon the brutal and uninspiring commander
of Italy’s wartime armies until sacked after the disastrous losses
at the Battle of Caporetto. As a Piedmontese, Cadorna possessed
different unspoken assumptions from those of Pollio. However,
formal military preparations against France were put into process
on  July, and were not stopped until  August, that is, after Italy
had declared itself, at least for the present, neutral.

This military flirtation has its interest. But whatever was assumed
would happen in war (where the monarch and ‘his’ army would
probably take control, as had happened in the wars of the Risorgi-
mento with King Victor Emmanuel II), in peacetime the politicians
and, among them most notably Giolitti and San Giuliano, ruled.
Between victory in Libya and Giolitti’s resignation in March ,
there were few signs of novelty in Italian diplomacy. Most of the
time Italy played its destined part as a shaky Great Power that
was allied to Germany and Austria-Hungary and was ‘friends’ with
Britain and France.

Between  and  a preoccupation of Italian diplomacy
was to hang on to the Dodecanese Islands, seized in naval actions
designed to push Turkey to peace in Libya. In this determination
to own a (small) Mediterranean marine empire, Italian diplomatists
resisted any pre-Wilsonian call for ‘ethnic’ justice that would have
required ceding the islands to Greece. The Italians also ignored
British nudges, prompted by the possibility, secretly entertained
in Rome, that naval bases could one day launch Italy to greater
influence in Asia Minor, and even foster territorial acquisition
there. But San Giuliano blunted hints of London’s disapproval
with brilliant short-term evasion, taking every occasion to remind
the British that Italy, ‘like Germany’, was a latecomer to empire.
Italy, the Foreign Minister maintained, should be treated as ‘an
unexpected guest at dinner for whom space must perforce be
made’, with Britain at a minimum acknowledging Italy’s ‘legitimate
desire for the expansion of her commercial interests’.40

In the case of the Dodecanese, possession proved ninth-tenths
of the law, even for the weakest of the powers. Elsewhere, Italy
nourished growing or never suppressed ambitions in Asia Minor,

39 Ibid. . 40 For the detail see ibid. –.
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Albania, and Ethiopia. However, short of general catastrophe,
the international situation was unlikely to offer opportunity for
immediate advance in such places. More telling was San Giuliano’s
pondering of a state role in forging a biddable nationalist ‘public
opinion’ that could be hauled into view by diplomatists when
needed to exhibit a national expansionist will. What San Giuliano
and some of his officials and advisers were contemplating was a
tamed and docile ANI that would produce ‘propaganda’, not on its
own account but as diplomatists advised.41

Then came the July Crisis, the failure of the Triple Alliance, and
the exposure of the fact that Italy did not matter much to theGreater
Powers. The Italian declaration of neutrality was drafted on August
 and promulgated on the morning of  August. The decision
had been made all the easier given that Article VII of the Triple
Alliance had, indeed, been broken by the Austrian attack on Serbia,
or at least could be read that way.42 The Austrian authorities did
not seem to care. As Foreign Minister Leopold Berchtold phrased
the matter four weeks earlier: ‘it seemed to him better to act and to
wait for requests for compensation [from Italy and Romania] until
later’.43 Similarly, during the months that followed the Austrians
remained staunchly unsympathetic to any idea of buying Italy off, a
scheme which, in February , seemed at least imaginable to the
German ex-Chancellor, Bernhard von Bülow, a man who had long
enjoyed times of leisure in Venice and other places. In the crisis and
after, the Austrians utterly destroyed what over the last years had
seemed Italy’s more earnest claims to a real presence in the Triple
Alliance, and once the German government, which was initially
ready to consult the third partner, acquiesced in the Austrian line,
any discussion of war entry or not by Italy became essentially a
domestic matter.

San Giuliano may have told his ambassadors already on  June,
‘all our policy must aim to hinder again on this occasion Austrian
territorial aggrandisement [in the Balkans], without corresponding
adequate territorial compensation in our favour’. As late as  July,
hemight still have envisaged a crisis that was resolved diplomatically

41 Ibid. –.
42 For further background see L. Valiani, ‘Italian–Austro-Hungarian Negotiations

–’, Journal of Contemporary History,  (), –. Valiani himself was a
splendid example of the historian as anti-Fascist activist. He was a signatory to the
decision of the Committee of National Liberation in  to execute Mussolini.

43 Bosworth, Italy: The Least of the Great Powers, .
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in a process where Italy must remain alert to possible gain: ‘Immedi-
ate decisions are not at all necessary; rather they would be extremely
dangerous. For the moment, everybody at home and abroad should
be left in uncertainty about our attitudes and decision in order to try
to get some positive advantage. For the first time since the Kingdom
of Italy has existed, a German Minister of Foreign Affairs says that
it is the right moment to have the Trentino. . . . Therefore, in my
opinion, we must work in silence, speak little, not be too hasty,
and stay away from Rome as much as possible.’44 Over the next
days, he might have flirted with a deal with Britain (in his phrasing,
‘England and Italy could imitate the custom of English MPs “to
pair”—that is, that a Liberal and a Conservative swear reciprocally
to the respective parties to absent themselves at the same time’),
with the unstated dream that, in the resultant international skirmish,
Austria and France each would be checked and embarrassed. But,
as a British official minuted on  July after this scheme trickled
through the Foreign Office, ‘a pair of Italy and Great Britain would
scarcely balance’.45 For all his skill, San Giuliano could not amend
Italian weakness and change the fact that the crisis rendered Italy
no longer a ‘real’ Great Power.

To be sure, some nationalists expressed irritation that irredentist
‘sentimentality’ might keep Italy from military triumph alongside
the Germanic powers, while conservative Sidney Sonnino, soon to
replace San Giuliano and to become perhaps his nation’s worst
Foreign Minister, as late as  July suggested naïvely that Italy
must ‘keep scrupulous and loyal faith to the alliances and to other
undertakings made’.46 But an avoidance of immediate entry into
the war now seemed the only possible line to the King, Giolitti,
San Giuliano, most members of the political élite, and, not that
they mattered, to the overwhelming majority of Italians. Alone of
the Great Powers, Italy, again expressing its uniqueness and its
weakness, by the end of the first week of August was still at peace.

In regard to what would happen next, as usual the urban ar-
chitecture of the ‘whispering city’ of Rome provides a guide. Still
today, a short street, named the Via XXIV Maggio ( May Street),
can be followed from the end of the Via Nazionale (Nation Street),
constructed after the Risorgimento to be a jewel of Liberal Rome
(if much derided by its critics), down to the Piazza Venezia and its

44 Ibid. . 45 For fuller detail see ibid. –.
46 Ibid. .
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framing grandiose Victor Emmanuel monument, opened athwart
the classical Capitol in  to give architectural proof that the
Third Italy was the progressing heir of the First. The dating in the
street’s title is significant: it was  May  when Italy entered
the First World War. There, at the centre of the nation’s capital,
the streetscape still approves that war. It provides continuing na-
tional endorsement of the characteristic combination of ambition,
weakness, and aggression that ensured national entry into it.

Between the war’s outbreak and Italian entry came the intervento,
a time of vicious and violent dispute among the politicians and
those journalists and intellectuals who created ‘public opinion’. As
a detailed prefectural investigation showed, the peasant majority
rarely viewed war as anything but a disaster for themselves and their
families. The Socialist Party, however embarrassed by the conflict,
opted for the weak line of ‘neither support nor sabotage’, and
directed much of its passion into attacking such young, radical, and
ambitious ‘rats’ or schismatics as Benito Mussolini, who in October
 decided that war offered more opportunity for ‘revolution’ and
his personal advancement than did peace.47 The Catholics, whose
political movement under the suspicious eye of the ‘anti-modernist’
Pope Pius X had not yet coagulated into a party, were also doubtful,
and Pope Benedict XV demonstrated in  that he had not
been nationalized as an Italian by damning the war as a ‘useless
slaughter’.

In the highest circles there were also widespread doubts, at least
about the wisdom of immediate war entry. Giolitti, accidentally
out of office but retaining a parliamentary majority, aspired to get
‘quite a lot’ (un parecchio) out of Germany and Austria (and why not
eventually Britain and France?), and looked in his heart for a war
entry only after the result was obvious. Salandra and Sonnino (who
became ForeignMinister in November ) plotted to stay in office,
whittle away Giolitti’s majority, and impose a more conservative,
even authoritarian, order on Liberal Italian state and society. When
Sonnino defined policy as ‘sacred egoism’, he would have been
more honest to admit that their own self-interest was what mattered
most to him and the Prime Minister.

There is little evidence that a military–industrial complex pushed
for war entry. Most businessmen focused on their bottom lines, with
divergent attitudes to war entry. The King and the army chiefs were

47 Richard Bosworth, Mussolini, rev. edn. (London, ), –.
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similarly not hell-bent on war. The real artificers of national war
entry were rather the country’s wordsmiths, its ‘public opinion’,
with a range across the authoritarian nationalism of Federzoni
and Corradini, the (rival) self-dramatics of Marinetti and Gabriele
D’Annunzio (this lush poet was his country’s greatest ‘celebrity’),
the dynamic but confused revolutionism of Mussolini to the liberal
democracy of the historian Gaetano Salvemini, eventually to be a
staunch anti-Fascist despite his advocacy of the First World War.
Entry into battle was charted not by a disciplined public opinion
at the command of sage diplomatists in the way that San Giuliano
had wanted. It was, instead, enforced by the illusion that Italy
was a genuine Great Power, whose evident weakness, disunity, and
precarious and partial modernity would best be defended and
extended by warring with modern Britain and France as allies and
Austria-Hungary as the enemy. Italy would not declare war on
Germany until September , and an undercurrent of admiration
for that other ‘new nation’ eddied through many Italian minds.

But war there had to be (and there would be plenty more wars to
come after ). It is the skill of the illusionists in making inevitable
war entry, as well as their varied Fascist and anti-Fascist fates over
the next generations, that has ensured that, for most Italians, the
aggression of  is rarely admitted to have been such. The illusion
that Italy’s special First World War was a good war remains little
doubted among the otherwise vigorously contested national pasts
of the present country. In its memory of that war, Italy has not
followed the path of national criticism that Germany did from the
s in response to the ‘Fischer revolution’. In Italy’s special case,
national weakness drove war entry, and explained and justified its
(mis)understanding thereafter.
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Peace and Retrenchment? The Edwardian
Liberal Party, the Limits of Pacifism,
and the Politics of National Defence

M J

The statesmenwho took the fateful decision to commitGreat Britain
to war in Europe in August  were in many respects an unlikely
group of men to plunge their country into Armageddon. They were,
after all, the leading representatives of a political party that had
been swept to power eight years previously under the triumphant
slogan of ‘Peace, Retrenchment, and Reform’. The paradox that
men professing such ideals should take their nation into a conflict of
unprecedented scale and destruction has long interested historians,
and scholarship on the British road to war has accordingly focused
not only on the strategic and diplomatic decisions taken by the
government during the years before  but also on the context of
Liberal politics, ideas, and principles within which those decisions
were taken.

A principal theme in these accounts has been the extent of radical
Liberal unease about the direction of British foreign policy, and out-
right dismay at the spiralling costs of national and imperial defence
during these years. Divisions within the cabinet over diplomacy and
defence planning have long been recognized. But in its essential
outline, the historical narrative of Liberal politics and the coming
of the Great War has most commonly been framed in terms of
a struggle by radical backbench MPs, journalists, and intellectuals
against a line of British policy that was seen as being driven either
by an outdated obsession with the European balance of power or
by an aggressive and expansionary new capitalist colonialism. In
this struggle the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, came in for a
considerable amount of criticism. But radical hostility was also di-
rected more broadly against an arrogant and self-serving ‘governing



  

class’ of officials, plutocrats, and armaments manufacturers, who
supposedly shaped policy without regard to the best interests of the
British democracy.1

This perspective on Liberal politics during the years leading up to
 is undoubtedly an important one. Many Liberals had very real
misgivings about the direction of British diplomacy during Grey’s
tenure at the Foreign Office. The Anglo-Russian convention of 
not only aligned Britain with a reactionary power in the Near
East, but also seemed to represent an unnecessarily confrontational
stance towards Germany, which could now justifiably feel itself
to have been ‘encircled’ by unfriendly powers in Europe.2 Anglo-
German relations reached a nadir with the Agadir Crisis of ,
when European rivalries over Morocco seemingly brought the two
nations to the brink of war. In this context, even the EntenteCordiale
with France, which had initially been welcomed by Liberals anxious
to be on good terms with the French Republic, came to be viewed as
a sordid colonial bargain, typical of the cynical Realpolitik practised
by the Foreign Office, whose long-term effects could only tend to
increase tensions and the risk of war between the Great Powers. In
the wake of the crisis, more than seventy backbench MPs, led by
Arthur Ponsonby and Noel Buxton, set up a Liberal Foreign Affairs
Group to protest against the Foreign Office’s handling of diplomacy
and the poor state of relations with Germany.3

More alarming still to many Liberals was the rapid increase in the
cost of armaments and national defence during these years. For all
their talk of ‘retrenchment’, total British defence expenditure rose
under the Liberal governments from £. million in  to £.
million by .4 In absolute terms British defence expenditure by
 remained lower than that of Germany and Russia, yet by
/ British defence spending as a proportion of total govern-

1 See e.g. A. J. P. Taylor, The Trouble Makers: Dissent over Foreign Policy, –
(London, ), –; A. J. A. Morris, Radicalism against War, –: The Advocacy of
Peace and Retrenchment (London, ); Clive Trebilcock, ‘Radicalism and the Armament
Trust’, in A. J. A. Morris (ed.), Edwardian Radicalism, –: Some Aspects of British
Radicalism (London, ), –; Zara S. Steiner and Keith Neilson, Britain and the
Origins of the First World War , nd edn. (Basingstoke, ), –.

2 David McLean, ‘English Radicals, Russia, and the Fate of Persia, –’,
English Historical Review, / (), –.

3 Taylor, Trouble Makers, –; Steiner and Neilson, Britain and the Origins of the First
World War , –.

4 David Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War: Europe, – (Oxford,
), .



    

ment expenditure was the highest in Europe.5 Per capita defence
expenditure in Britain was also the highest among the European
powers for most of the period between  and .6 Liberal op-
position to this trend was manifest in efforts by backbench MPs and
the radical press to persuade the government to push for a reduction
in armaments at the international peace conference at The Hague
in , and in the establishment of a ‘Reduction of Armaments
Committee’ in parliament, which soon claimed the support of more
than a hundred MPs.7

When the July Crisis broke in , Liberal opinion initially
appeared overwhelmingly opposed to the prospect of war. The Daily
News and the Manchester Guardian ran strong anti-war campaigns up
until  August, and most of the provincial Liberal press expressed
a firm preference for British neutrality in any European conflict.
Similar sentiments were expressed by organizations such as the
British Neutrality Committee organized by Graham Wallas and
J. A. Hobson, and Norman Angell’s Neutrality League, which
distributed thousands of posters and hundreds of thousands of
leaflets during the early days of August.8 Strong opposition to war
was also evident within the Liberal Party at Westminster, including
within the cabinet, where John Morley and John Simon argued that
the government should make an immediate declaration that in no
circumstances would Great Britain become involved in a continental
war. By the afternoon of August theministry appeared to be close to
breaking up. Just two days later, however, the government formally
declared war on Germany, with the resignations of only three
ministers: JohnBurns (President of theBoard ofTrade), JohnMorley
(Lord President of the Council), and Charles Trevelyan (Secretary

5 Niall Ferguson, ‘Public Finance and National Security: The Domestic Origins of
the First World War Revisited’, Past and Present ,  (), –, at .

6 Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War , .
7 Howard Weinroth, ‘Left-Wing Opposition to Naval Armaments in Britain before

’, Journal of Contemporary History, / (), –; A. J. A. Morris, ‘The English
Radicals’ Campaign for Disarmament and The Hague Conference of ’, Journal
of Modern History, / (), –; Paul Laity, The British Peace Movement –
(Oxford, ), –.

8 Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, ‘The Mood in Britain in ’, in Lothar
Kettenacker and Torsten Riotte (eds.), The Legacies of Two World Wars: European Societies
in the Twentieth Century (New York, ), –; Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War:
British Society and the First World War (Cambridge, ), –; Catriona Pennell, A
Kingdom United: Popular Responses to the Outbreak of the First World War in Britain and Ireland
(Oxford, ), –.



  

to the Board of Education).9 The failure of the Neutrality campaign
was largely due to the speed with which the crisis developed. The
rallying of a divided and initially sceptical cabinet has often been
attributed to the political skill with which Grey and H. H. Asquith,
the Prime Minister, presented the case for intervention to their
colleagues, and even to Liberal anxiety that failure to unite behind
a decision for war might bring down the government and allow the
formation of a Conservative or Tory-dominated War Ministry.10

Important as it is to our understanding of prewar politics, however,
this narrative of radical opposition to armaments and war does not
by itself tell the full story of Edwardian Liberal thinking about
diplomacy, armed conflict, and defence policy. Liberal attitudes
towards the problem of war were, in fact, remarkably ambivalent
and fiercely contested during the early twentieth century. The
Liberal Party had, of course, been bitterly divided over the war in
SouthAfrica that broke out in .While so-called ‘pro-Boers’ such
asDavid LloydGeorge,Wilfrid Lawson, andHenryLabouchere had
been strongly opposed to the war, the ‘Liberal Imperialist’ faction
within the party, which looked to Lord Rosebery for leadership,
had been more supportive of Britain’s military efforts. Liberal
Imperialists, including leading members of the Roseberyite Liberal
League, took a number of key posts in the new cabinet formed
by Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman in December . Asquith
became Chancellor of the Exchequer, Grey took the Foreign Office,
and Richard Haldane was appointed Secretary of State for War.
The position of this group was further strengthened in  when
Asquith succeeded Campbell-Bannerman as Prime Minister, and
by July  Earl Loreburn, the Lord Chancellor, was of the opinion
that the ministry was effectively ‘a Liberal League Government’.11

The Liberal Imperialists were more prominent in the cabinet than
on the backbenches in the House of Commons, but the Edwardian
Liberal Party contained no fewer than twenty-three MPs who
had not simply supported the Boer War but actually served with
the British forces in South Africa. Indeed, Liberal MPs sitting in
parliament during the decade preceding  could boast first-hand
experience of military conflict in campaigns from Egypt to China,

9 M. Brock, ‘Britain Enters the War’, in Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann and
R. J. W. Evans, The Coming of the First World War (Oxford, ), –, at .

10 K. M. Wilson, The Policy of the Entente: Essays on the Determinants of British Foreign
Policy, – (Cambridge, ), –; Steiner and Neilson, Britain and the Origins
of the First World War , –. 11 Wilson, Policy of the Entente, .



    

Mashonaland, the Sudan, Burma, the North-West Frontier of India,
and even Canada, where Sir Charles Rose, the MP for Newmarket
between  and , had served as an officer in the Montreal
Garrison Artillery during the Fenian raid of .12

Even on the radical wing of the party, an absolute commitment
to pacifism was rare. Liberals generally conceded the legitimacy of
wars of national defence, and most also accepted, at least implicitly,
the concept of the ‘just war’. The historian George Peabody Gooch,
for example, who was elected MP for Bath in the Liberal landslide
of , had been a strong critic of the war in South Africa. Yet,
in an essay published in  he had frankly acknowledged that
war could be justified when it was waged in resistance to ‘Turkish
standards of government’.13 This principle could be extended to
justify British intervention on behalf of oppressed peoples in other
states; W. E. Gladstone himself had been prepared to countenance
the threat of force against Turkey in response to the Armenian
massacres of –.14

Hostility towards theOttoman Empire remained well entrenched
within the Edwardian Liberal Party, and came to a head early in
, when Turkish troops occupied the town of Tabah, within
the Egyptian territory administered by Britain. The official British
response to the Turkish incursion was firm but measured. Sir
Edward Grey explored the usual diplomatic channels in search of a
solution, while British troops were despatched to reinforce the local
Egyptian garrison as a precautionary measure. The Liberal press,
however, adopted a remarkably bellicose tone during the crisis.
The Daily News, which had been outspoken in its opposition to
the Boer War following its purchase by the cocoa magnate George
Cadbury, now pushed for a hard line to be taken against Turkey
and insisted that ‘no weakness should be shown by Great Britain’

12 Altogether, twenty-nine veterans of military campaigns sat as Liberal MPs in the
House of Commons between  and . They were: E. N. Bennett, W. L. S.
Churchill, J. P. Dickson-Poynder, E. M. Dunne, E. E. Fiennes, A. C. Gardner, C. A.
Grenfell, C. H. C. Guest, F. E. Guest, I. C. Guest, I. J. C. Herbert, P. H. Illingworth,
G. Kemp, M. Kincaid-Smith, G. McMicking, A. C. Murray, I. Philipps, D. V. Pirie,
A. L. Renton, G. S. Robertson, C. D. Rose, R. H. St Maur, J. E. B. Seely, A. L. Stanley,
J. Ward, W. Waring, J. C. Wedgwood, C. H. W. Wilson, and G. G. Wilson.

13 G. P. Gooch, ‘Imperialism’, in C. F. G. Masterman (ed.), The Heart of the Empire:
Discussions of Problems of Modern City Life in England, with an Essay on Imperialism (London,
), –, at .

14 Martin Ceadel, ‘Gladstone and a Liberal Theory of International Relations’, in
Peter Ghosh and Lawrence Goldman (eds.), Politics and Culture in Victorian Britain: Essays
in Memory of Colin Matthew (Oxford, ), –.



  

when dealing with the Ottoman Empire.15 An editorial on  May
expressed ‘feelings of frank repugnance’ for the Sultan, and warned
that ‘our desire for peace co-exists with an implacable rejection of
his audacious [territorial] claims’. The newspaper applauded the
British government’s decision to proceedwithmilitary preparations,
even while diplomatic efforts were ongoing, and insisted above
all that it remained ‘a fixed maxim of Liberal policy’ that ‘no
foot of earth once taken from the Turk ever reverts to him’.16

Such stridency horrified the anti-imperialist and former diplomat
Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, who accused the newspaper of ‘preaching
a crusade’.17 Blunt meant this in the medieval sense of a war
between religions. But Liberal hostility towards the Sultan also fits a
definition of ‘crusading’ advanced more recently by Martin Ceadel
as a particular way of thinking about war and peace, encompassing
a willingness to use armed force to promote ideological ends (in this
case the spread of Liberal values and the defeat of autocracy and
oppression).18

Blunt was even more dismayed by the attitude of The Tribune,
the short-lived Liberal daily newspaper whose staff included such
radical luminaries as L. T. Hobhouse, J. A. Hobson, and F. W. Hirst.
The most striking aspect of The Tribune’s coverage of the Tabah
Crisis was the casual manner in which it discussed the possibility of
a military confrontation. As the newspaper assured its readers on
 May, if Britain should find it necessary to expel the Turks from
Tabah by force, ‘the operation should present no serious difficulties’.
The tone here was not the moral outrage and indignation of the
Daily News but rather an almost complacent confidence in the
efficacy of force as a tool of diplomacy in the Near East: ‘Strong
words by mere repetition have lost their significance’, declared the
newspaper, ‘and it is necessary, because it is usual, to underline
them with some sort of “demonstration”’.19 News that the British

15 Daily News,  Apr. . 16 Ibid.,  May .
17 Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, My Diaries: Being a Personal Narrative of Events, –, 

vols. (London, ), ii. .
18 Martin Ceadel, Thinking about Peace and War (Oxford, ), –. ‘Crusading’

in this sense is distinct from other political theories justifying war, such as ‘defencism’
(defined as an acceptance of the need to prepare for, and if necessary engage in,
wars of a defensive nature) and ‘militarism’ (defined as a belief in war not simply
as a means to an end but as an ideal state, offering an escape from the ‘stagnation’
supposedly engendered by periods of prolonged peace). Ceadel notes, however, that
these categories represent ‘ideal types’, and in practice usually blur into one another
at the margins. 19 The Tribune,  May .



    

government had delivered a formal ultimatum to the Ottoman
authorities was, accordingly, greeted without any great alarm:

The Turks have no point of honour in the European sense. A raised fist is not
in their view an insult; it is simply a danger. An ultimatum stirs no association
in their mind of challenges or gauntlets: it is simply an intimation that their
adversary is in earnest. . . . [S]ince the Turks prefer to be threatened in plain
language we have no choice but to adapt ourselves regretfully to their singular
habits.20

The newspaper continued to treat the risk of military escalation with
insouciance, remarking on  May that:

There is no question of going to war. A great Power does not nowadays go to
war with Turkey; it coerces. Turkey is not, so to speak, within the scope of the
international duelling code. One may be obliged to use the fist, but one does
not do Turkey the honour of ‘calling her out’.21

This point was illustrated by a cartoon in which a confident John
Bull squared off against the Sultan in a wrestling ring—a reference
to a recent sporting bout in which the Russian wrestler George
Hackenschmidt had taken less than two minutes to defeat Ahmed
Madrali, known as the ‘Terrible Turk’—leading Wilfrid Blunt to
lament that The Tribune had become ‘extravagantly jingo’ in its
posturing.22

David Lloyd George would later play to this tradition of anti-
Ottoman indignation and contempt as part of his transformation
from arch-radical to wartime super-patriot. In a fiery speech deli-
vered at the City Temple in London in November , days after
Britain declared war on Turkey, he denounced the Ottomans as ‘a
human cancer, a creeping agony in the flesh of the lands which they
misgovern, rotting every fibre of life’, and expressed his satisfaction,
now ‘the great day of reckoning has come upon the nations’, that
‘the Turk is to be called to a final account for his long record of
infamy against humanity’.23 Even before , however, Liberal hos-
tility towards the Ottoman Empire revealed the limits of ‘pacifist’
sentiment in the party.

At the same time, the Edwardian Liberal commitment to military
20 Ibid.,  May . 21 Ibid.,  May .
22 Blunt, My Diaries, ii. .
23 David Lloyd George, Through Terror to Triumph: Speeches and Pronouncements of the

Right Hon. David Lloyd George, M.P., since the Beginning of the War , ed. F. L. Stevenson
(London, ), –.



  

‘retrenchment’ remained ambiguous and contested. It certainly did
not imply a general hostility towards the armed forces. In addition to
the veterans of overseas military campaigns noted above, the Libe-
ral benches in the House of Commons seated a great many men
who could boast first-hand experience of military service through
membership of Britain’s auxiliary armed forces—the Volunteers,
yeomanry, and militia, which were reformed by Richard Haldane
into the new Territorial Force and Special Reserve after . Alto-
gether, no fewer than eighty-six LiberalMPs sitting in the Commons
between  and  had worn military uniform.24

Membership of the auxiliary forces did not in itself necessarily
entail any deep commitment to military affairs. Training in the old
yeomanry and the Volunteer Force in particular could be extremely
perfunctory.25 To a certain extent, ‘soldiering’ in Edwardian Britain
represented a social duty as much as a professional vocation, and
for many MPs it was simply a part of constituency life, one of the
‘customary duties of a country gentleman’, comparable to service as
a justice of the peace.26 Indeed, such service was by nomeans incom-
patible with sympathy for the cause of military retrenchment. Some
soldierMPs, such as the BoerWar veteran EdwardDunne, were per-
fectly willing after  to lend their support to calls for reductions
in the Army Estimates.27 In other cases, talk about ‘retrenchment’
could imply a commitment to ‘efficiency’ rather than to large-scale
reductions in Britain’s military strength. Yet some Liberals who pos-
sessed military experience before  were clearly convinced anti-
militarists in their politics. Charles Buxton, who joined the Devon
Yeomanry after moving to the county to contest the parliamentary
seat of Ashburton, would later become one of the most prominent
advocates of a negotiated peace during the Great War, and an early
member of the Union of Democratic Control.28 H. C. F. Luttrell,
who had served in the Rifle Brigade and sat asMP for Tavistock until

24 For a full list of names see Matthew Johnson, Militarism and the British Left,
– (Basingstoke, ), .

25 David French, Military Identities: The Regimental System, the British Army, and the
British People, c.– (Oxford, ), ; Timothy Bowman and Mark Connelly,
The Edwardian Army: Recruiting, Training, and Deploying the British Army, –
(Oxford, ), –.

26 See e.g. the obituary of Wentworth Beaumont, the Liberal MP for Hexham from
 to , published in The Times,  Dec. .

27 Parl. Debs. (series ) vol. , col.  ( Mar. ).
28 Marvin Swartz, The Union of Democratic Control in British Politics during the First

World War (Oxford, ), , –.



    

he was defeated at the general election of December , was so
opposed to British entry into the war in  that he left the Liberals
to join the Independent Labour Party.29

OtherLiberals, however, expressed a keen interest inmatters of na-
tional defence. Although not himself a military veteran, Sir Charles
Dilke, the radical MP for the Forest of Dean from  to ,
was widely acknowledged as one of the pre-eminent parliamentary
authorities on military affairs. He was the author of a number of
works during the s on defence questions, including Problems of
Greater Britain and Imperial Defence—the latter written in collabora-
tion with Spenser Wilkinson, who would later become the first
Chichele Professor ofMilitaryHistory at theUniversity ofOxford—
and was an important influence in the creation of the Committee
of Imperial Defence in .30 A number of Liberals at Westminster
were enthusiastic supporters ofmilitary innovation and the adoption
of new technologies for the purposes of national defence. By  two
Liberal MPs—B. S. Strauss and Sir Ivor Philipps—sat on the exe-
cutive committee of the Aerial League of the British Empire, a new
pressure group whose avowed objective was ‘to secure and maintain
for the Empire the same supremacy in the air as we now enjoy on the
sea’. Another MP, W. H. Lever, was a prominent financial backer of
the League.31 Their colleague Sir Charles Rose was a member of the
executive committee of the Royal Aero Club, who worked hard to
persuade the government to support the development of aeroplanes
for military purposes.32

Some Liberals supported a more radical and controversial depar-
ture in defence policy. In  a lawyer and self-professed ‘Liberal
Imperialist’, George F. Shee, published a polemical book calling for
the establishment of a system of compulsorymilitary service in order
to create a ‘pan-Britannicmilitia’ to defendBritain and its colonies.33

This work found a ready audience among readers concerned by the
inefficiencies in Britain’s armed forces seemingly revealed during
the Boer War, and worried about the supposed vulnerability of the

29 Labour Leader ,  Oct. .
30 Charles Wentworth Dilke, Problems of Greater Britain,  vols. (London, ), ii.

–; id. and Spenser Wilkinson, Imperial Defence (London, ), –; David
Nicholls, The Lost Prime Minister: A Life of Sir Charles Dilke (London, ), .

31 The Times,  June .
32 Nuffield College, Oxford, Mottistone Papers, , fos. –, –, –.
33 George Richard Francis Shee, The Briton’s First Duty: The Case for Conscription

(London, ), pp. xii–xiii.



  

British Isles to foreign invasion. These concerns found political ex-
pression in  with the formation of a new pressure group, the
National Service League (NSL), to campaign for the adoption of
a system of universal military training for the purposes of home
defence. The NSL has often been seen as an organization on the
radical or reactionary right of British politics; the Edwardian Liberal
polemicist J. A. Farrer derided it as ‘nothing more than the military
wing of the Tory Party’.34 Yet, in fact, a number of Liberals came to
occupy positions of leadership within the organization. Shee himself
became secretary of the League’s executive committee, and for nine
years served as one of the driving forces of the national organization,
as well as editing the League’s periodical, the National Service Journal
(renamed theNation in Arms in ). Another Liberal to achieve pro-
minence within the League was G. G. Coulton, Birkbeck Lecturer
in Ecclesiastical History at Trinity College, Cambridge, who sat on
the NSL’s general council. In  Coulton published a tract entitled
True Liberalism and Compulsory Service, which argued that the League
deserved Liberal support because its programme promised to create
a more ‘democratic’ system of military recruitment than that which
currently operated in Britain.35 Although not prepared to support a
comprehensive programme of military conscription, J. A. Spender,
the Liberal editor of theWestminster Gazette, was willing to co-operate
with the NSL in advocating the introduction of military training in
state-funded schools.36

The campaign for conscription even came to receive support from
a handful of Liberals in parliament. Sir Edward Tennant, MP for
Salisbury and Asquith’s brother-in-law, was an early backer of the
NSL who soon joined Shee on the League’s executive committee.37

In July  Malcolm Kincaid-Smith, a veteran of the Boer War
who had been elected Liberal MP for Stratford-upon-Avon in the

34 James Anson Farrer, Liberalism and the National Service League (London, ), ;
Denis Hayes, Conscription Conflict: The Conflict of Ideas in the Struggle for and against
Military Conscription in Britain between the Years  and  (London, ), ; Anne
Summers, ‘The Character of Edwardian Nationalism: Three Popular Leagues’, in Paul
M. Kennedy and Anthony Nicholls (eds.), Nationalist and Racialist Movements in Britain
and Germany before  (London, ), –; R. T. Stearn, ‘The National Service
League: Lord Roberts and the Campaign for Compulsory Military Training’, Soldiers
of the Queen: The Journal of the Victorian Military Society,  ( June ), –.

35 G. G. Coulton, True Liberalism and Compulsory Service (London, ), –.
36 J. A. Spender, Life, Journalism and Politics,  vols. (London, ), i. –.
37 Shee to Milner,  Jan. , Bodleian Library, MS Milner, dep , fo. ; The
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general election of , introduced a ‘National Military Training
Bill’ in the House of Commons, which would provide for periods
of compulsory military training for all male British citizens over the
age of , with exemptions for Members of Parliament, ministers of
religion, criminals, habitual drunkards, and other persons deemed
‘undesirable’ for the army. The bill was heavily defeated in the
Commons, by  votes to , but Kincaid-Smith was supported
by four fellow Liberals—Tennant, J. D. Rees, H. F. B. Lynch, and
H. G. Beaumont.38 Nine months later Kincaid-Smith announced
his intention to resign his parliamentary seat and fight a by-election
so that ‘the question of national military training can be brought
without further loss of time to a practical issue’.39 In April  the
NewmarketMPSirCharlesRosewasamong the sponsors of aprivate
member’s bill that proposed to introduce compulsory training in the
Territorial Force.40

These men were undoubtedly operating on the fringes of the
Edwardian Liberal Party. An overwhelming majority of Liberal
MPs were opposed to conscription, and all attempts to introduce
compulsory military service by parliamentary legislation during the
decade before  failed. Kincaid-Smith’s decision to fight a by-
election on the issue in  led to him being dropped by his local
Liberal Association, and he finished in a humiliating third place once
the votes had been counted. Yet the principle of compulsorymilitary
service was not beyond the pale of Liberal politics to the extent
that is often assumed. Indeed, a number of Liberal cabinet ministers
proved remarkably open-mindedon the question.AlthoughRichard
Haldane had consistently defended his Territorial Force scheme
as the ‘last alternative’ to conscription, he declared in April 
that his opposition to compulsory service was based on grounds
of practicality rather than principle.41 Haldane’s successor as War
Secretary, J. E. B. Seely (himself a veteran of the Boer War, and a
former Unionist who had joined the Liberals in  over the issues
of tariff reform and ‘Chinese slavery’), had been among the founding
members of the National Service League in , and had declared
before the Royal United Services Institute in February that year his
belief that ‘it should be obligatory for everymale in this country to be

38 Parl. Debs. (fourth series) vol. , cols. – ( July ).
39 The Times,  Apr. .
40 Hansard, HC (series ) vol. , cols. – ( Apr. ).
41 Hansard, HL (series ) vol. , col.  ( Apr. ).



  

trained to arms’.42 In February  he had seconded an amendment
to the King’s Speech, calling for every man in the nation to receive
military training.43 By the time he joined the Liberal cabinet in 
Seely had moved to distance himself from the NSL’s programme,
but he still professed his belief that ‘it is the duty of every young man
to give up some portion of his leisure time of his own free will to the
service of his country’.44

More remarkable still was the attitude ofDavid LloydGeorge, who
in the summer of  used a conference between government and
opposition leaders, intended to break the political deadlock caused
by the House of Lords’ rejection of the budget the previous year,
as cover to launch a bold and secret initiative aiming to establish a
coalition government. A new cross-party ministry might transcend
partisan divisions over trade tariffs, Irish HomeRule, Lords’ reform,
and Welsh disestablishment, in order to address the more pressing
priorities of social reform, imperial defence, and ‘national efficiency’.
As part of this deal Lloyd George proposed the introduction of
a system of compulsory military service, under which ‘we might
aim at raising , armed militia to supplement our Regular
Army to provide against contingencies’.45 Ultimately, the gravity of
traditional party loyalties proved too great for this coalition proposal
to get off the ground. Subsequent historians have tended to doubt
the seriousness of Lloyd George’s interest in the militia proposal,
seeing it simply as a tactical concession intended to buy Unionist
support for the rest of his agenda.46 Yet the Chancellor continued
to flirt with the idea of cross-party co-operation in order to effect
a radical reform and expansion of the nation’s armed forces, and
by February  H. A. Gwynne, editor of the Morning Post , was
reporting to Austen Chamberlain that Lloyd George, together with
Winston Churchill, was again taking soundings about the possibility
of a conference with the opposition leadership on the question of

42 Nation in Arms, Apr. , p. .
43 Parl. Debs. (series ) vol. , col.  ( Feb. ).
44 Seely to Fred Maddison, Nuffield College, Oxford, Mottistone Papers, Box ,
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national service.47 A few months later Lloyd George, Churchill,
and Haldane joined together at a meeting of the cabinet to declare
themselves in favour of establishing a system of compulsory military
training for the Territorial Force.48

Such proposals made no practical headway at this time. Indeed, it
was only after seventeen months of war in Europe that conscription
was finally introduced in Britain, in January . During the decade
before the outbreak of the Great War, as during most of the nine-
teenth century, the lion’s share of British defence expenditure was
claimed not by the army but by the Royal Navy, the ‘Senior Service’.
Between  and , naval expenditure in Britain increased from
£. million to £. million.49 It was this spending that so con-
cerned the members of the Reduction of Armaments Committee in
parliament. The prewar Liberal government had certainly not come
to office with any plans for profligacy in naval spending. In a widely
reported speech at the Albert Hall in December , Campbell-
Bannerman had denounced the growth in armaments as a ‘great
danger to the peace of the world’, and he went on to make a sin-
cere attempt to reduce the international competition in armaments
at the peace conference at The Hague in .50 The Edwardian
revolution in naval technology championed by the First Sea Lord,
Sir John Fisher, initially seemed to offer the prospect of economies
in defence spending. Fisher’s fast and powerful new battlecruisers
were intended to be capable of performing the work of both a battle-
ship and first-class cruiser. When complemented by coastal defence
submarines, it was envisaged that the new vessels could be built
in smaller numbers than the capital ships of the traditional battle
fleet, leading to substantial savings in construction costs, manning,
and maintenance. Indeed, for the three fiscal years from / to
/, the Liberal government was able to draft navy estimates
that were on average some  per cent below those of /. By
, however, the decision of the German Empire to embark upon
the construction of a powerful North Sea fleet, and the increas-
ing willingness of other European powers to build ‘dreadnoughts’
of their own, left the British government under almost irresistible

47 Austen Chamberlain, Politics from Inside: An Epistolary Chronicle (London, ), .
48 Inside Asquith’s Cabinet: From the Diaries of Charles Hobhouse, ed. Edward David
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pressure to increase the scale of their shipbuilding programme.51

Senior Liberal ministers responded to this challenge pragmatically,
while continuing to resist ‘extravagance’ in naval expenditure. As
Asquith declared: ‘No [budget] surplus however large would justify
the laying down of a ship that was not needed for security, and no
deficit can justify the failure to lay down any number of ships that
are so needed.’52

There were elements in Edwardian British politics, however, who
regarded the Liberal cabinet’s naval provision as parsimonious, and
continued to push for greater levels of spending on the fleet. Pressure
groups such as the Navy League and the Imperial Maritime League
provided a ‘navalist’ counterpoint to the National Service League’s
argument that national security could be guaranteed only by the
creation of a mass conscript army. Like the NSL, the navalist leagues
have typically been viewed by historians as enclaves of right-wing—
even ‘proto-fascist’—politics, which often operated effectively as
auxiliaries to the official Unionist Party.53 This was, to a considerable
extent, true in the case of the Imperial Maritime League.54 But the
Navy League, by far the largest and most prominent of the Edwar-
dian navalist groups, deliberately positioned itself as a bipartisan
organization, and succeeded in attracting a significant amount of
support from Liberal circles. By  there were  MPs sitting in
parliament whowere affiliated to the League; thirty-six of themwere
Liberals, and another, Alexander Cross, the Liberal Unionist MP
for Camlachie, would join the Liberal Party in May the following
year.55 Liberals were particularly well represented within the Navy
League leadership. Of the nine sitting MPs who were members of

51 Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism, – (London,
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the League’s executive committee in , five were Liberals.56 Five
more Liberal MPs sat on the committee between  and , and
two served as vice-presidents of theLeague.57OtherLiberalswere af-
filiated to local Navy League branches, with the Port of Manchester
branch boasting a particularly impressive number of MPs among
its supporters.58 Altogether, at least forty-eight Liberal or Lib.-Lab.
MPs during the decade before  had some formal connection to
the League.59

Liberal enthusiasm for the Royal Navy was driven by a number of
factors. While radicals within the party tended to regard all expen-
diture on armaments as wasteful and ‘unproductive’, many Liberals
were aware of the importance of naval contracts to employment in
dockyard towns. During  Charles McLaren and Christopher
Furness, two Liberal MPs who also served as directors of Palmers
Shipbuilding Company, actively lobbied the Admiralty for addi-
tional navy contracts to be placed with the shipyards in Jarrow. Both
men were well aware of the hardship and distress caused by a slump
in commercial orders over the preceding year; as McLaren warned
Reginald McKenna, First Lord of the Admiralty, ‘the condition of
trade in general is very bad. The whole town of , inhabitants is
dependent on our ship-yard, and would be ruined if we had to close
our gates.’60 Similar concerns were voiced by Winston Churchill
after his appointment as President of the Board of Trade that same
year, when he pleaded with McKenna to find some Admiralty work
to relieve the ‘acute and increasing’ unemployment in the engineer-
ing and shipbuilding trades on the Clyde and Tyne.61 Party-political
considerations were also important in this context; appeals by the
Poplar MP Sydney Buxton for McKenna to find new Admiralty
contracts for the Thames shipyards in  were accompanied by

56 These men were Godfrey Baring, Carlyon Bellairs, Freeman Freeman-Thomas,
H. F. B. Lynch, and A. E. W. Mason.

57 C. P. Allen, J. E. B. Seely, J. H. Yoxall, R. W. Perks, and the Lib.-Lab. MP John
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the warning that it would be ‘rather damaging to us down in the
East End if you refused’.62

At the same time, the Royal Navy represented a manifestation of
British power thatwas particularly acceptable toLiberal sensibilities.
Afleet, nomatter howpowerful, couldneverbeusedas an instrument
of political despotism, and in this sense the navy remained free
from the suspicion and hostility with which English radicals had
regarded standing armies since the seventeenth century.63 Indeed,
after the system of naval ‘impressment’ fell into disuse following the
Napoleonic Wars, the fleet, for all its financial expense, could be
maintained without any great interference in the lives of ordinary
citizens, and for some Liberals the attraction of naval supremacy
as the cornerstone of Britain’s national defence was precisely that it
seemed to offer ‘the safest guard against the systemof conscription’.64

Naval power could also be embraced as the essential guarantor of
that most sacred of Liberal principles, Free Trade, since it was
the fleet alone that kept the shipping lanes open and secure. As the
radical journalistW.T.Steadhadobserved in , ‘themaintenance
of an undisputed and indisputable ascendancy on every sea is the
indispensable corollary of the abolition of the Corn Laws’.65

All of these considerations worked to mitigate Liberal impulses
towards naval retrenchment. Those Liberals who were affiliated to
the Navy League, however, were conspicuous in their enthusiasm
for maintaining the maximum possible measure of British naval
power. They opposed radical hopes that the government would
pursue the cause of naval disarmament at the  peace conference
at The Hague, and fiercely resisted any move by cabinet ministers
thatmight compromise Britain’s commitment tomaintaining a ‘two-
power standard’ in naval strength. Indeed, a number of LiberalNavy
Leaguers were prepared to vote against their own party leaders on
this question, and inMarch  twoLiberal navalistMPs—Carlyon
Bellairs and Malcolm Kincaid-Smith—went so far as to support a
Unionist vote of censure against the government for neglecting the
nation’s naval defences.66

Liberal navalists also resented the presumption with which ‘Little
62 Buxton to McKenna,  Oct. , McKenna papers, MCKN, /, fo. .
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Navy’ radicals claimed to speak for the wider Liberal movement.
Bellairs insisted that cutting down the navy ‘would be contrary to all
the traditions of the party’, and argued that those elements pushing
for reductions in the naval estimates ‘no more represent Liberalism
in this matter than the froth of an effervescing liquid which comes to
the surface represents the liquid itself ’.67 Apractical test of this asser-
tion came in March , when parliament considered a resolution
moved by the Falkirk MP J. A. Murray Macdonald, urging that ‘re-
ductions be made in expenditure on armaments, and effect be given
to the policy of retrenchment and reform to which the Government
is pledged’. Only fifty-seven Liberals supported the motion.68 Des-
pite this apparent vindication, Bellairs’s own claim to represent the
‘true’ spirit of Liberalism remained questionable; by  he, along
with his fellow Navy Leaguers J. D. Rees and A. L. Renton, had left
the Liberal Party and joined the Unionists, having taken umbrage at
someof the social, fiscal, and constitutional policies being pursued by
their party leaders. Indeed, Bellairs’s unorthodox career would later
bring him into the orbit of Oswald Mosley’s New Party, and ulti-
mately into the British League of Fascists.69 Nevertheless, the failure
of Murray Macdonald’s motion to secure support from a majority
of Liberal MPs in March  demonstrated the extent to which
‘retrenchment’ remained, for many Liberals, a vague watchword
rather than an absolute or immutable principle. In the last resort
many within the party simply deferred to their political leaders on
questions of defence. As the Knutsford MP Alfred King remarked,
even those who were worried about the burden of armaments ex-
penditure would usually accept ‘anything advised by the Admiralty
and which is approved of by the leaders of the Liberal Party’.70

More broadly, if the sabre-rattling of the radical press at the time
of the Tabah Crisis revealed the limits of Liberal ‘pacifism’ during
these years, the involvement of a significant number of Liberals in
organizations such as the Navy League, the Aerial League of the
British Empire, and even the National Service League stands as an
important reminder of the extent to which the Edwardian Liberal
Party remainedadiverse coalition.Within this coalition, thosewhom
A. J. P. Taylor described as the ‘trouble makers’—the radical op-
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ponents of armaments, imperialism, and war, who have featured so
prominently in the scholarshiponEdwardianLiberalism—struggled
for political influence against rival elements who believed that the
Liberal Party should take a strong line on questions of national and
imperial defence.

This did not mean that many British Liberals wanted, or even
expected, a war with Germany during the early twentieth century.
The bellicosity of the radical response to Turkish interference in
Egypt in  was arguably most revealing as a reflection of the
peculiar position of the Ottoman Empire among the Great Powers.
As The Tribune observed, ‘the relations of Christendom with Tur-
key, however much one may deplore the fact, still betray something
of the chronic antagonism of medieval times’.71 A willingness to
threaten theuse of force against theSultandidnot imply thatLiberals
would lightly entertain theprospect ofwar against anotherEuropean
power. Edwardian Liberal attitudes towards the Wilhelmine Reich
remainedhighlyambivalent; admirationofGermanculture, science,
and literature coexisted with a suspicion of Junkerdom and ‘Blood-
and-Iron’ militarism.72 As an enemy of Liberal values, however, the
European power that in British eyes most closely resembled the Ot-
toman Empire—in its oppression of religious and ethnic minorities,
and in the authoritarian and reactionary nature of its government—
was not Germany but Britain’s diplomatic partner, the tsarist auto-
cracy in Russia.73 Despite the strong line taken by Lloyd George in
his famous Mansion House speech of July , Liberal ministers
were genuinely alarmed by the prospect of war with Germany at the
time of the Agadir Crisis, and the years that followed saw a sincere
attempt, led by Grey, Haldane, and Lewis Harcourt, at securing
a diplomatic détente with Germany, in particular over the future
disposal of Portuguese colonies in Africa and over the construction
of the Baghdad railway.74 The prospect of an Anglo-German rap-
prochement was widely welcomed in Liberal circles. Indeed, outside
the cabinet, those Liberals who were most suspicious of Germany,
and in particular the Liberal members of the Navy League who were
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worried about the threat posed by the German High Seas Fleet,
actually saw their influence within the party decline during the years
before  as their parliamentary strength was reduced—a result of
the curious geographical concentration of Liberal navalists in mar-
ginal constituencieswhich hadbeen captured in the landslide of 
but were retaken by the Unionists in the general elections of .75

An appreciation of the ambivalence and ambiguity that charac-
terized Liberal thinking about war and national defence during the
early twentieth century does, however, offer an important perspec-
tive on the Liberal response to the crisis of . The key episode
here, as historians have long recognized, was the German invasion
of Belgium. This mattered less in determining the British decision
for war than it did in rallying Liberal opinion behind that decision.
As Zara Steiner has observed, despite Britain’s vaunted system of
parliamentary government and cabinet responsibility, the British
Foreign Secretary in practice enjoyed more political freedom of ac-
tion than did his German counterpart. For Grey, as for other key
British decision-makers, when the final moment of crisis arrived, the
overridingconsiderationwas thecalculation thatGermanhegemony
in Europe—and particularly western Europe—would pose an un-
acceptable threat to Britain’s interests. In this calculation, the views
of radical backbenchers counted for little.76 Yet the response of the
wider Liberal Party to the decision for war still mattered politically.
In this sense, it is conspicuous that Germany’s actions in August
 took precisely the form that might most swiftly reconcile Libe-
ral opinion in Britain to the case for intervention. The violation of
Belgian neutrality revealed a contempt for international treaty obli-
gations and for the rights of small nations that seemingly exposed the
German Reich to the world as an enemy of civilization—an enemy
which, like the Ottoman Empire, should be resisted and opposed
by all good Liberals.

No politician grasped this aspect of the crisis better than Lloyd
George. The Chancellor shared Grey’s concerns about the danger
to Britain should Germany achieve supremacy in Europe, but it
remained difficult for him politically to endorse any war apparently
being waged in defence of the ‘balance of power’. By presenting the
war instead as a moral struggle against a ‘barbaric’ enemy, Lloyd
George was able to throw his support behind Britain’s military inter-
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vention on the Continent without overtly compromising his radical
credentials. This case became still easier tomake after Turkey joined
the war on the side of the Central Powers, and Lloyd George was
quick to draw explicit parallels between the German and Ottoman
Empires as enemies of civilized—and of Christian—values. As he
declared in November :

In this gigantic battle between right and wrong, it is meet that the Turks
should march into action shoulder to shoulder with the devastators of Belgium.
They have made themselves fit comrades—the ravagers of Armenia and the
desolators of Flanders—the Turk of the East and the Turk of the West—both
ruthless military empires with only one god, and that is violence. Their
downfall will bring gladness, security, and peace to a world which has for
generations been oppressed and darkened by their grim presence.77

This was a war which many Liberals could support. Indeed, by
November  twenty-nine Liberal MPs had gone so far as to
secure commissions in the armed forces in order to take part in this
struggle personally.78 If the Edwardian Liberal Party had been truly
and uncompromisingly committed to ‘peace’ and ‘retrenchment’,
the actions of these men would have been almost unthinkable. In
truth, however, Liberal acceptance of the case for war in August 
fitted into a well-established political tradition. Liberal thinking on
war andnational defence had always been ambiguous and contested.
Those radicals who sought to enshrine an opposition to war and a
commitment to reductions in the cost of national defence as the
core of the Liberal programme not only failed to shape the policy of
the government, they also remained unrepresentative of the Liberal
Party as a whole. That party had always been a diverse coalition,
containing a sizeable minority who took a keen active interest in
questions of national defence, and in which ‘pacifistic’ instincts had
long coexisted with strong ‘crusading’ impulses. The idea that the
outbreakof theGreatWar representeda total andcatastrophicdefeat
for the ‘principles of ’ is thus too simplistic. British Liberals had
not wanted war in . But they were certainly not incapable
of responding robustly to the military and diplomatic crisis that
developed so rapidly during the summer of that year.

77 Lloyd George, Through Terror to Triumph, .
78 The Times,  Nov. .
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The Mobilization Crises of 
and  in Russian Perspective:

Overlooked and Neglected Linkages

B W. M

With only a handful of exceptions, historians of the July Crisis in 
have neglected linkages with its precursor, the mobilization crisis of
late .1 Yet the crises were separated by a mere twenty months,
and for St Petersburg both turned on two of the same major issues:
the direct threat posed to Russia by an Austro-Hungarian partial
mobilization; and the decision whether to go to war should Austria-
Hungary invade Serbia. Other significant similarities also figured
prominently in the two crises: the need to balance resolution and
provocation, and the dilemmas inherent in orchestrating graduated
military deterrence. Interestingly, with the exceptions of the prime
minister and the Chief of the Russian General Staff, the major
Russian dramatis personae were largely the same for each crisis.
Curiously, however, their recorded observations did not link the
two, except perhaps indirectly.

Whatever the cause for amnesia, there was one form ofmemory—
in this case institutional—that linked the two crises. The exception
to the rule was Russian military intelligence. It linked the two crises
in ways that caused the first to inform the second and in ways during
each crisis that highlighted the salience of military–technical con-
cerns in higher-level decision-making. An examination of the impact
and legacy of these concerns also reveals historiographical linkages.
The larger intelligence-informed context juxtaposes and joins two
modern interpretations of the origins and onset of the Great War,

1 Two notable exceptions are Ernest R. May, ‘Cabinet, Tsar, Kaiser: Three
Approaches to Assessment’, in id. (ed.), Knowing One’s Enemies: Intelligence Assessment
before the Two World Wars (Princeton, ), –, at –, –; and L. C. F. Turner,
‘The Russian Mobilisation in ’, in Paul M. Kennedy (ed.), The War Plans of the
Great Powers, – (London, ), –, at –.
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those of A. J. P. Taylor and Fritz Fischer. Taylor underscored
the intrusive importance of mobilization and railway timetables
in the deliberations of statesmen, while Fischer emphasized Ger-
many’s overarching role as lead somnambulist in the ‘sleepwalk’ to
European conflagration.2

Russian Military Intelligence and Strategic
Planning in the Run-Up to the  Crisis

For Russia, the remote origins of the two mobilization crises lay in
changes to the European strategic landscape during  and early
. During , the Second Moroccan Crisis and the onset of
the Tripolitan War revealed fissures and sticking points between
the sliding tectonic plates and subsidiary faults that constituted
the European state system at the centre and on the periphery.
Although France’s ally, Russia, sat out the Moroccan Crisis, Great
Britain filled the void with important backing against Germany.
Meanwhile, France lent tacit support to Italy in its quest during the
Tripolitan War to dismember Ottoman holdings in North Africa.
When this conflict spilled over into the eastern Mediterranean,
Italy and Austria-Hungary, both signatories to the Triple Alliance,
were at loggerheads. By early , lesser states in the Balkans—
with or without Russian tutelage—perceived parochial advantage
in apparent Ottoman vulnerability. Vienna perceived the same
advantage, but feared growing South Slav assertiveness.3

In Russia, strategists and war planners assessed the evolving situ-
ation and drew important conclusions. On the basis of open-source
and secret intelligence materials, officers within the General Staff
and the staffs of key military districts perceived in the wake of the
Moroccan Crisis that Anglo-German commercial and naval rival-
ries were inexorably driving Great Britain into the Franco-Russian

2 The image is suggested by Christopher Clark’s The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went
to War in  (London, ). The historiographical references are to A. J. P. Taylor,
War by Time-Table: How the First World War Began (London, ), –, –, and to
Fritz Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the First World War , trans. from the German (London,
), –. Except for laying primary blame for the First World War at Germany’s
doorstep, these books have little in common beyond general subject matter. Taylor’s
was a brief popular overview with an emphasis on international relations and alliance
systems, while Fischer’s was a heavily documented scholarly tour de force with an
emphasis on the domestic wellsprings of foreign policy and security discontent.

3 A. V. Ignatʹev, Vneshniaia politika Rossii, –: tendentsii, liudi, sobytiia (Moscow,
), –, –.



            

camp.4 From earlier knowledge of Anglo-French naval talks, officials
and planners surmised that a convention was in the offing.5 If a naval
convention provided for a division of Anglo-French potential war-
time responsibilities between theMediterranean andNorth Atlantic
approaches to the Baltic, then Germany in a future Continental war
would be less likely to allocate substantial naval assets against Rus-
sia’s Baltic littoral. Meanwhile, the advent of a Liberal government
in Sweden lessened prospects for that country’s co-operation with
Germany against Russia.6 In the south, the Tripolitan War had
weakened Ottoman Turkey and reawakened long-standing Italian
grievances against Austria-Hungary. It seemed less likely that Italy
would remain a full-throated member of the Triple Alliance. Thus,
in the event of a possible European war, France had less to fear from
an Italian advance through admittedly difficult terrain between
Switzerland and the Ligurian Sea.7 With the advent of a more bel-
licose government, Paris was moving to paper over differences with
the Russians to strengthen the mutual alliance. Indeed, the French
assured the Russians that, should a European war come, the British
would send a ,-man expeditionary force to the Continent.8

Nonetheless, over the first eight months of , the French re-
mained circumspect over entanglement with Russian interests in
the Balkans.

Attainments in the realm ofmilitary intelligence filled in the larger
picture with important detail. As early as  the Russians had

4 Danilov, Report,  Jan. , Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Voenno-Istoricheskii
Arkhiv (hereafter RGVIA), fond [collection]  (Glavnoe Upravlenie Generalʹnogo
Shtaba), opisʹ [inventory] , delo [file] , fo. –ob [ob for obratnaia, or obverse side of
folio]. For the purposes of this essay, the ungainly title Main Directorate of the General
Staff (Russian acronym GUGSh) is rendered simply as ‘General Staff’. Military districts
were territorial entities, the functions of which included the recruitment, training,
and deployment of troops. There were eight in European Russia, of which the four
‘frontier’ districts (Kiev, Warsaw, Odessa, and Vilnius) retained important defensive
missions. In the following text, ‘NS’ refers to New Style, or the Gregorian calendar
generally in use in the West; ‘OS’ refers to ‘Old Style’, or the Julian calendar, then
in use in Imperial Russia. At the time, the Julian calendar lagged behind its Western
counterpart by  days. Dual citations apply to dates of international significance,
while single citations indicate OS in original documents.

5 See e.g. Izvolʹskii to Sazonov (read by Nicholas II), / Feb. , in Materialy
po istorii franko-russkikh otnoshenii za – gg: sbornik sekretnykh diplomaticheskikh
dokumentov byvshego Imperatorskogo Rossiiskogo Ministerstva Inostrannykh Del (Moscow, ),
–.

6 Danilov, Report,  Jan. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .
7 Alekseev, Note,  Feb. , ibid., d. , fos. –.
8 Sukhomlinov to Sazonov,  Jan. , ibid., d. , fos. –ob.
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deduced that in a major Continental war Germany would probably
turn west with the bulk of its forces against France.9 The impending
Anglo-French naval convention elevated this likelihood to near
certainty. Meanwhile, as early as November , the Russians
had begun receiving high-grade military intelligence from Vienna,
including materials on Austro-Hungarian Fall B for a Balkan war,
Fall I against Italy, and, more importantly, Fall R against Russia.10

The source for these early materials remains unclear, but from 
they emanated from a certain Agent No. , who was probably
Colonel Alfred Redl, one-time head of Austro-Hungarian counter-
intelligence, and after  chief of staff for VIII Corps in Prague.11

In the aggregate, the mixture of open-source and secret in-
telligence materials opened new vistas for Russian war planning.
Between early  and late , the calculus had gravitated to
a worst case scenario for European war that saw enemies every-
where and little help from anywhere. The Tsar had prescribed this
scenario, and it was based on a pessimistic set of propositions and
assumptions that flowed in no small part from Russian military
and naval weakness after the calamities of –.12 Therefore,
during a period that Quartermaster General (chief of plans and
operations) Iurii Nikiforovich Danilov would label a time of ‘Rus-
sia’s complete military helplessness’, the complex of calculation and
documentation that constituted the Russian version of a war plan
was profoundly defensive in nature.13 Indeed, the plan that flowed
from Mobilization Schedule  (Altered), or, as it was sometimes
called,Mobilization Plan , provided for an unbalanced strategic
deployment of four armies on the northern shoulder of the Pripet
Marshes and a single large army on the southern.14 Both sets of

9 Chernavin Papers, Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii (hereafter GARF),
f. R- (Chernavin, V. V.), op. , d. , fo. .

10 e.g. Pototskii, Report,  Nov. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fos. –ob.
11 Conventional wisdom holds that Agent No.  was Redl; see e.g. Verena Moritz

and Hannes Leidinger, Oberst Redl: Der Spionagefall, der Skandal, die Fakten (St Pölten,
), –; and Albert Pethö, ‘Oberst Redl’, in Wolfgang Krieger (ed.), Geheimdienste
in der Weltgeschichte: Spionage und verdeckte Aktionen von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart (Munich,
), –, at – and –; however, significant anomalies in the evidence
chain leave considerable latitude for doubt. See the commentary in V. I. Vinokurov,
Istoriia voennoi diplomatii,  vols. (Moscow, –), i. –.

12 Report, Alekseev,  Oct. , RGVIA, f.  (Shtab Varshavskogo voennogo
okruga), op. , d. , fo. .

13 Iu. N. Danilov, Rossiia v mirovoi voine – gg . (Berlin, ), ; see also the
commentary in Aleksei Brusilov, Moi vospominaniia (Kharʹkov, ), –.

14 The dispositions that accompanied Mobilization Plan  are in Report,



            

armies were several hundred kilometres to the rear of lightly held
forward depositions as far west as Warsaw, and with the concomi-
tant abandonment of the forward network of fortresses, the new
deployments would automatically cede ten provinces of Russian
Poland to the enemy at the outset of a major war.

For this and other reasons, including French concerns over the
nature of Russian military deployments and readiness, Lieutenant
General Mikhail Vasilʹevich Alekseev and other planners outside
the centre-oriented mainstream began to ponder a more palatable
alternative to a war plan that promised to attain neither mass at key
points nor decisions against either of Russia’s two major potential
foes. Even before the Bosnian annexation crisis reached its peak
in March  (NS), Alekseev had begun a critique of prevailing
planning wisdom, in large part because newly obtained intelligence
on Austro-Hungarian war plans provided a rare entrée into stra-
tegic priorities and designs from ‘the other side of the hill’.15 These
materials, as amplified over , together with conclusions and de-
ductions from the changing strategic landscape, added momentum
to Alekseev’s quest for a better alternative. By early  he had
drafted a daring proposal for a different war plan that varied ap-
preciably from immediate precedent. His ‘General Plan of Actions’
identified Austria-Hungary as the primary foe against which Russia
must deploy the preponderance of its forces to seek an early decision,
while defending against Germanywith onlyminimal forces opposite
East Prussia. Thus, he would send some seventeen corps against
Austro-Hungarian dispositions in Galicia, while leaving only six to
defend against any pre-emptive attack from residual German forces
in the east, estimated at no more than six corps, and probably
fewer.16

Of the various planning concepts floated among strategists of

Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II,  June , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fos. –ob,
with maps at fos. –; the context is described in Bruce W. Menning, ‘War Planning
and Initial Operations in the Russian Context’, in Richard F. Hamilton and Holger
H. Herwig (eds.), War Planning  (Cambridge, ), –, at –.

15 N. N. Golovin, Iz istorii kampanii  goda na russkom fronte: galitsiiskaia bitva (Paris,
), ; see also Bruce W. Menning, ‘The Russian Threat Calculation, –’, in
Dominik Geppert, William Mulligan, and Andreas Rose (eds.), The Wars before the Great
War: Conflict and International Politics before the Outbreak of the First World War (Cambridge,
), –, at –.

16 Alekseev, Memorandum,  Feb. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fos. –.
A corps was an infantry-heavy combined arms formation, numbering more than
, troops. Two to four corps under a unified command comprised a field army.
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the European powers, Alekseev’s plan perhaps came closest to
assuring a quick decision. He would deliver a coup de main to the
weaker of the Central Powers, thus unwinding the larger Austro-
Hungarian and German planning schemes. However, there were
several preconditions for success. First, Alekseev’s plan could not
be watered down, since margins for superiority in the field were
thin. Second, his concept had to benefit from adequate logistical
support. Over  and , as planners both at the centre and
in the military districts transformed Alekseev’s scheme into the
foundations forMobilization Schedule A, theymanaged to violate
both of these preconditions.17 Thus, on the Eastern Front of the
First World War, where Alekseev had initially envisioned a rapid
decision via a ‘shock-strike’ strategy, the Russians would soon find
themselves bogged down in a strategy of attrition.

There was a third precondition for success against Austria-
Hungary, and that was the requirement to secure a forward line of
strategic deployments for twoRussian field armies opposite Austrian
Galicia. The bulk of these armies, the Fourth and Fifth, would come
not from nearby frontier military districts, but from the Moscow
and Kazan districts in the Russian interior. According to Alekseev’s
concept, these armies, pressed by railway deep into the south face
of the Warsaw military district, would constitute a massive strike
group intended to roll over Austrian dispositions in Galicia from
west to east in a gigantic reincarnation of the classical Greek Battle
of Leuctra. Meanwhile, the Third Army advancing westward from
the Kiev military district would serve as the anvil for Alekseev’s
hammer blow. The likelihood for this scheme’s success depended
largely on the timely deployment of the Fourth and Fifth Armies
over great distances. In particular, there was a sine qua non: the
need to hold and utilize a key railway line, Liublin–Kholm–Kovelʹ
(Polish Lublin–Chełm–Kowel), that formed the line of departure
for Russian strategic deployments against Austria-Hungary from
the south face of the Polish salient.18 In effect, Alekseev’s concept
mortgaged these deployments to a version of A. J. P. Taylor’s ‘war
by timetable’.

The complexities did not stop there. In any crisis or road-to-

17 Menning, ‘War Planning and Initial Operations in the Russian Context’, –
and .

18 The significance of this corridor is noted in Golovin, Iz istorii kampanii  goda
na russkom fronte, .



            

war drama, Russian military intelligence must play a key role.
Intelligence was a critical function that enabled decision-makers
to defeat or vitiate the tyranny of time. As diplomats and high-
ranking functionaries in St Petersburg would learn both in late 
and mid , only military intelligence possessed the assets and
know-how to gather, assess, and disseminate key (but not necessarily
all, and not necessarily to all) materials on war imminence and
enemypreparations for possiblewar, including all-important data on
adversarial troop mobilization regimes. Thus, political and military
decision-makers in St Petersburgwere heavily dependent onRussian
military intelligence, an integral part of a larger enterprise that two
historians have called ‘themost professional intelligence community
in ’.19

Russian espionage successes in Austria-Hungary appeared to jus-
tify this assessment. There, both the General Staff and the staffs
of the Warsaw and Kiev military districts counted important agent
networks, and staffs at each level were repositories of impressive
expertise and data on the Austro-Hungarianmilitary establishment.
Moreover, military officials in St Petersburg benefited from two ad-
ditional and important assets: one was the presence in Vienna of a
knowledgeable and energetic military attaché, Colonel Mikhail Ip-
politovich Zankevich, while the second was the well-situated Agent
No. . Other important intelligence sources included military
attachés in other significant postings, border security detachments
(bothmilitary and those subordinate to theMinistries of Finance and
Internal Affairs), internal counter-intelligence watchdogs, and the
occasional well-placed observer or traveller. There was, however,
an important limitation to Russian intelligence-gathering capaci-
ties: Germany. In contrast with the situation in Austria-Hungary,
Russian military intelligence was not well endowed in Germany.
There was no equivalent either of Agent No.  or of the well-
developed spy networks, although the Russians did possess valuable
tactical-level intelligence on German military preparations and
capabilities in East Prussia.20 Thus, official St Petersburg and the
General Staff were heavily reliant on their French counterparts for
strategic intelligence on Germany. At the same time, it should be
noted that conventional diplomats reporting through the Ministry

19 Christopher Andrew and David Dilks (eds.), The Missing Dimension: Governments
and Intelligence Communities in the Twentieth Century (London, ), .

20 Voronin Commentary, GARF, f. R-, op. , d. , fos. –, and ob–.
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of Foreign Affairs were also important intelligence sources, and the
Russians counted eight consulates in Habsburg lands andmore than
two dozen in Hohenzollern lands.21 Finally, there was the ‘Black
Chamber’ at the Central Telegraph Agency in St Petersburg, which
retained the capacity to intercept and decrypt about a half of the
diplomatic message traffic to Vienna and perhaps a third to Berlin.22

In the light of the intrigue and infighting that characterized re-
lations among high-ranking tsarist officials, the degree to which
they shared intelligence was notable. Except for decrypted messages
from the ‘Black Chamber’, which appear to have remained ‘close
hold’ between the Tsar and his minister of foreign affairs, there was
little justification for the more important ministers to argue that
they were uninformed of intelligence-related matters. Meanwhile,
commanders in the field, especially those responsible for Russian
strategic deployments opposite Austrian Galicia, necessarily relied
heavily on military intelligence for indicators and warnings of im-
pending war. As early as , following the Bosnian annexation
crisis, theRussians understood from secret intelligencematerials that
the Austro-Hungarian General Staff was developing a more flexible
troopmobilization regime that provided for greater decentralization
and possibly also for selective covert mobilization.23 By mid ,
Colonel Alexander Aleksandrovich Samoilo, perhaps the leading
specialist within the RussianGeneral Staff on the Austro-Hungarian
Army, was warning that Vienna’s new emphasis on ‘expansion of the
troop complement’—that is, a call-up of reservists before mobiliza-
tion declaration—merited further study. Under such a regime, there
was the distinct possibility that troop units might undergo covert
mobilization at the mere declaration of war imminence (‘Alarm’).24

This prospect, if applied to the three Austro-Hungarian corps in
Galicia (I, X, and XI), confronted peacetime Russian deployments
opposite them with the clear danger of pre-emption. With judicious
reinforcement, even if other major Austro-Hungarian formations

21 Rossiia, Ministerstvo Inostrannykh Del, Ezhegodnik Ministerstva Inostrannykh Del
(St Petersburg, ), –, –; for an intelligence-oriented overview see Bruce
Menning, ‘Russian Military Intelligence, July : What St. Petersburg Perceived and
Why It Mattered’, The Historian, / (Summer ), –, at –.

22 A recent treatment of the ‘Black Chamber’ is A. A. Zdanovich and V. S. Izmozik,
Sorok let na sekretnoi sluzhbe: zhiznʹ i prikliucheniia Vladimira Krivosha (Moscow, ),
–; on capabilities see T. A. Soboleva, Tainopisʹ v istorii Rossii (Moscow, ), .

23 Top Secret Memorandum, Conrad von Hötzendorf, by hand transmission only,
 June , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .

24 Samoilo to Monkevits,  May , ibid., d. , fos. –.



            

were committed elsewhere in the Balkans or against Italy, the units
deployed in Galicia might conduct a limited cross-border offensive
into the south face of the Polish salient. Such an offensive, which
might be gradually reinforced as troops were released from other
missions, promised two likely results: () it would disrupt the entire
Russian scheme for strategic deployment against Austria-Hungary;
and () it would endanger the rear of the Russian Second Army,
charged with invading the south face of German East Prussia. In
brief, pre-emption would unwind St Petersburg’s entire war plan,
forcing the Russians to withdraw their line of forward deployments
into the interior and foiling any design to support France by attacking
Germany from the east.

These issues assumed practical significance during the mobiliza-
tion crisis of late , triggered by conflicting Russian and Austro-
Hungarian interests, aims, and perceptions before and during the
early course of the First Balkan War. As the situation in the Balkans
heated up during the late summer of , and as both St Petersburg
and Vienna engaged in posturing, the Russians in mid September
announced trial troop mobilizations in selected locales (the Kiev
and Warsaw military districts) bordering on Austrian Galicia.25

The timing of these exercises coincided with Austro-Hungarian
manœuvres on the frontier with Serbia and Montenegro. Vienna
viewed the Russian trial mobilizations as thinly veiled intimidation.
After / September, when the Balkan League mobilized against
Turkey, Austria-Hungary countered with selective reserve call-ups
both along its southern frontier and in Galicia. St Petersburg first
truncated and then suspended its trial mobilizations, but only as
the prelude to a more broadly based measure.26 On  October/

25 Rumours of trial mobilizations abounded, but the War Ministry’s official report
to the Tsar for  indicated that only three sets of trial mobilizations (spread over
April, July, and September) occurred within  counties (uezdy) of the Irkutsk, Kiev,
and Warsaw military districts (Report, Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II, , ibid., f. 
[Kantseliariia Voennogo ministerstva], op. , d. , fos. ob–). In comparison,
during  there had been trial mobilizations in  counties, the locations of which
went unspecified in that year’s official account (Report, Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II,
, ibid., d. , fo. –ob). Typically, each mobilization drew short-term levies of
reservists and horses from two or more counties to fill out the ranks of a first-line
regiment and to create a second-line counterpart. During  Aug.– Oct. , records
for the Kiev military district indicate routine trial mobilizations for three infantry and
two cavalry regiments, while records for the Warsaw military district for the same
period indicate only one trial mobilization for the Osowiec fortress (Reports, –,
ibid., f. , op. , d. , fos. –ob, and d. , fos. –).

26 In Zhilinskii to Lukomskii,  Sept./ Oct. , Komissiia pri TsIK SSSR
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November, Nicholas II authorized extended active service until the
beginning of  (OS) for the senior class of Russian conscripts,
due that autumn for homeward rotation.27 Although the number of
these reservists was roughly ,, their distribution in units across
European Russia and the Caucasus posed at best only an indirect
threat to Austria-Hungary.28 In fact, only about , of these
reservists were assigned to units in the Warsaw and Kiev districts,
and there was no attempt to transit and concentrate formations.29

Although technically not mobilized, they now stood at reinforced
peacetime strength.

po izdaniiu dokumentov iz epokhi imperializma, Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia v epokhu
imperializma: dokumenty iz arkhivov tsarskogo i vremennogo pravitelʹstva, – (hereafter
MOEI ), ed. M. N. Pokrovskii, ser. ,  vols. incomplete (Moscow, –), xix/.
. The War Ministry cancelled trial mobilizations in the Vilnius and Kiev military
districts. There was no explanation for the inclusion of the Vilnius district, for which
no trial mobilizations had been scheduled. See also Thurn to Berchtold (intercept),
 Oct. , Arkhiv Vneshnei Politiki Rossiiskoi Imperii (hereafter AVPRI), f. 
(Kantseliariia Ministra), op.  (), d. , fo. , and Sukhomlinov to Sazonov, 
July , ibid., op.  (), d. , fo. .

27 The measure is recorded in Zhilinskii to Sazonov,  Oct. , AVPRI, f. 
(Politarkhiv), op.  (), d. , fo. ; Sazonov would later characterize the ploy
not as mobilization, but as ‘a security measure’. See Berchtold to Thurn (intercept),
 Nov. , and Thurn to Berchtold (intercept),  Dec. , respectively ibid., f.
, op.  (), d. , fo. , and d. , fo. ob; Ernst Christian Helmreich,
The Diplomacy of the Balkan Wars – (Cambridge, Mass., ), , held that
the Russian initiative antedated Austrian measures to augment troop strength, but
important Austrian-Hungarian actions, including an admittedly smaller, but covert,
troop mobilization, along with preparation of two naval squadrons for immediate
sortie, had already taken place by  Oct./ Nov.

28 This is the figure cited in Rossiia, Sovet Ministrov, Osobye zhurnaly Soveta ministrov
Rossiiskoi imperii, – gg .,  vols. (Moscow, –), iv ( god ),  n.

29 Skalon to Nicholas II, Report, , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. , indicated
that the Warsaw military district retained , reservists on extended service for the
last three months of . Because these reservists were evenly distributed among army
corps, this figure meant that each of the district’s five corps received an augmentation
of slightly more than , troops, a tally that roughly corresponds to the overall
distribution of , troops among the  corps located within European Russia and
the Caucasus. With five corps, the Kiev district would probably also have received
about , troops. Of the five corps within the Warsaw district, only two shared
an anti-Austrian mission (the remaining three were deployed against Germany) with
the five corps from the Kiev district. Thus in reality, the two districts opposite
Austria-Hungary might threaten Vienna with about , additional troops during
the mobilization crisis of . This number was approximately equivalent to the ,
call-ups that Vienna had dispatched to Galicia according to Samuel R. Williamson, Jr.,
‘Military Dimensions of Habsburg-Romanov Relations during the Era of the Balkan
Wars’, in Béla K. Kiràly and Dimitrije Djordjevic (eds.), East Central European Society
and the Balkan Wars (Boulder, Colo., ), –, at , ; meanwhile, David
Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War: Europe, – (Oxford, ; repr.
), , puts the figure in Galicia at ,.



            

‘We will not go to armed conflict over a Serbian
port’: Sazonov’s Policy of De-Escalation

As states of the Balkan League opened and expanded military
operations, the pace of events on the ground outstripped Great
Power capacities to shape the conflict’s course and outcomes. By the
beginning of November (NS), Bulgarian armies were at the gates of
Constantinople, while Serbian troops were driving to the Adriatic.
In St Petersburg, Foreign Minister Sergei Dmitrievich Sazonov
vacillated between assertion and amelioration, reflecting in part
pressure from ‘unofficial Russia’ and in part the Tsar’s dithering
between support for Serbia and apprehensions over igniting a
general European war. Just as in other major European capitals,
assurances were given and modified or rescinded, and proposals
were wafted, and then fell by the wayside. Reinforced Russian
troop deployments initially enabled Sazonov to pursue a muscular
policy of ‘armed diplomacy’, but by mid November (NS) he was
reduced to repeatedly counselling Russia’s Balkan clients to observe
moderation and accommodation in pursuit of parochial military
objectives and end states.30

Beyond tsarist wavering, several other factors figured in Sazonov’s
‘wobbling’. For one, the Foreign Minister had to contend with a
simultaneous and related crisis over the fate of the Turkish Straits.
Until the Bulgarian advance stalled at the Chatalja defensive line,
there was the threat—in addition to disorders in Constantinople—
that the Straits might fall either under Bulgarian control or under
international supervision.31 For another, six weeks into the larger
Balkan conflict, sobriety had begun to set in among the Great
Powers, muting bellicose pronouncements and modifying provoca-
tive postures. Sentiment in most capitals built for a peaceful exit
from the Balkan Crisis, and there gradually emerged a hard-won
consensus among greater and lesser powers for the convocation
of two conferences in London. One was a general peace confer-
ence, and the other a special ambassadors’ conference. It was the
latter’s mandate to determine boundaries and resolve territorial

30 David MacLaren McDonald, United Government and Foreign Policy in Russia,
– (Cambridge, Mass., ), –.

31 A. V. Ignatʹev, Russko-angliiskie otnosheniia – gg. (Moscow, ), –.
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disputes following the Balkan armistice of  November/ Decem-
ber. Differences in postures and pronouncements aside, there had
also evolved a better understanding of which Great Power interests
were non-negotiable. Already by / October, Austria-Hungary
had resolved at all costs to prevent direct overland Serbian access to
the Adriatic.32 And by  October/ November, common Franco-
Russian interests gravitated to the prevention of Austro-Hungarian
territorial aggrandizement in the Balkans.33

For Sazonov there also emerged a clearer notion of just how
imprecise and inflexible the Russian military instrument was in the
service of larger foreign policy aims. Reinforcement of standing
Russian peacetime deployments in early November (NS) had failed
to forestall covert Austro-Hungarian mobilization, at first against
Serbia in the south, and then against Russia in Galicia. Meanwhile,
the increasingly ominous drift of intelligence reports prompted
commentary that laid bare important gaps in military readiness.
Already on /October, Lieutenant General Nicholas Alekseevich
Kliuev, chief of staff of the Warsaw military district, had warned
War Minister Vladimir Aleksandrovich Sukhomlinov of ‘serious
deficiencies among the troops and fortresses’. There were absolutely
no motorized vehicles for logistical support, and worse, there were
widespread shortages of artillery shells, hand grenades, and small
arms munitions. With the exception of Kiev, no military district
had completed the issue of rifles compatible with newly redesigned
ammunition.34

More significantly, on –/– November, the Warsaw and
Kiev district chiefs of staff conferred in St Petersburg to take stock of
the evolving situation along the state frontier with Austria-Hungary.
They recommended the judicious redeployment of cavalry units to
cover potential forward troop deployments in the event of possible
mobilization. The district chiefs of staff understood that time–
distance–mass factors worked against the Russians, so they also
recommended, should the situation further deteriorate, ‘not to lose
a moment with the declaration of mobilization, so that this action
might be implemented more or less simultaneously with the enemy’.

32 Helmreich, Diplomacy, –.
33 Izvolʹskii to Sazonov (read by Nicholas II),  Oct./ Nov. , in Materialy po

istorii franko-russkikh otnoshenii za – gg ., .
34 A. Iu. Bezugolʹnyi, N. F. Kovalevskii, and V. E. Kovalev, Istoriia voenno-okruzhnoi

sistemy v Rossii, – (Moscow, ), .



            

Otherwise, once war began, Austria-Hungary would ‘rapidly tran-
sition to the offensive to attain the possibility of defeating our forces
piecemeal, before their full concentration’.35

With various embellishments and references to redeployment of
specialized troops, these recommendations—usually without bald
reference to mobilization declaration—were to figure prominently
during the nextmonth in governmental deliberations over responses
to Vienna’s military build-up. However, the extended proceedings
took place not according to the timeline Prime Minister Vladi-
mir Nikolaevich Kokovtsov offered in his memoirs. He depicted
a confrontation at Tsarskoe Selo already on / November in
the presence of the Tsar with War Minister Sukhomlinov over
heightened security measures at the frontier, including major stra-
tegic redeployments and limited troop mobilization. In reality, no
such meeting occurred until / December.36

In the interim, significant developments unfolded, and they
provide important (and chronologically informed) depth for under-
standing crisis-driven decision-making. By the end of November
(NS) the Russians perceived, mostly from military intelligence, that
Vienna was taking additional steps to secure and reinforce troop
deployments in Galicia, including the call to colours of three reserve
classes.37 By / November a message from Agent No.  would
confirm covert mobilization measures dating to the beginning of
the month (NS).38 By / November he added that the three
Galician Corps (I, X, and XI) were undergoing covert mobilization,
and this information was forwarded to the Tsar.39 Meanwhile, on
–/–November the Austrian Archduke, Franz Ferdinand, and
General Blasius Schemua, Chief of the Austro-Hungarian General
Staff, had visited Berlin, whence the Russian attaché, Colonel Pavel
Aleksandrovich Bazarov, mistakenly cabled on / November

35 Conference Journal,  and  Nov. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fos. ob–.
36 V. N. Kokovtsov, Iz moego proshlogo (–): vospominaniia, memuari (repr. Minsk,

), –; the actual chronology is accurately recorded in Visitor Register, Rossiiskii
Gosudarstvennyi Istoricheskii Arkhiv (hereafter RGIA), f.  (Kamer-Furʹerskie
zhurnaly), op.  (/), d. , fos. ob and ob.

37 Zankevich to Danilov,  Nov. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. ;
however, during a private meeting on  Nov.  (NS) with Colonel Zankevich,
General Blasius Schemua, Chief of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff, had admitted
only to one class of reservists called up in Galicia. See Zankevich to Danilov,  Nov.
, ibid., fo. –ob.

38 Monkevits to Zhilinskii, c. Nov. , ibid., fo. .
39 Monkevits to Danilov,  Nov. , ibid., fo. .
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that they had come away empty-handed.40 However, already on the
day before Colonel Dmitrii Iosifovich Romeiko-Gurko, the Bern
attaché, who was well connected with espionage networks, had re-
ported that the Germans were allocating six corps against Russia
in the event of war.41 This number Agent No.  confirmed on 
November/ December.42 More ominously, from a mixture of con-
ventional and covert sources Russian military intelligence detected
the infiltration into Galicia of smaller units (infantry battalions and
cavalry squadrons) to reinforce the three resident Galician corps.
By / December Russian officials put the number of these smal-
ler formations in Galicia at . They appeared to come primarily
from corps (II, III, IV, VIII, and IX) in central and north-western
districts that were also undergoing covert mobilization, but without
their logistical support structures. By / December Russian in-
telligence estimates put the number of infiltrated battalions and
squadrons at  and  respectively. Without reinforcement, the
normal complement in Galicia was  infantry battalions and 
cavalry squadrons.43

With no additional military markers on the table, but with various
Great Power proposals under consideration to forestall a widening of
the Balkan War, by mid November (NS) Foreign Minister Sazonov
was therefore counselling moderation and non-provocation. On
 October/ November he advised his minister in Belgrade,
Nicholas Genrikhovich Gartvig (Hartwig): ‘We must categorically
warn Serbia not to count on drawing us with her.’ To which Sazonov
added: ‘We will not go to armed conflict against the powers of
the Triple Alliance over a Serbian port.’ On / November he
counselled Hartwig: ‘We ought not sharpen the conflict to a point
verging on general European war.’44 There followed telegrams on
/, /, and / November to the Serbian government,
emphasizing Russia’s firm stance against military action. However,
it was only on  November/ December that Serbia conceded its
claim to direct overland access to the Adriatic.45 Conciliation and
non-provocation had become the order of the day in Sazonov’s

40 Intelligence Summary, – Nov. , ibid., d. , fo. ob.
41 Addendum to Intelligence Summary,  Nov. , ibid., fos. ob and ob.
42 Copy, dated  Nov. , Letter, Agent No. , ibid., d. , fo. .
43 Intelligence Summary,  Dec. , ibid., d. , fo. –ob.
44 Quoted in Iu. A. Pisarev, Velikie derzhavy i Balkany nakanune pervoi mirovoi voiny

(Moscow, ), . 45 Ibid. .



            

foreign policy, of which, after some differences over tactics, Prime
Minister Kokovtsov became a consistent adherent.46

Military Dilemmas

However, it was one thing to counsel forbearance and quite an-
other to contend with Russian and Serbian military vulnerabilities.
Serbia retained only residual capabilities—some , third-call
reservists—opposite its border with Austria-Hungary, and this state
of affairs would hold until troopsmight be redeployed from the south
and theAdriatic coast to defend in the north.Meanwhile, without re-
inforcement of forward deployments opposite Galicia, Russia lacked
a credible military deterrent to forestall an Austro-Hungarian on-
slaught against Serbia, without even considering possible German
pressure from the west. In fact, the staffs of the Warsaw and Kiev
military districts had begun to doubt even the capacity of their own
forward-deployed troops to defend against Austria-Hungary alone.

On  November/ December Lieutenant General Kliuev from
Warsaw presented the General Staff with an assessment that laid
bare the dilemmas of defence and deterrence. On the basis of
intelligence, he concluded that Austro-Hungarianmilitary readiness
measures had stolen a march on the Russians. Although Kliuev
was not given to chess-informed metaphors, the burden of his
commentary held that a few Austro-Hungarian bishops or knights
in Galicia and a few more opposite Serbia effectively checkmated
Russian military power. For Austria-Hungary, the three mobilized
and reinforced Galician corps constituted a robust covering force
for deployments that, with an abrupt shift to full mobilization, might
rapidly be elevated to ten full corps. In the event of hostilities, if
only a third (ten divisions) of this array were immediately directed
against the Russian Third Army (deploying from the Kiev military
district), the Austrians might attain ‘the most extraordinary results’.
Or, as Kliuev put it:

Thus, the concentration of our Fourth and Fifth Armies in the Warsaw military
district would become impossible. Even with our simultaneous mobilization,
on the th day they can reach the area of our concentration, [set for] the
rd day, and on the th day reach the line Siedlce–Brest. Under these
circumstances, while the Austrian army is on the frontier, it is impossible to

46 S. D. Sazonov, Vospominaniia (repr. Moscow, ), –; see also McDonald,
United Government and Foreign Policy in Russia, –.
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count upon concentration of the Fourth and Fifth Armies in the Warsaw
military district, and we must forgo it.47

More than a half century before A. J. P. Taylor’s commentary, these
were timetable calculations writ large. And this was not all. In the
event that negotiations forestalled a wider war to resolve Balkan
disputes, Kliuev held that even limited Austro-Hungarian mobiliza-
tion measures constituted an advantage that prevented the Russians
from bringing to bear their full military power to influence political
and strategic outcomes.48 This was a view to which War Minister
Sukhomlinov also subscribed.49 As long as Vienna wielded the tem-
poral andpositional advantage—whatever the overall largerRussian
numbers—the dictates of geography and railway throughput capa-
cities held Russian military power hostage.

There were perhaps only two solutions to the dilemma. The first,
proposed by Kliuev, was to shift the bulk of Russian strategic deploy-
ments against Austria-Hungary into the Kiev military district. The
second solution, proposed by Sukhomlinov, and soon to win only
partial support from theCouncil ofMinisters, was to reinforce thinly
held forward deployments with cavalry screening detachments and
to summon additional reservists to training camps within the Kiev
and Warsaw military districts. Sukhomlinov’s solution risked pro-
voking a European war, while Kliuev’s marginalized the relevance
of forward dispositions for either war or the bargaining table.

To contend with the situation, the Warsaw and Kiev military dis-
trict commanders (GeneralGeorgii Antonovich Skalon andGeneral
Nicholas Iudovich Ivanov) and their chiefs of staff (plus Lieutenant
General Alekseev) gathered in St Petersburg on / December
with Grand Duke Nicholas Nikolaevich to advance two sets of re-
commendations. First, in order to put in place a covering force and
to forestall ceding further advantage to Austro-Hungarian deploy-
ments inGalicia, they proposed immediatemobilization of XIV and
XIX Corps within the Warsaw district and XI Corps within the
Kiev district. In addition, they would declare martial law in counties
(uezdy) along the frontier, mobilize the remaining four corps in the

47 Kliuev to Zhilinskii,  Nov. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .
48 Ibid. fos. , ob.
49 Sukhomlinov Notes,  Dec. , RGIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. : ‘. . . the

voice of the more militarily prepared power will always dominate at a conference and
will powerfully influence this or that final decision’.



            

Kiev district, and transit for their reinforcement three additional
corps (VIII, XXIV, and III Caucasus) from other districts.

The second set of recommendations proposed a major overhaul
in Russian strategic dispositions in the event of war against Austria-
Hungary, and probably also Germany (at the conference the Grand
Duke warned, ‘in case of war against Austria it is necessary to expect
war with Germany’50). The conference considered deployment of
the Fourth and Fifth Armies within the Kiev district, but conceded,
‘our railway means and the direction for transiting corps within
these armies constitute an insurmountable obstacle to this idea’.51

This conclusion left the conference with the option of retaining the
current framework for transit and deployment, but withdrawing the
forward line of deployments into the interior. Thus the commanders
and their chiefs of staff recommended a new deployment line for
formations within the Kiev district along the River Sluch, and for
formationswithin theWarsawdistrict (including theFourth andFifth
Armies) along the Western Bug to Brest-Litovsk and then eastward
through Kobrin to Dragichin (Polish Drohiczyn).52 The collective
military wisdom was to trade space for time to buy security for
initial deployments in the event of war. If these officers constituted
a ‘war party’, then their way of thinking was deeply apprehensive
and deeply defensive. Even their first set of recommendations, while
provocative, was intended only to assure the viability of the second.
Other measures and adjustments to strategic dispositions would
depend on how theRussian government addressed the all-important
question of whether ‘Russia desires or will wage war in the event of
an Austrian attack on Serbia’.53

The answer would come at Tsarskoe Selo, but not immediately.
Because in the event of war the commanders of the Warsaw and
Kievmilitary districts had received designation as the potential com-
manders respectively of the North-West and South-West Fronts, the
Tsar summoned them for consultation at Tsarskoe Selo on /
December. There, the assemblage included not only the Tsar and
his two commanders, but also their chiefs of staff, Grand Duke Ni-
cholas Nikolaevich,WarMinister Sukhomlinov, General Staff Chief
Iakov Grigorʹevich Zhilinskii, and Lieutenant General Alekseev,
now commander of XIII Corps. In a confidential memorandum to

50 Skalon to Zhilinskii,  Jan. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .
51 Skalon et al. to Zhilinskii,  Dec. , ibid., d. , fo. ob.
52 Ibid., fos. –. 53 Quotation ibid., fo. ob (underlining original).
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the Tsar, Sukhomlinov outlined the district commanders’ proposals
for strengthening dispositions and deterring Austria-Hungary. He
repeated their question about whether Russia would go to war if
Austria-Hungary invaded Serbia. He also outlined the difficulties
inherent in the Russianmobilization regime, writing that ‘it is neces-
sary first of all to note that ourmobilization schedule permits only the
implementation either of general mobilization or of mobilization by
separate military districts’. Therefore, he continued, ‘realization of
the [commanders’] proposal tomobilize some of the corpswithin the
Warsaw district and two corps [XXIV and III Caucasus]54 situated
deep in the Empire’s interior would be difficult to accomplish’. At
the same time, Sukhomlinov was well aware of the overall situation,
asserting ‘it would be prudent not to count on combat with Aus-
tria alone, but to foresee the likelihood of Germany’s entry into the
struggle, and possibly even Romania’. In this case, the outcome of
war would largely depend upon the positions taken by France and
England. Then, too, there was the question of Turkey. During his
commentary at the conference on / December, the Grand Duke
had, according to theWarMinister, observed that Russian armed in-
tervention in anAustro-Serbian conflictwouldprobably result inwar
against Turkey, an eventuality for which Russia must be prepared.55

Military Intelligence and the Russian Policy of Restraint

Sukhomlinov’s remarks to the Tsar signalled a sense of patience and
caution that had only very recently begun to grip the higher reaches
of the War Ministry and General Staff. In Paris, both the French
government and the Russian ambassador, Alexander Petrovich
Izvolʹskii, were puzzled to learn from the French military attaché in
St Petersburg that the Russian General Staff no longer considered
an Austrian invasion of Serbia imminent.56 In the absence of other
plausible explanations, the answer to their dilemma probably lay in
the realm of military intelligence. On  November/ December
the General Staff had received a missive from Agent No. ,
in which he had reported that Vienna was intent on pursuing
variousmeasures for war preparation, including troopmobilization,

54 Sukhomlinov did not include VIII Corps from the Odessa district.
55 Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II,  Dec. , ibid., fos. –ob, ob.
56 Materialy po istorii franko-russkikh otnoshenii za – gg., –; see also

Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War , –.



            

until / December, at which time Serbia would be issued an
ultimatum.57 By the time (/ December) that Sukhomlinov was
detailing the military district commanders’ proposals to the Tsar,
Vienna’s deadline had come and gone, with no visible impact.
Moreover, on  November/ December Colonel Zankevich had
reported from Vienna that, much to the dissatisfaction of ‘the war
party’, the Austro-Hungarian prime minister was delaying military
action to await the outcome of negotiations in London.58 With the
Serbian army hurriedly regrouping along the frontier with Austria-
Hungary, military authorities in Vienna were rapidly losing their
‘window’ of Serbian military vulnerability.

In the light of this information, Sukhomlinov might have the
luxury of counselling restraint while advancing his own agenda.
He acknowledged that Vienna had taken ‘energetic measures’ to
strengthen its dispositions on the frontier with Russia, ‘but that these
measures were basically defensive in nature’. He implied weakness
in the heterogeneous nature of the Austro-Hungarian Army and
argued that war with an ascendant Serbia would elicit much greater
effort from Austria-Hungary than heretofore might have been the
case.59 Up to this point Russia had taken only two sets of counter-
measures: it had held the senior class of reservists on active duty
until the beginning of  (OS); and it had strengthened security at
rail and road bridges within the Kiev and Warsaw military districts.
Therefore, he importuned the Tsar to approve the recommenda-

57 Transcribed copy of letter, Agent No. ,  Nov. , RGVIA, f. , op. ,
d. , fo. ; in his report, Gurko to Danilov,  Nov. , RGIA, f. , op. ,
d. , fo. , the Bern attaché had already paraphrased the contents of this letter;
meanwhile the excerpt forwarded to Prime Minister Kokovtsov on  November/
December was dated  November, the day on which Agent No.  apparently wrote
the letter. Somewhere en route the letter was evidently transcribed into a telegram,
thus accounting for its relatively speedy transmission to St Petersburg. For the flow of
communications from Agent No.  see Brius U. Menning, ‘Nasledie agenta No ’,
Rodina, Aug. , –.

58 Zankevich to Danilov, Report,  Nov. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. ,
fo. . Although the Russians possessed insightful intelligence, they apparently did
not know that Emperor Franz Joseph had on  November/ December rejected
proposals for an immediate military assault against Serbia and Montenegro. See
Williamson, ‘Military Dimensions of Habsburg–Romanov Relations during the Era of
the Balkan Wars’, –; and Stevenson, Armaments and the Coming of War , –.

59 A month earlier, the chiefs of staff of the Warsaw and Kiev districts had already
calculated that Austria-Hungary would require five corps to subdue Serbia, whereas
in  the estimate had been three. See Journal,  and  Nov. , and Report, 
Mar. , respectively in RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. , and op. , d. ,
fos. ob–.
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tions of the Council of Ministers to permit a limited redeployment
of cavalry units within the frontier districts and to purchase horses
to make good on shortages within various forward-deployed cavalry
and artillery units. However, he noted that the Council had delayed
recommendation to redeploy two cavalry brigades from theMoscow
district to the south face of the Warsaw district, and that no decision
had been reached on his proposal for a short-term call-up of junior
reservist classes to temporary training camps within theWarsaw and
Kiev districts. If the present tense situation persisted, these reservists
and the senior class might be retained on extended active duty. Of
the proposals from the commanders of the two military districts,
Sukhomlinov supported only a minor adjustment in XIII Corps’s
potential wartime deployment.60

Thus, Sukhomlinov’s posture at this stage of the crisis was more
nuanced and cautious than that which Kokovtsov attributed to him.
Indeed, the tenor of Sukhomlinov’s commentary, probably informed
by his own sense of deficiencies in Russian military readiness for
war, suggested both a realistic understanding of the combined
Austro-German threat and much less than full support for the more
provocative proposals of the district commanders. At the same
time, the war minister also understood that the commanders were
ultimately answerable to the Tsar alone. Experienced minister that
he was, Sukhomlinov probably anticipated that the Tsar would defer
a decision on higher-profile measures until further consultation
with key governmental ministers. From earlier ministerial-level
deliberations, Sukhomlinov surely knew that any proposal to shift
deployments from onemilitary district to another would elicit heavy
opposition. Therefore, it is likely that he simply held his own counsel
during the conference of the district commanders (after all, why
offend them?). In the end, his own proposals were still on the table,
as long as the Tsar had not approved the earlier recommendations
of the Council of Ministers.

On / December it was evidently the military district com-
manders’ proposals that held centre stage at Tsarskoe Selo, where
the Tsar presided over a rump session of the Council of Ministers:
Kokovtsov, Sazonov, Alexander Aleksandrovich Makarov (Internal
Affairs), and Sergei Vasilʹevich Rukhlov (Transportation), with the
addition of General Staff Chief Zhilinskii. There is no evidence to
indicate that the session Kokovtsov ascribed to / November

60 Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II,  Dec. , ibid., op. , d. , fos. ob–.



            

might not have transpired as he described it, except that it occurred
a month later.61 By this time a Balkan armistice had set in, the two
London conferences were in full swing, no overt indication of war
imminence emanated from Germany, and the Serbs had completed
their troop redeployments to defend against Austria-Hungary. Al-
though Vienna appeared to have halted reinforcements to Galicia,
talk of an Austrian ultimatum lingered, and Franz Conrad von
Hötzendorf was once again Chief of the Austro-Hungarian General
Staff, from which vantage he agitated for war against Serbia and, if
need be, its Russian protector.

At Tsarskoe Selo the Tsar faced the same resistance to even
limited mobilization measures that Sukhomlinov had confronted
less than a week before within the Council of Ministers. Kokovtsov
and Sazonov dug in their heels for largely the same reasons as before,
all the while underscoring Russia’s lack of military readiness for war.
Above all, Kokovtsov argued that in the light of treaty obligations,
even a partial mobilization directed only against Austria-Hungary
invited war against the entire Triple Alliance.62 Confronted with this
prospect, the Tsar backed away from both his war minister and his
district commanders. From various intelligence sources, including
Agent No. , the Tsar knew that counsels were divided in Vienna
and that Austrian reservists were selectively receiving furloughs for
the Christmas (NS) holiday. More importantly, the / December
deadline for action against Serbia had passed without consequence.
From intelligence summaries the Tsar also understood that covert
mobilization was pushing Vienna to the brink of bankruptcy.63

Therefore, the Tsar might choose to delay or deny measures that
he deemed provocative. He approved only the limited redeployment
of cavalry units within the two frontier military districts and the
purchase of horses to replenish mounts in forward-deployed units.
He also delayed a decision on redeployment of the two cavalry bri-
gades from theMoscow district and failed to support Sukhomlinov’s
proposal for a call-up of reservists to training camps. More tellingly,
the Tsar ignored recommendations for partial mobilization from his

61 The conference was also not summoned at short notice, as Kokovtsov alleged.
Sukhomlinov, apparently upon instructions from the Tsar, had on / Dec. sent
urgent invitational telegrams to all concerned; see ibid., d. , fo. .

62 A. V. Grigoriev, ‘Balkanskie voiny i Rossiia’, in V. A. Emets et al. (eds.), Istoriia
vneshnei politiki Rossii: konets XIX–nachalo XX veka (Moscow, ), –, at .

63 Intelligence Summary, Samoilo,  Dec. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. ,
fo. .
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two military district commanders. With reference to their proposal
for altered strategic dispositions, the decision recorded for /
December was: ‘in case of necessity, according to the situation, to
withdraw forward deployments against Austria-Hungary into the
interior.’64 This decision meant that, should Austria-Hungary elect
pre-emption, Russia would initially only defend. Perhaps as a sop to
Sukhomlinov and the generals, Nicholas II approved an indefinite
extension of active service for the senior class of reservists beyond
the New Year (OS).65 On the next day, interestingly, Major General
Nicholas Avgustovich Monkevits, head of the General Staff Special
Office (for consolidated military intelligence), would write ‘the crisis
has passed’.66 Still, it was not until  December / January
 that Zhilinskii indicated that there would be no substantial
planning changes to the strategic deployments inherent in Mobi-
lization Schedule No. A.More importantly, he stressed that under
present circumstances, in the event of an initial Austro-Hungarian
onslaught from Galicia, Russian deployments within the frontier
districts would be withdrawn into the interior.67

Perhaps, as Kokovtsov charged, but with less serious implications,
Sukhomlinov flippantly planned a brief subsequent visit to his wife
on the French Riviera.68 Although the high point of the crisis
had passed, it would rattle on until the beginning of March 
(NS), when both sides agreed to face-saving formulae for mutual
troop reductions. Russia released its senior class of reservists, while
Vienna also reduced troop levels, although its reductions were not
proportionately commensurate with those of the Russians.69 With
good reason Russian military intelligence officials harboured the
lingering suspicion that Vienna had not kept its end of the bargain.
Tensions and recriminations associated with the outbreak of the
Second Balkan War in the summer of  did little to assuage these
suspicions. Still, the Russians might breathe a sigh of relief and
pore over recent experience for ‘lessons learnt’ on which to base
corrective measures in anticipation of a recurrence.

64 Report, Zhilinskii,  Dec. , ibid., d. , fo. ob.
65 Zhilinskii to Sazonov,  Dec. , AVPRI, f. , op.  (), d. , fo. .
66 Intelligence Summary,  Dec. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .
67 Report, Zhilinskii,  Dec. , ibid., d. , fo. .
68 Kokovtsov, Iz moego proshlogo, .
69 Grigoriev, ‘Balkanskie voiny i Rossiia’, –.



            

‘Lessons Learnt’ and Measures Taken: Partial Mobilization
and the Problems of the ‘Pre-Mobilization’ Period

There was no centrally directed effort to pool information or to
focus analysis, but the larger trail of legislative and organizational
responses reveals several major areas of unmistakable concern.
These included requirements for: () the General Staff to devise
a viable regime for partial mobilization in the event of war with
Austria-Hungary only; () measures to address shortcomings in
armaments, peacetime forward deployments, and infrastructure in
areas of anticipated troop concentration; () theCouncil ofMinisters
to adopt refined policies to govern actions and procedures for a ‘pre-
mobilization’ period; () the War Ministry and the General Staff
to harmonize planning responsibilities and activities between the
centre and the military districts; and () military intelligence organs
to verify data, to assess reliability of sources, and to wring every
possible insight from accumulated materials on Austro-Hungarian
troop mobilization.

. Partial mobilization

Some problems defied short-term resolution, and partial mobiliza-
tion was a major case in point. The near future provided little hope
for improving the strategic railway network to enhance through-
put capacity south of the Moscow–Brest main line. The French
would grant loans for railway construction, but only to improve
capacity on lines feeding the potential Russian North-West Front
against Germany.70 Peacetime deployments within theWarsawmili-
tary district remained divided between potential anti-German and
anti-Austro-Hungarian missions. With the German threat always
looming in the wings, and without additional railway infrastruc-
ture, there was no practical way to reinforce the two corps on
the district’s south face so that they might act in concert with
reinforced corps from the Kiev district during a partial mobiliza-
tion regime against only Austria-Hungary.71 Thus for the General
Staff partial mobilization under this specific scenario remained

70 A. M. Zaionchkovskii, Podgotovka Rossii k mirovoi voine v mezhdunarodnom otnoshenii
(Leningrad, ), –.

71 This conclusion is clearly articulated in K. P. Ushakov, Podgotovka voennykh soobshenii
v Rossii k mirovoi voine (Moscow, ), .
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a dead letter, and the comparative mobilization differential with
Austria-Hungarymeant that Russian forward dispositions remained
vulnerable to pre-emption and piecemeal defeat. In retrospect, it
is not inconceivable that Foreign Minister Sazonov understood
the larger partial mobilization calculus, but probably only in its
broad outlines and without knowledge of the immense technical
difficulties. Sukhomlinov, meanwhile, had referred only briefly to
inadequate infrastructure in his report of / December , so it
is likely that Nicholas II possessed only a sketchy understanding of
the same difficulties.

Despite practical difficulties, there were grounds to believe that
partial mobilization might retain validity under limited circum-
stances. War Minister Sukhomlinov was no advocate of partial
mobilization, at least as he understood the term. He correctly
viewed any kind of formal mobilization as a prelude to armed con-
flict, and not just against Austria-Hungary. In November  he
had advised the Tsar: ‘it should never be assumed that mobilization
declaration alone can force Austria to implement all the demands
presented to her.’ Thus resort to force against Vienna must remain
a consideration—but only in the light of Berlin’s possible military
intervention. Accordingly, he was aware of the risk inherent in pro-
voking a wider conflict, holding that ‘it is scarcely advantageous for
us on our own initiative to bare the sword against Germany’.72 And,
because the crises of  and  had indicated that Germany
invariably stood behind Austria-Hungary, Sukhomlinov later wrote,
it would be ‘the height of delusion’ and even ‘a chancy game’ to toy
with a partial mobilization against only Austria-Hungary. Nonethe-
less, there was an exception: when partial mobilization might serve
as an adjunct to diplomacy for clarifying a political situation that
held the seeds of potential armed conflict.73

Plans for such conflict also suggested that a scheme for partial
mobilization might be cobbled together on the basis of existing
concepts. Both the war plan for  and its amended version,
the ‘Considerations’ of September , retained ‘G’ variants that
relied on flexible rail transit regimes to reinforce strategic deploy-
ments against Germany, should Berlin elect to turn east first in

72 Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II,  Nov. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .
73 V. A. Sukhomlinov, Vospominaniia (Berlin, ), , . This assertion is

significant in the light of Sukhomlinov’s failure to oppose partial mobilization during
deliberations within the Council of Ministers on / July .



            

the event of a European war. According to these variants, between
the eighth and tenth day after mobilization onset the bulk of the
corps from the Moscow and Kazan districts might be directed
against Germany, rather than Austria-Hungary. In his report of
/ December Sukhomlinov had reminded the Tsar of this vari-
ant, and so had Quartermaster General Danilov in materials that
accompanied the ‘Considerations’ of .74 The Tsar had read and
endorsed these documents. Meanwhile, in the same report of early
December Sukhomlinov had also noted that a partial mobilization
might be implemented only within separate military districts. It
requires little stretch of the imagination to hold that the Tsar, as an
educated military amateur, might easily conclude under extenuat-
ing circumstances that to deter Austria-Hungary he could engage in
the partial mobilization of two frontier military districts (Kiev and
Odessa) and two interior districts (Moscow and Kazan) for perhaps
seven days without unnecessarily provoking Germany.

. Shortcomings in armaments

Lapses in armaments and lagging troop strength in critical locales
were shortcomings amenable only to longer-term resolution. In
 Sukhomlinov wrung additional funds from Kokovtsov for a
so-called ‘Grand Programme’, the purpose of which was to put the
army by  on an equal technical footing with the Germans. Thus
peacetime army strength would increase by more than ,,
including , infantry, numbers that exceeded the senior class
of reservists held on active service in –. A substantial part
of these reinforcements would enable the Russians to field three
additional infantry divisions, plus half a dozen rifle brigades and a
new corps, XXVI, for deployment in the Warsaw district. Cavalry
would be increased by , troopers, many destined for the
frontier districts, while field army corps would receive increased
allocations of heavy artillery, including  inch howitzers and . inch
cannon. However, by July  almost none of these measures would
have gone into effect.75

74 See esp. the addendum to the ‘Considerations’ at Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II,
RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fos. ob–ob.

75 K. F. Shatsillo, Ot Portsmutskogo mira k Pervoi mirovoi voine: generaly i politika (Moscow,
), –.
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. Procedures for the ‘pre-mobilization’ period

Problems with the pre-mobilization period were more amenable
to resolution. On  February/ March  the Tsar approved
long-delayed legislation for what the Russians called the ‘Period
Preparatory to War’. The new statute defined this time-span as
the ‘period of diplomatic complications, but before military actions,
during which all organizations must take necessary measures in pre-
paring for and assuring the success of the mobilization of the army,
navy, and fortresses, and of army concentration at the threatened
frontier’.76 To preclude misunderstanding among jurisdictions, the
statute stipulated that the onset of this period would be established
by an imperially affirmed resolution of the Council of Ministers. In
spelling out measures appropriate to the Period Preparatory to War,
the statute apportioned them both by ministerial function and by
two categories of budgetary allocation. The first category pertained
to measures that might be implemented within the parameters of
the current budget. Only the Council of Ministers with imperial
affirmation might approve either measures of the second category,
which required extraordinary allocations, or additional measures
not specified in the statute. In the light of these restrictions, War
Minister Sukhomlinov apparently lost ground to Prime Minister
Kokovtsov in the fight for freedom of ministerial manœuvre.

However, in other ways Sukhomlinov enjoyed limited success.
Like its German counterpart (‘Zustand der drohenden Kriegs-
gefahr’), on which the statute was loosely based, the legislation
provided for a series of military readiness measures short of full-
blown mobilization. These included the imposition of censorship,
the recall of officers from leave, the cancellation of scheduled release
for soldiers from active duty to reserve status, and the return of
troops from the field to their peacetime billets. Units were to verify
mobilization data and to inventory their stores of clothing, supplies,
armaments, and munitions. Heightened security took effect at fort-
resses and other military and transportation objectives. In addition,
there were enhancements to troop strength that clearly reflected
both recent experience and the war minister’s influence. Under
the statute’s first category of expenditures, those permissible under
current budgetary allocations, commanders in frontier districts were

76 The statute in its entirety is reprinted in MOEI , ser. ,  vols. (Moscow, –),
v. –.



            

authorized to summon reservists residing within their districts to
temporary training camps.77 Commanders were also authorized to
deploy troops forward under the guise of field exercises to constitute
covering forces for possible follow-on mobilization and concentra-
tion. However, it should be stressed that there was no provision
for the interdistrict transit of either individual reservists or troop
formations.78 Although such transit in fact was a constituent part of
mobilization, the primary Russian concern was to preclude larger
troopmovements that might impair the subsequent implementation
of the bigger schedule for general mobilization.79

. Planning responsibilities

Within the authoritarian confines of the War Ministry, the General
Staff, and various subsidiary military organizations, the resolution
of jurisdictional issues was less subject to compromise and trade-off.
Since late  there had been a pronounced drift to collabora-
tive planning, in which military district staffs had exercised great
latitude in proposing alternatives to centre-dominated priorities,
procedures, and policies. This tendency probably reached its zenith
with the military district commanders’ mobilization proposals of
early December . They were grounded in district-level staff
assessments and recommendations, with which the centre might
not concur. Moreover, the district staffs had earlier posed ques-
tions about military readiness that War Minister Sukhomlinov

77 This measure might be construed as thinly veiled partial mobilization, but since
the Warsaw district, because of its location the premier example, drew from the local
population only  per cent of its wartime troop complement, the number of these
call-ups would not have been great, perhaps only sufficient (as noted in the statute) to
relieve first-line troops of security and support duties. The  per cent figure would
have counted both immediate call-ups and those conscripts already on long-term
active duty.

78 Danilov to Kliuev, Memorandum,  Jan. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. ,
fos. ob–, explicitly stated that in implementing a mobilization telegram, ‘it is
necessary to effect all movements of troops for their concentration’. Thus anything
short of interdistrict troop transit from local assembly points to areas along the state
frontier for concentration would not have constituted ‘mobilization’ in Russian General
Staff perspective.

79 This understanding alone calls into question the assertion that invocation of the
Period Preparatory to War on / July  meant that ‘considerably more than .
million men were by now being made mobile’, as noted in Sean McMeekin, July :
Countdown to War (New York, ), , . Aside from the practical difficulties of
contending with call-ups on this scale without any mobilization infrastructure in place,
the very size of such a ‘secret mobilization’ would have played havoc with follow-on
transit and mobilization schedules.
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probably found deeply embarrassing. Because both Sukhomlinov
andQuartermaster General Danilov were sticklers for unity of com-
mand and observance of hierarchical order, these challenges would
not go unaddressed.The hammer fell on  January/February ,
when Sukhomlinov approved a measure originating with General
Staff Chief Zhilinskii and Quartermaster General Danilov to re-
define the planning process in ways that curtailed the initiative of the
district staffs. New procedures would exclude ‘the collegial method
of work by way of conferences, which experience has indicated must
be discarded’. Henceforth the General Staff would bear full respon-
sibility for the war plan, while consulting with the district staffs only
as necessary for information exchange. Therefore, ‘the final decision
on this or that question must, it would seem, belong completely to
the central authority, which can more correctly consider the entire
situation in all its complexity’.80 In practice this ruling meant that
Quartermaster General Danilov and his planners might change the
war plan as they saw fit, without reference to the district staffs. Such
was the case during , when General Staff planners reduced and
thinned out dispositions on the potential South-West Front, thereby
gravely weakening Lieutenant General Alekseev’s original concept
for a sledgehammer blow against Austro-Hungarian dispositions in
Galicia.81

. Military intelligence

Military intelligence, the heart of which resided in the General
Staff’s Special Office, suffered no such rebukes and curtailment. As
reverberations of the  crisis receded, Major General Monkevits
and his functionaries took stock of what they had learnt. They
inventoried their data and analysed the products of agent networks.
In Austria-Hungary the two most valuable sources of high-grade
intelligence had been Agent No.  and Čedomil Jandrić, both of
whom were lost in . Although useful, other agents were not
nearly as well placed, and their products were often of uneven
quality. Still, central authorities had gleaned an impressive data
bank, includingmaterials used to assemble some seventy intelligence
summaries between / December  and / March .

80 Danilov to Sukhomlinov,  Jan. , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. –ob;
see also O. E. Alpeev, ‘Na puti k Kannam: planirovanie “Pokhod v Vostochnyuiu
Prussiiu” v shtabe Varshavskogo voennogo okruga (–)’, Russkii sbornik, 
(), –, at . 81 Golovin, Galitsiiskaia bitva, –.



            

On the basis of what they had witnessed and recorded, intel-
ligence specialists drew important conclusions. Two of the more
significant included flexibility of process and the importance of resi-
dual reinforcements. By mid  Colonel Samoilo concluded that
any Austro-Hungarian partial mobilization scheme would involve
the covert mobilization of the three corps in Austrian Galicia.82 To
add to this threat, until actual Austro-Hungarian transit to concen-
tration began, the Russians could never be sure of the destination
for troops from interior corps districts. Formations from the interior
had to be considered a kind of central reserve, from which units
might be drawn to reinforce either against Serbia in the south or
opposite Russia in Galicia. Thanks to the last materials received in
midMay  (NS) from Agent No. , the Russians also understood
that a maximum of seven corps would be needed to subdue Serbia
and Montenegro.83 Anything more would probably ring alarm bells
in St Petersburg.

In a major report on  May/ June , Major General
Monkevits summed up prevailing wisdom about Austro-Hungarian
dispositions in the event of future war. Perhaps the most dangerous
scenario he envisioned was an immediate offensive against Serbia
(and possiblyMontenegro), while Russian support for Balkan clients
remained in doubt, restrained perhaps by crisis-driven diplomacy.
Monkevits’s point of departure was an Austro-Hungarian concept
(later attributed to Conrad) from late October  (OS): to strike
south immediately with six–seven corps, while covertly building up
strength to nine corps in Galicia. Following a rapid decision against
Serbia, the Austrians would shift three–four corps from the south to
Galicia, where they would reinforce the nine corps already in place
for offensive operations against Russia.84

As if to underscore the importance of Germany in this calculus,
Russianmilitary functionaries retained a healthy sense of the key role
that Berlin would play in any go-to-war scenario. In late November
 (NS) Russian military and civilian officials within the Berlin
embassy had believed that Germany was at least a year away from
engagement in a European war.85 Still, documentation for delibera-

82 Samoilo, undated Memorandum, probably spring , RGVIA, f. , op. , d.
, fo. .

83 Monkevits, Addendum to Report,  May , ibid., d. , fo. .
84 Monkevits, Report,  May , ibid., fos.  and ob–ob.
85 Intelligence Summary, – Nov. , ibid., d. , fo. ob.
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tions among higher-ranking functionaries in St Petersburg showed
that GrandDukeNicholas Nikolaevich,WarMinister Sukhomlinov,
Foreign Minister Sazonov, and Prime Minister Kokovtsov shared
apprehensions over provoking Germany into taking a more active
role in various military preparations associated with the mobiliza-
tion crisis of .WarMinister Sukhomlinov held that theGermans
might mobilize in as few as five days.86 Thus as long as Germany
remained militarily quiescent, there was no need to engage in
provocation, since a combination of diplomacy and lower-profile
military readiness measures might enable Russia to work its way
through a crisis.

Multiple Legacies of  and the Dynamics of July 

The legacy of the  crisis also included other important ele-
ments of a structural, procedural, and perceptual character that
might inform and even condition Russian responses to the next
such crisis. There would subsequently be no quarrels over mi-
nisterial lines of authority, and there would be no fumbling over
finances. Nor would military authorities grope their way piecemeal
to measures appropriate to the pre-mobilization period. Ominously,
once the scare of late  receded into the background, Russian
war planning—with alterations to be sure—returned to ‘business
as usual’. Although adjustments during  weakened General
Alekseev’s original concept, plans for deployment and initial opera-
tions remained mortgaged to the railway corridor between Liublin
and Kovelʹ. Yet the  experience had indicated that as few as
five Austro-Hungarian corps opposite this corridor at a distance of
two to three days’ field march were sufficient to pre-empt the entire
scheme for Russian strategic deployments. It was for this reason
that pattern recognition under crisis circumstances assumed great
importance for Russian military intelligence. It was also for this rea-
son that general mobilization more than ever became a hair-trigger
proposition. In July , perhaps this realization justified disinter-
ment of partial mobilization as a stopgap measure both to reinforce
military readiness in selected locales and to buy time for ascertaining
Berlin’s intentions. As in , Germany loomed in the wings to play
the heavy role of the ‘the closer’, since Austria-Hungary’s sixteen

86 Sukhomlinov Notes,  Dec. , RGIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .



            

corps were sufficient only to set the initial terms for conflict, but not
to produce a decision.

However, the crises of  and  also revealed anomalies
and dissimilarities. It made an important difference in July 
that Ivan Logginovich Goremykin, an ageing and indifferent func-
tionary, held the prime minister’s portfolio instead of the more
circumspect and cautious Kokovtsov. It also made an important
difference in July  that neither the Tsar nor Sazonov was pre-
pared to abandon Serbia to its fate. In December  Sazonov had
counselled Belgrade in the event of an ultimatum to appeal to the
Entente for assistance.87 By July  he had become a stickler for
the principle of Serbian sovereignty. Lest Russian intent be misun-
derstood, already on / July  the Tsar personally ordered
the General Staff to prepare plans for immediate mobilization in the
event that Austro-Hungarian troops crossed the Serbian frontier.88

Above all, in comparison with November–December , the crisis
of July  unfolded over six days and not six weeks. This greatly
compressed timeline admitted little opportunity either for diplo-
matic manœuvre or for retracing ground to revisit and redress
miscalculations. Under these conditions, the intelligence-informed
perspective assumed great importance, but there was no time for
agent networks or for painstaking analysis of elements within the
jigsaw. Had Agent No.  lived, he probably would have made little
difference. More important now were direct reports from military
attachés in Vienna and Paris (respectively Colonel Alexander Geor-
gievich Vineken and Colonel Aleksei Alekseevich Ignatʹev), various
consular officials, border security detachments, and the occasional
informed traveller.

Just as in , in July  pre-mobilization measures initially
comprised the first option to deter and to demonstrate resolution.
Once St Petersburg understood the nature of the Austro-Hungarian
ultimatum to Serbia, a Crown Council session of the Council of
Ministers on / July  invoked the Period Preparatory to
War, beginning at midnight on the following day. Much to the later
dismay of the General Staff, the Tsar and his ministers also agreed
in principle to leave on the table the option for partial mobilization

87 Pisarev, Velikie derzhavy, .
88 Journal of the Committee of the General Staff,  July , MOEI , ser. , v. ,

although the mobilization declaration would apply only to four military districts (Kiev,
Odessa, Kazan, and Moscow).
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(in the four military districts of Kiev, Odessa, Moscow, and Kazan
only) against Austria-Hungary, should the situation so require.89

War Minister Sukhomlinov did not object. During the  crisis
he had informed the Tsar that Russia might undertake either
general mobilization or partial mobilization by individual military
districts. However, he had not explained how the latter impaired the
former.90 At his side, the inexperienced and newly appointed Chief
of the General Staff, General Nicholas Nikolaevich Ianushkevich,
would have little knowledge of the more arcane aspects of troop
mobilization.91

Over the next several days he would learn from Quartermaster
General Danilov (on leave until / July) and from his own mobi-
lization specialists thatMobilization Schedule No.  was a seamless
whole, an all-or-nothing proposition. After , the collective wis-
dom of the General Staff held that any partial mobilization against
Austria-Hungary according to the prevailing schedule would be
tantamount to military suicide in the event that Germany later
supported its ally against Russia. The mobilization of four mili-
tary districts would so disrupt the railway transit plan that the
larger schedule would lose its follow-on coherence and viability
against the much greater German threat. As then Major General
Sergei Konstantinovich Dobrorolʹskii, Chief of the Mobilization
Section, argued, ‘given the slowness of our operational work and the
difficulties of any changes in mass railway transits, the partial mobi-
lization of four districts was in General Staff perspective completely
impermissible and threatened catastrophe should general mobiliza-
tion follow partial mobilization’.92 Nonetheless, the Tsar retained
partial mobilization as a policy option, and on the morning of /
July Sukhomlinov and Ianushkevich dutifully presented him with

89 D. C. B. Lieven, Russia and the Origins of the First World War (New York, ),
–; see also M. F. Schilling’s commentary in How the War Began in , Being the
Diary of the Russian Foreign Office from the rd to the th (Old Style) of July , trans. W.
Cyprian Bridge (London, ), –.

90 In the light of Sukhomlinov’s earlier and later stands against partial mobilization
as a viable option, there are perhaps three explanations for his failure to voice
opposition: () a sense of fatalism over the likelihood that war would ensue no
matter what immediate stance Russia assumed; () a recognition that the measure had
been accepted only ‘in principle’, thus leaving room for subsequent manœuvre and
alteration; and () an understanding that partial mobilization might be employed as a
stopgap measure until Germany’s position crystallized.

91 P. L. Bark, ‘Iulʹskie dni  goda’, Vozrozhdenie, Notebook  ( July ), –.
92 S. K. Dobrorolʹskii, Mobilizatsiia russkoi armii v  godu (Moscow, ), .



            

paperwork for two mobilization regimes, general and partial. The
Tsar approved both in principle, with the likely understanding that
one or the other might be implemented in accordance with the
evolving situation.93

It was evolving very quickly. Already on the evening of /
July the Black Chamber had intercepted message traffic indicating
Vienna’s dissatisfactionwith the Serbian response to its ultimatum.94

The next morning Colonel Vineken reported from Vienna public
declaration for the mobilization of five full corps (XVI, XV, XIII,
IV, and VII) and elements of two others (II and III), with an
additional corps (XII) against Romania.95 At noon on / July
Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. It is likely that this event
prompted the Tsar that evening through Foreign Minister Sazonov
to instructGeneral Ianushkevich to issue awarning order for general
mobilization, with the first day of mobilization set as / July.96

For the General Staff, this order could not come soon enough.
Following the ultimatum to Serbia, intelligence-oriented warnings
and indicators stirred apprehensions. Already on / July Consul
Mikhail Grigorʹevich Priklonskii in Budapest was reporting: ‘at
night all the monitors [gunboats] have passed through Budapest to
the south.’Military trains were steaming in the same direction.97 On
/ July Chargé Nicholas Aleksandrovich Kudashev telegraphed
fromVienna that ‘in Czechia preparatorymeasures formobilization
have already been undertaken, they are preparing the German
regiments’.98 On / July Acting Consul Mikhail Vasilʹevich
Kazanskii in Prague wired that ‘five corps in the south are being
mobilized’. He also reported preparation of reserve call-up notices
for VIII Corps (in Prague).99 On / July Kazanskii ominously

93 Ibid. , and Dobrorolʹskii to Ianushkevich,  July , in MOEI , ser. , v.
–.

94 Intercept, St Petersburg Telegraph Agency,  July , AVPRI, f. , op. 
(), d. , fo. .

95 Vineken to General Staff,  July , ibid., d. , fo. .
96 Ianushkevich to military district chiefs, Don Cossack Ataman, and Generals Pleve,

Zhilinskii, Zalʹtsa, Rennenkampf, Ivanov, Nikitin, and Evert,  July , in MOEI ,
ser. , v. .

97 Priklonskii to Political Section,  July , AVPRI, f. , op.  (), d. ,
fo. .

98 Kudashev to Sazonov,  July , ibid., d. , fo. . Reference to ‘German
regiments’ would indicate the beginning of extraterritorial transfers to backfill
mobilizing and transiting Czech contingents so as to ensure Habsburg loyalties within
predominantly Czech locales.

99 Kazanskii to Political Section,  July , ibid., d. , fo. .
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added: ‘Troops are being dispatched from here to Galicia’, while
‘German regiments from southern Austria are arriving here.’100

Beginning on / July, the Special Office within the General
Staff, following the model of –, had begun compiling daily
intelligence summaries that War Minister Sukhomlinov forwarded
both to the Tsar and to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.101 Usually
these summaries simply catalogued in abbreviated format the flow
of raw intelligence data. The summary for / July added a
significant indicator: Berlin was now recalling German reserve
officers from Russia. The same summary noted that in Austria-
Hungary ‘exceptional measures thoroughly prepared in peacetime
enter into force either upon mobilization or before it, if the political
situation so requires’. An addendum delineated these measures:
‘in general the actual conduct of mobilization is possible before
its declaration, and in frontier corps districts such will transpire
without any doubt, as the experience of the  conflict indicates’
(emphasis added).102 Thus the earlier crisis informed the way that
intelligence specialists within the Russian General Staff perceived
and understood a significant element of the current crisis. More was
at stake than Serbian sovereignty and territorial integrity. The same
day, / July, General Dobrorolʹskii was already warning Major
General Sergei Aleksandrovich Ronzhin, Chief of the General
Staff’s Transportation Section, that ‘further complications’ could
entail the mobilization of all Russian troops slated for deployment
to the western state frontier in the event of war.103

Developments on the following day, / July, aroused addi-
tional apprehensions. General Staff intelligence summaries noted
that Vienna was recalling reserve officers located in the United
States. Meanwhile, from London came news that elements of
the British fleet remained concentrated after scheduled readiness
exercises.104 French military intelligence reported the mobilization
against Serbia of six Austro-Hungarian corps (IV, VI, VII, XIII,
XV, and XVI) and elements of two others (II and III), with an
additional corps (XII) against Romania. French sources indicated

100 Kazanskii to Schilling,  July , ibid., fo. .
101 See e.g. Sukhomlinov to Nicholas II,  July , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. ,

fos. –.
102 Quartermaster General Section to General Staff Chief,  July , ibid., fo. .
103 Dobrorolʹskii to Ronzhin,  July , MOEI , ser. , v. –.
104 Ermolov to Quartermaster General Section,  July , ibid. ; Intelligence

Summary, General Staff,  July , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. .



            

that the intent was to invade Serbia across a broad front, with
a subsequent advance to Kragujevac, nearly  kilometres south-
east of Belgrade.105 FromVienna Ambassador Nicholas Nikolaevich
Shebeko reported that ‘thus far in all eight corps are undergoing
mobilization, that is, half of the Austro-Hungarian army, and also
a portion of the navy’.106 For intelligence specialists within the Rus-
sian General Staff, these figures, even with latitude for variations in
reporting, gave rise to great concern. Eight corps (not counting XII
against Romania) exceeded the five to six that the comprehensive
intelligence estimate of /March  had considered necessary to
subdue Serbia, even if allied with Montenegro.107 Eight corps even
went beyond the seven that secret materials obtained the previous
year from ‘the late Agent ’ had stipulated for a war in the Balkans.
More troubling, eyewitness reports testified to supplementary mo-
bilizations and deployments, including VIII Corps at Prague and
IX Corps at Leitmeritz.108 At the same time, analysts would simply
assume on the basis of the experience of  and Habsburg military
doctrine that the three Austro-Hungarian corps in Galicia (I, X,
and XI) were undergoing covert mobilization and reinforcement.109

Therefore, the number of Austro-Hungarian corps approaching
wartime strength would not be eight, but thirteen!110 As circum-
stantial evidence mounted against the backdrop of an unfolding
crisis, it appears likely that by the evening of / July not only the
General Staff but also the Tsar and probably Sazonov assumed they
were witnessing a more threatening version of what had transpired
in late . Vienna had already declaredwar on Belgrade, and there
was little time to lose before the Russians lost their Liublin–Kholm–
Kovelʹ deployment line. Sazonov would later comment that by the
morning of / July ‘at army headquarters news was continually
arriving about mobilization on the Russian frontier in Galicia; we

105 Ignatʹev to Danilov,  July , MOEI , ser. , v. .
106 Shebeko to Sazonov,  July , AVPRI, f. , op.  (), d. , fos. , .
107 Danilov and Monkevits, Memorandum (Intelligence Summary),  Mar. ,

RGVIA, f.  (Shtab verkhovogo glavnokomanduiushchego [Stavka]), op. , d. ,
fos. ob–, and  n.

108 Vineken to Ogenkvar,  July , AVPRI, f. , op.  (), d. , fo. .
109 Lomnovskii to Ogenkvar,  July , RGVIA, f. , op. , d. , fo. ,

indicated that X Corps had called up its reservists already on  July.
110 Again not counting XII corps. The Intelligence Summary, Kiev military district,

 July , RGVIA, f.  (Shtab Iugo-zapadnogo fronta), op. , d. , fo. ,
indicated that thus far only V and XIV Corps and residual elements of II and III Corps
had not been mobilized.
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heard that the mobilization there had begun a few days earlier
and, so far as we knew, must have been completed’.111 The foreign
minister was only testifying to what key Russian decision-makers
thought they saw and understood, especially in the light of direct
experience and intelligence-informed perceptions.

Still, neither the Tsar nor Sazonov would abandon partial mobi-
lization as a fall-back option. The probable rationale is that, except
indirectly, Germany had not yet figured in the military picture.
General mobilization remained the main line of advance, but on
the morning of / July the Tsar would still sign decrees for
both general and partial mobilization, reserving for himself the
final word on which variant to implement. Austria-Hungary would
seemingly not be deterred, but thus far there had been no violation
of Serbian sovereignty, and several days might pass before forma-
tions in Galicia accrued sufficient strength to pre-empt Russian
deployments on the south face of the Warsaw military district. In
effect, the preliminary decision on the evening of / July for
general mobilization—but without taking partial mobilization off
the table—bought the Russians a brief interval during which they
might clarify information and, more importantly, assess the postures
of major players, especially Germany. While General Dobrorolʹskii
scurried around St Petersburg on / July to obtain the necessary
additional signatures for the general mobilization decree, Sazonov
might engage in dissimulation, telling the Austro-Hungarian am-
bassador only that a decree was being signed for ‘mobilization on
a considerable scale’.112 Meanwhile, on the afternoon of / July
Sazonov learnt that monitors had bombarded Belgrade, so another
major piece of the puzzle fell into place.113

There remained Germany, which at least initially appeared in-
different to Russian partial mobilization, and from which, as in
, emanated few indicators of preparation for impending con-
flict. Indeed, as late as / July the Russian intelligence estimate
pointedly noted, ‘according to information from France of  []
July, in Germany negligible preparatory measures are proceeding
on the railways and at border-crossing points; those [military per-

111 Sazonov, Vospominaniia, .
112 Szápáry to Berchtold,  July , in July : The Outbreak of the First World

War. Selected Documents, ed. Imanuel Geiss (London, ), .
113 Luigi Albertini, The Origins of the War of , trans. Isabella M. Massey,  vols.

(New York, –), ii. ; see also Shtrandtman to Sazonov,  July , MOEI ,
ser. , v. .



            

sonnel] on leave are returning to their units, and private orders are
forbidden for military flour millers’.114 However, as War Minister
Sukhomlinov had earlier asserted, the Russians understood that
Germany might mobilize in as few as five days.

From Foreign Minister Sazonov’s perspective, two factors ap-
peared to strip away the mask of seeming German complacency in
the face of a crisis that threatened European war. The first was the
growing intransigence of the German ambassador, Count Friedrich
von Pourtalès, who conferred with Sazonov three times on /
July and again during the early morning hours of / July. In
the first audience, at . hours, Pourtalès reminded the Russian
foreign minister of the dangers inherent in even a partial mobiliza-
tion, asserting, by way of a ‘friendly warning’, that ‘our obligations
to Austria’ are ‘well known’.115 About four hours later Pourtalès
returned, declaring that, ‘my government . . . could not regard the
order for Russian mobilization if it were imminent, as other than a
grave mistake’.116 More ominously, at about . hours Pourtalès
reappearedwith a telegram fromTheobold vonBethmannHollweg,
the German Imperial Chancellor, asserting that ‘if Russia continued
her military preparations, even though she did not proceed to mo-
bilize, Germany would find herself compelled to mobilize, in which
case she would immediately proceed to take the offensive’.117 This
comment, so reminiscent of Germany’s veiled ultimatum during the
Bosnian annexation crisis, stunned Sazonov. Meanwhile, the Tsar
had just opened direct telegraphic correspondence with Kaiser Wil-
helm, and Pourtalès’s threats appeared at variance with the more
pacific messages from the German Emperor.

It was this direct correspondence that temporarily injected a note
of confusion into Russian mobilization preparations that would
persist until the afternoon of the following day. By that time, the
mask of German ambiguity would have fallen away, and by that time
the second major factor, military intelligence, would have decisively

114 Intelligence Summary, General Staff,  July , RGVIA, f. , op. , d.
, fo. –ob.

115 Quoted in Albertini, The Origins of the War of , ii. .
116 Quoted ibid. ii. .
117 This is the exact wording as recorded by Schilling and archival excerpts from

his diary. See Excerpt, Foreign Office Diary,  July , AVPRI, f. , op. ,
d. /, fo. ob However, in citing the original instructions from Bethmann, the
German official records indicate a softer concluding phrase: ‘. . . and in that case a
European war could scarcely be prevented.’ See Bethmann Hollweg to Pourtalès, 
July , in July , ed. Geiss, .
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entered the picture for both Sazonov and the Tsar. In the interim,
the Tsar (through General Ianushkevich) ordered Dobrorolʹskii to
replace the telegrams for general mobilization with those for partial
mobilization, and Sazonov parleyed with Pourtalès in the early
morning hours of / July. When they failed to agree on a formula
to ensure Serbian sovereignty, the German ambassador responded
to Sazonov’s query about inconsistency between telegrams from
the Kaiser and the Imperial Chancellor, and once again raised the
question of Russian mobilization. Pourtalès ‘decidedly denied’ any
inconsistency and repeated his earlier ‘friendly warning’, this time
with an even harder edge. Pourtalès now referred ‘to the automatic
effect that the mobilization would have on us in consequence of the German–
Austrian alliance’. Sazonov replied that ‘the order for mobilization
could no longer possibly be retracted ’, citing as justification the threat
inherent in Austro-Hungarian mobilization.118

As the Tsar pondered the meaning and import of his imperial
cousin’s telegrams, the intelligence picture darkened appreciably.
Colonel Pavel Pavlovich Gudim-Levkovich, in transit on / July
to his attaché posting in Athens, reported through the Russian
legation in Berlin that he had observed heavy military traffic on the
German railways, including the transit of reservists.119 Reinforce-
ment for this observation came from Colonel Ignatʹev in Paris, who
reported via wireless the gradual mobilization of German troop
formations in Poznań and East Prussia. He added via conventional
telegraph that German frontier defences were being strengthened,
fortresses placed on a military footing, railways secured, border
crossings barricaded, and travellers subjected to interrogation. In
addition, Berlin was recalling from France all reservists younger
than the class of .120 That same morning Sazonov visited
the headquarters of the General Staff, where he found both War
Minister Sukhomlinov and General Staff Chief Ianushkevich in a
state of extreme agitation. They begged the foreignminister to inter-
cede with the Tsar to reinstate the order for general mobilization.121

During the afternoon of the same day, / July, Sazonov briefed
the Tsar for more than an hour, asserting that war was becoming

118 Pourtalès to Jagow, / July , in July , ed. Geiss, .
119 Nicolas de Basily, Memoirs (Stanford, Calif., ),  n.; repeated in Danilov,

Rossiia v mirovoi voine, .
120 Ignatʹev to Quartermaster General Section,  July , MOEI , ser. , v. –.
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inevitable, that Germany was set on a collision course, and that
the best recourse was ‘to meet war fully armed and under the
most favourable circumstances for ourselves’. Not without hesita-
tion, the Tsar approved the return to general mobilization, citing
as justification the already mobilized Austro-Hungarian army.122

His order went out almost immediately, with / July designated
as the first day of general mobilization.123 Three weeks later, the
Russian Fourth and Fifth Armies, initially outnumbered two to one,
would lose between a quarter and a half of their complement in a
ten-day series of battles to hold the Liublin–Kholm–Kovelʹ corridor
against two reinforced Austro-Hungarian armies. It was only after a
tactical withdrawal to the railway itself, followed by reinforcement,
regrouping, and resupply, that the Russians by early September
 (NS) were able to counter-attack and pursue in depth to drive
Conrad’s armies in Galicia to the brink of annihilation. In Russian
perspective, mobilization had come just in time.124

Conclusion

Importance of locale and the role of military readiness were sig-
nificant factors that linked the crises of  and  in Russian
perspective. What seems striking in retrospect was how a compara-
tively few troops in a comparatively few locations might skew the
entire military equation, creating sudden vulnerabilities and neces-
sitating far-reaching changes in planning and decision-making for
war. It is precisely for this reason that A. J. P. Taylor underscored
the importance of timetables in an age of mass armies. Of necessity
these armies were tethered to their railway infrastructure for mean-
ingful movement and sustenance. At the same time, a key aspect
of military readiness was the capacity for timely and effective troop
mobilization. If we are to believe the German Emperor through the
writings of Fritz Fischer and others, there were at least two pre-
requisites for success in any future German struggle for supremacy
on the Continent and its colonial hinterlands: English neutrality,

122 Ibid. .
123 The actual decree appears in Ianushkevich and Dobrorolʹskii to Sukhomlinov
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and the ability to blame the opposition, especially the Russians, for
mobilizing first. In  the Germans got half a loaf, something that
was virtually assured by the sheer size of the Russian Empire and
the inadequacy of its strategic railway network. That sprawl, when
coupled with diversity verging on unruliness, would wed the Russian
sovereign to various forms of intelligence simply to stay ahead of
potential opposition. As the events of  and  indicated, the
same would hold true of a military establishment contending both
with the tyranny of time and with its own version of sprawl and
numerous opponents. Under these circumstances, military intelli-
gence became an important muse for planners and decision-makers
alike, especially in crisis situations.
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The Balkan Inception Scenario:
Serbia and the Coming of War in 

C   C

Serbia occupies a paradoxical place in the literature on the outbreak
of the First World War. Austria-Hungary and Serbia were the two
original antagonists, whose quarrel ignited a Continental war. Yet
Serbia remains marginal to the historiography on the war’s origins.
It is, of course, central to the literature on the Sarajevo assassinations.
But scholars interested in the background to Sarajevo have tended
to focus on essentially forensic questions about the links between
the assassins, the Serbian irredentist networks, and agencies of the
Serbian state, most importantly, Serbian military intelligence, and
the foreknowledge or not of the Serbian Prime Minister Nikola
Pašić. And this literature, which includes excellent studies by Luigi
Magrini, Vladimir Dedijer, Friedrich Würthle, Dusan Bataković,
and others,1 has had little impact on the larger debate on the
outbreak of war. In a debate that has generally focused primarily
on Great Power politics, the assassination at Sarajevo has tended to

1 The evidence for Pašić’s knowledge before the fact is discussed in Luigi Albertini,
The Origins of the War of , trans. Isabella M. Massey,  vols. (Oxford, ), ii. –.
Albertini focuses on the testimony from Lj. Jovanović, reinforced by the supposition
that Ciganović was Pašić’s agent; Albertini’s collaborator Luciano Magrini added two
further testimonies from Pašić associates, recorded during the war: see id., Il dramma
di Seraievo: origini i responsabilità della guerra europea (Milan, ), –, –. Hans
Uebersberger, Österreich zwischen Russland und Serbien: Zur südslawischen Frage und der
Entstehung des Ersten Weltkrieges (Cologne, ), –, supplements this evidence with
a scribbled note in Pašić’s hand referring to ‘schoolboys’, ‘bombs’, and ‘revolvers’
found among the papers of the Serbian Foreign Ministry. Vladimir Dedijer’s extremely
detailed but not entirely reliable account of the background to the plot, The Road to
Sarajevo (London, ), concedes that Pašić probably knew in advance of the plot,
but proposes that he only did so because he was able to intuit its existence from
the incomplete information he had to hand. The more recent accounts, including
Friedrich Würthle’s very detailed Die Spur führt nach Belgrad (Vienna, ), offer a range
of interpretations, but add no new evidence to this corpus. For a powerful analysis of
the relationship between Pašić and the Black Hand see D. T. Bataković, ‘Nikola Pašić,
les radicaux et la “Main Noire”’, Balcanica,  (), –.



    

be dismissed as a mere pretext for the actuation of plans whose real
roots lay in Continental geopolitical conflicts. As Holger Herwig
and Richard Hamilton put it in their introduction to an important
recent study of the origins of the war: ‘the killings [at Sarajevo] by
themselves caused nothing. It was the use made of this event that
brought the nations to war.’2

In this essay I want therefore to leave to one side the questions
about Serbian complicity in the assassination of  June, which it
seems to me have been largely resolved, and broaden the frame of
the analysis to consider Serbia’s place in the geopolitical calculus
of the Franco-Russian alliance, and of the Entente powers as
a whole. Instead, I propose to isolate three pieces of causality
that may help us to connect Serbia as an issue in international
relations with the course and outcome of the crisis that broke out
in . The first is concerned with deepening French interest
during the autumn and winter of  in what one could call a
‘Balkan inception scenario’; the second focuses on the deepening
commitment of Russian foreign policy to Serbia between  and
; and the third relates to Franco-Russian and British reactions
to the asassinations at Sarajevo.

Let me begin with a conversation that took place in Paris on
 December  between Colonel Ignatʹev, the Russian military
attaché in Paris, and Alexandre Millerand, the French Minister of
War. Millerand raised the question of the Austrian troop reinforce-
ments on the Serbian and Galician frontiers. I cite from the letter
to the Russian Chief of Staff Yakov Zhilinskii, in which Ignatʹev
records the dialogue between them:

. What do you think is the objective of the Austrian mobilization?
 [i.e. Ignatʹev]. Predictions are difficult on this question, but undoubtedly

the Austrian preparations vis-à-vis Russia thus far have been defensive in
character.

. Fine, but don’t you think the occupation of Serbia3 was a direct
summons [vyzov] to you to wage war?

. I cannot answer this question, but I know that we have no desire for
a European war, or to take any steps that could provoke a European
conflagration.
2 Richard F. Hamilton and Holger Herwig, Decisions for War – (Cambridge,

), .
3 Millerand’s meaning here is uncertain, since there was no Austrian ‘occupation’

of Serbia in . He is probably referring to the Annexation of Bosnia, in which case
the term reported here may be Ignatʹev’s rather than Millerand’s.



       

. So, you’ll have to leave Serbia on her own? That of course is your
business. But it should be understood that this is not on account of our
fault. We are ready [My gotovy].4

Ignatʹev reported that Millerand seemed ‘perturbed’ and even ‘an-
noyed’ by his non-committal responses. But he understood the think-
ing behind the French minister’s position: ‘These declarations’, he
wrote to Zhilinskii, ‘can partly be explained by French fears that—in
the event of a French intervention [that is, a French military inter-
vention in a Continental conflict]—the Austrians, having crushed
the Serbs, would quickly move all their forces against us [Ignatʹev
means the Russians] and France would have to stand alone under
the attack of the German armies.’

There is surely something remarkable in this forcing of the pace
by the French Minister of War, a respected socialist politician and
a stranger to foreign affairs, whose career had been focused on old
age pensions, education, and the conditions of labour rather than on
geopolitical questions. Millerand was presumably acting on instruc-
tions from his premier and ForeignMinister, Raymond Poincaré. By
 Millerand, a close friend of Poincaré, whom he had known at
school, had become one of the leaders of the French national revival.
Widely admired for his tenacity, industry, and intense patriotism,
Millerand sought not only to build military morale and reinforce
the autonomy of the army command, but also to imbue the French
public with martial spirit.5 His words also reflected an attitude that
was widespread within the French leadership during the Balkan
winter crisis of –. The deputy chief of the French General
Staff, General Castelnau, spoke with Ignatʹev a few days later in
similar terms, telling the Russian attaché that he personally was

4 Ignatʹev to Zhilinskii (Chief of the Russian General Staff ), Paris,  Dec. ,
cited in V. I. Bovykin, Iz istorii vozniknoveniya pervoi mirovoi voiny: otnosheniya Rossii i
Frantsii v – gg (Moscow, ), .

5 On Millerand as Minister of War, January  to January , see Marjorie
M. Farrar, ‘Politics versus Patriotism: Alexandre Millerand as French Minister of
War’, French Historical Studies, / (), –; on the minister’s earlier career
as a moderate socialist see Leslie Derfler, Alexandre Millerand: The Socialist Years (The
Hague, ); for a balanced overview of the transition see Marjorie M. Farrar,
Principled Pragmatist: The Political Career of Alexandre Millerand (New York, ). There
are interesting reflections on the tensions in Millerand’s career in Antoine Prost,
Marie-Louise Goorgen, Noelle Gérome, and Danielle Tartakowsky, ‘Four French
Historians Review English Research on the History of French Labour and Socialism’,
Historical Journal , / (), –, esp. .



    

‘ready for war and even that he would like a war’. Indeed, Ignatʹev
reported, the French government as a whole was ‘in full readiness
to support us against Austria and Germany, not only by diplomatic
means but, if needed, by force of arms’. The reason for this readi-
ness lay, Ignatʹev believed, in French confidence that a Balkan war
would produce the most advantageous starting point for a broader
conflict, since it would obligeGermany to focus its militarymeasures
on Russia, ‘leaving the French in the rear’.6 Indeed, so enthuasiastic
were the messages coming from Paris in November and Decem-
ber  that Sazonov himself informally urged the French to calm
down.7

The co-ordinating will supporting this view of French security
was Raymond Poincaré. There had been many foreign ministers
and many premiers who had come and gone without leaving much
impression on French foreign policy. But Poincaré was an exception.
He used the combination of the premiership and theministerial post
in foreign affairs to ward off unwelcome influences. He turned up
often and early at work, an unequivocal signal of serious intentions
in the leisurely French Foreign Ministry of those days. He insisted
on reading and annotating dossiers and on opening his own mail;
it was rumoured that he sometimes wrote his own dispatches. He
had little patience with the self-importance of the ambassadors, who
tended, he grumpily observed in January , to adopt too easily
the point of view of the government to which they were accredited.8

In order to ensure that the Quai d’Orsay did not get out of hand,
Poincaré created an inner cabinet of trusted and loyal advisers, just
as Delcassé had done at the turn of the century.

During  Poincaré, who was then both PrimeMinister and For-
eign Minister of France, extended the remit of the Franco-Russian
alliance to cover the eventuality of a conflict that would ignite in the
Balkans—in all likelihood between Austria and its turbulent neigh-
bour, the kingdom of Serbia. On the day following his appointment,
Poincaré publicly declared that he would ‘maintain themost upright
relations with Russia’ and ‘conduct the foreign policy of France in

6 Ignatʹev to Zhilinskii, Paris,  Dec. , cited in Bovykin, Iz istorii vozniknoveniya,
.

7 Lucius to Bethmann Hollweg, St Petersburg,  Jan. , reporting a conversation
with Sazonov, Politisches Archiv-Auswärtiges Amt, Berlin, R .

8 Poincaré, ‘Notes journalières’,  Jan. , Bibliothèque Nationale, nafr ,
Poincaré MSS; M. B. Hayne, The French Foreign Office and the Origins of the First World
War (Oxford, ), ; John Keiger, Poincaré (Cambridge, ), –.



       

the fullest agreement with her ally’.9 It was highly unusual for in-
coming French foreign ministers to make programmatic statements
of this kind. In a series of conversations with Alexander Izvolʹskii
in Paris, Poincaré reassured the Russians that they could count on
French support in the event of a war arising from an Austro-Serbian
quarrel.10 The French government, he informed Izvolʹskii in No-
vember , had no reason to fear a ‘lack of support on [France’s]
part’.11

Tracing the evolution of this train of thought is not easy. Poincaré’s
visceral preoccupation with the threat posed by Germany was one
driving factor. He had been  years old when the Germans overran
his native Lorraine in , forcing his family to flee. His home town
Bar-le-Duc was occupied by the Germans for three years, pending
payment of the French indemnity. This did not mean that Poincaré
was a revanchiste in the mould of Boulanger, but he remained deeply
suspicious of the Germans; their efforts to achieve détente with
Russia and Francewere dismissed as snares and delusions. Salvation,
Poincaré believed, lay solely in the fortificationof theFranco-Russian
alliance, the keystone of French security.12 Poincaré also wanted to
prevent a relapse into the chaos of the Agadir Crisis, when parallel
policy threads had created confusion. Personality played a role here:
Poincaré loved clarity and pursued his objectives with remarkable
consistency. Critics saw in this determined pursuit of clearly defined
objectives evidence of a regrettable lack of flexibility. Poincaré’s
‘stiffness’ (raideur ), Paul Cambon argued, reflected his ‘inexperience
of diplomacy and the intellectual structure of the man of law’.13 His

9 Friedrich Stieve, Iswolski und der Weltkrieg: Aufgrund der neuen Dokumentenveröffentlichung
des Deutschen Auswärtigen Amtes (Berlin, ), .

10 On this issue see D. C. B. Lieven, Russia and the Origins of the First World War
(London, ), ; Albertini, Origins, i. –; Fritz Fischer, Der Krieg der Illusionen: Die
deutsche Politik von  bis  (Düsseldorf, ), ; Edward C. Thaden, Russia and the
Balkan Alliance of  (University Park, Penn., ), –; for Poincaré’s apologetic
account of these conversations, which he denied had any political significance, see
Raymond Poincaré, Au service de la France: neuf années de souvenirs,  vols. (Paris,
–), ii. .

11 Poincaré to Izvolʹskii, Paris,  Nov. , in Documents diplomatiques français, ed.
France, Ministère des Affaires Étrangères, ser. , vol. iv, doc. no. , pp. –.

12 Gerd Krumeich, Armaments and Politics in France on the Eve of the First World War: The
Introduction of the Three-Year Conscription –, trans. Stephen Conn (Leamington
Spa, ), .

13 Paul Cambon to Jules Cambon, Paris,  Nov. , in Archives du Ministère
Étrangère, Papiers d’agents—archives privées (henceforth AMAE PA-AP), , fos.
–, at .



    

brother Jules spoke of a ‘mind in which everything is numbered,
classed and recorded, as in a file’.14

But Poincaré was not alone in wishing to endow French security
policy with amore aggressive orientation. His rise to high office took
place against the background of a shift in the tone of French politics
after Agadir that historians have called the ‘Nationalist Revival’.
Republican politicians had tended, after the Dreyfus Affair, to adopt
a défenciste approach toFrench securitypolicy,markedbyanemphasis
on border fortifications, heavy artillery, and brief training stints for
an army conceptualized as the ‘nation-in-arms’. By contrast, the
years after Agadir saw France return to a policy that took account of
the professional interests of the army, accepted the need for longer
training periods and a more concentrated and efficient command
structure, and envisaged an unequivocally offensive approach to the
next war.15 At the same time, the pacifist and anti-militarist popular
mood that had prevailed in  made way for a more belligerent
attitude. Not all of France was inundated by the nationalist wave—it
was predominantly young, intelligent Parisians who embraced the
new bellicism—but the restoration of military strength became one
of the regenerating creeds of Republican politics.16

It was probably the Italian attack on Libya and the incipient
collapse of Ottoman power in Europe that prompted Poincaré to
incorporate the Balkans into his strategic thinking. As early asMarch
 he had told Izvolʹskii that the long-standing distinction between
local Balkan crises on the one hand and issues of broader geopolitical
significance ‘no longer had any practical importance’. Given the
current system of European alliances, it was difficult to imagine ‘an
event in the Balkans that would not affect the general equilibrium of
Europe’. ‘Any armed collision betweenRussia and Austria-Hungary
on account of Balkan affairs would constitute a casus foederis for the
Austro-German alliance; and this in turn would entail the activation
of the Franco-Russian alliance.’17

14 Jules Cambon to Paul Cambon, Berlin,  Dec. , AMAE PA-AP, , fos.
–.

15 Douglas Porch, The March to the Marne: The French Army, – (Cambridge,
), –. 16 Ibid.

17 Izvolʹskii to Sazonov, Paris,  Mar. , in Mikhail Nikolaevich Pokrovski
and Otto Hoetzsch (eds.), Die internationalen Beziehungen im Zeitalter des Imperialismus:
Dokumente aus den Archiven der zarischen und der provisorischen Regierung (henceforth IBZI ),
 vols. (Berlin, –), ser. , vol. ii/, doc. no. ; this reorientation of French policy
is discussed in much greater detail in the excellent study by Stefan Schmidt, Frankreichs



       

In a conversation with the Russian ambassador, Izvolʹskii, in the
second week of September , when the First Balkan War was
clearly in sight but had not yet begun, the French Prime Minister
foresaw that an attack by Austria-Hungary on Serbia might ‘force
Russia to give up its passive role’. Should it be necessary for Rus-
sia to mount a military intervention against Austria-Hungary, and
should this intervention trigger an intervention by Germany (which
was inevitable, given the terms of the Dual Alliance), ‘the French
government would recognize this in advance as a casus foederis and
would not hesitate for one moment to fulfil the obligations which
it has incurred in respect of Russia’. Six weeks later, with the war
well underway, Izvolʹskii reported to Sazonov that Poincaré was
‘not afraid’ of the idea that it might prove necessary to ‘initiate a
war under certain circumstances’ and that he was confident that
the states of the Triple Entente would prevail. This confidence, Iz-
volʹskii added, was based on a detailed analysis of respective combat
strengths by the French General Staff.18 These strong messages of
supportwere not reserved for theRussians. In a conversationwith the
Italian ambassador, Poincaré reiterated his assurance that ‘should
the Austro-Serbian conflict lead to a general war, Russia could count
entirely on the armed support of France’.19 This was music to the
ears of at least someRussian officials; as Ignatʹev commented in letter
to Zhilinskii, it was important that French interest in the Balkans be
encouraged, because if one could ‘foresee a possibility of European
war because of the Balkan events, it is better for us in advance . . .
to encourage France to realize that our local conflict with Austria
because of the Turkish legacy is the beginning of the solution of the
Slavic–Germanic struggle in which France should connect its fate
with the Slavic interest.’20

Was Poincaré aware of the risks entailed in supporting Russian
policy in the Balkans? A conversation between the French premier
and Foreign Minister Sazonov during a visit to St Petersburg in
August  is illuminating on this point. Poincaré was aware that

Außenpolitik in der Julikrise: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Ausbruchs des Ersten Weltkriegs
(Munich, ), esp. –.

18 Izvolʹskii to Sazonov, Paris,  Oct. , cited in Bovykin, Iz istorii vozniknove-
niya, .

19 Izvolʹskii to Sazonov,  Nov. , IBZI , ser. , vol. iv/, doc. nos.  and .
20 Ignatʹev to Zhilinskii,  Oct. , in Russian State Military Historical Archive

(henceforth RGVIA), f. —Military Agent in France, op. , d. —Reports to
GUGSh on the French army, fo. .



    

the Serbs and the Bulgarians had signed a treaty, because Izvolʹskii
had informed him of it in April, but he had no idea of what the
treaty contained.21 When the French Foreign Ministry had asked
St Petersburg for clarification, there had been no reply (Sazonov
later claimed that he had delayed sending the text to Poincaré for
fear that parts of it might be leaked to the French press).22 Dur-
ing an interview in August with Sazonov in St Petersburg, Poincaré
asked the question again. Sazonov produced the text in Russian and
translated it for the French Prime Minister. The details came as
something of a shock, especially the stipulations regarding simulta-
neous mobilizations against Turkey and, if necessary, Austria, not
to mention the reference to the partition of lands still lying deep
inside Ottoman Macedonia and, perhaps most disturbingly, the role
assigned to Russia as the arbiter in all future disputes, a role, Poin-
caré noted, that ‘appears in every line of the convention’. The notes
Poincaré jotted down after the meeting convey something of his
discomfiture:

It seems that the treaty contains the seeds not only of a war against Turkey but
of a war against Austria. Moreover, it establishes the hegemony of Russia over
the Slav kingdoms, since Russia is identified as the arbiter in all questions. I
remark to M. Sazonov that this convention does not correspond in the least
to the information that I had been given about it, that, if the truth be told, it
is a convention of war, and that it not only reveals the ulterior motives of the
Serbs and the Bulgarians, but also gives reason to fear that their hopes are
being encouraged by Russia . . .23

Poincaré was not alone in taking fright at the scale of Russian
involvement in Balkan politics. Jean Doulcet, a counsellor at the
French embassy in St Petersburg, also noted at around the same
time that the Balkan agreements were in effect ‘treaties of partition’;
Russian support for them suggested that ‘the Russians are prepared
to take no account whatsoever of Austria and to proceed towards

21 Risto Ropponen, Die Kraft Russlands: Wie beurteilte die politische und militärische
Führung der europäischen Grossmächte in der Zeit von  bis  die Kraft Russlands?
(Helsinki, ), .

22 Krumeich, Armaments and Politics, ; Philip E. Mosely, ‘Russian Policy in –’,
Journal of Modern History,  (), –, at ; Sergei Dmitrievich Sazonov, Les
Années fatales: souvenirs de M. S. Sazonov (Paris, ), .

23 Poincaré, ‘Entretien avec M. Sazonoff’, Aug. , AMAE, AE NS Russie, ,
fos. –, –. For Sazonov’s account of the same meeting, which notes the French
minister’s displeasure but observes that he soon found good reasons for appreciating
the ‘great political importance of the Serbo-Bulgarian treaty’, see Sazonov, Les Années
fatales, .



       

the liquidation of Turkey without concerning themselves with her
[i.e. Austria’s] interests’.24

At this point, one might have expected Poincaré to begin enter-
taining doubts about the wisdom of supporting St Petersburg in the
Balkans. But his discovery of how deeply the Russians had already
ensconced themselves in the turbulent affairs of the Peninsula seems
to have had the opposite effect. Perhaps it was simply a matter of
recognizing that in view of the general complexion of Russian policy,
a future Balkan conflict was not just likely but virtually certain, and
therefore needed to be incorporated into the horizons of the alli-
ance. A further factor was Poincaré’s belief, shared by parts of the
French military, that a war of Balkan origin was the scenario most
likely to trigger full Russian participation in a joint campaign against
Germany. An Austro-Serbian war would—so Poincaré’s military
advisers told him—tie down between a half and two-thirds of Aus-
trian forces, releasing large contingents of Russian troops for service
against Germany, thereby forcing Germany to deploy more of its
troops to the east and taking some of the pressure off the French
army in the west.25

* * *

That was the first piece of causality. To introduce the second, I
shall cite a letter of May  from Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Sazonov to the Russian minister in Belgrade, Nikolai Hartwig. In
this letter, whose contents were passed to the Serbian PrimeMinister
Nikola Pašić, Sazonov sketched an overview of recent Balkan events
and their significance for Serbia. ‘Serbia’, he remarked, had only
completed ‘the first stage of its historical path’—he was referring
to the First Balkan War and Serbian territorial acquisitions in that
conflict:

In order to reach its destination it must still undergo a terrible struggle, in
which its entire existence is placed in question. . . . Serbia’s promised land
lies in the territory of today’s Austria-Hungary and not in the direction in
which it currently strives, where the Bulgarians block its path. Under these
circumstances it is in the vital interest of Serbia . . . to place itself through
determined and patient work in a condition of readiness for the inescapable

24 Notes on various conversations, St Petersburg,  Aug. , AMAE Papiers Jean
Doulcet, vol. xxiii, Saint Petersbourg IV, Notes personnelles, –, fo. .

25 Ropponen, Die Kraft Russlands, .



    

future struggle. Time is working for Serbia and for the downfall of her enemies,
who already show clear signs of decomposition.26

What is interesting about this letter is not just the candour with
which Sazonov deflected Serbian aggression away from Bulgaria
in the direction of Austria-Hungary, but also his claim that in do-
ing so he was merely acquiescing in the verdict of History, which
had already decided that the days of the Habsburg polity were
numbered. We often encounter such narratives of inevitable Aus-
trian decline in the rhetoric of Entente statesmen, and it is worth
noting how useful they were. They served to legitimize the armed
struggle of the Serbs, who appeared in them as the heralds of a fore-
ordained modernity destined to sweep away the obsolete structures
of the dual monarchy, while occluding the superabundant evidence
that, whereas the Austro-Hungarian Empire was one of the centres
of European cultural, administrative, and industrial modernity, the
Balkan states, and especially Serbia, were still locked in a spiral of
economic backwardness and declining productivity. But the most
important function of such master narratives was that they enabled
decision-makers to hide, even from themselves, their responsibility
for the outcomes of their actions. If the future was already mapped
out, then politics no longer meant choosing among options, each of
which implied a different future. The task was rather to align one-
self with the impersonal, forward momentum of a historical process
whose outcome was already inevitable.

In the spring and summer of , whenRaymond Poincaré began
mooting the idea of extending the remit of the alliance to cover the
eventuality of a Balkan inception scenario, Bulgaria, not Serbia, was
still the traditional client and the preferred partner. Its geographical
location was more significant and sensitive than Serbia’s, given its
proximity to both the Black Sea and the Bosporus. There is no
need in this context to chart the rather haphazard process by which
Russian foreign policy between the autumn of  and the winter
of – oriented itself away from Sofia and towards Belgrade.
Suffice it to say that this reorientation occurred, and that it had
profound effects on the situation along the Austro-Serbian frontier.27

26 Sazonov to Hartwig, cited in Stieve, Iswolski, .
27 On the reorientation of Russian Balkan policy in these years see Andrew Rossos,

Russia and the Balkans: Inter-Balkan Rivalries and Russian Foreign Policy – (Toronto,
), –, ; Wolfgang-Uwe Friedrich, Bulgarien und die Mächte – (Stuttgart,
), –.



       

This was not a linear process, and it never implied unconditional
support for Serbia, but in the arduous diplomatic horse-trading that
followed the First and especially the Second Balkan War, it soon
became clear that Russia had abandoned the Leaguist policy of
autumn  in favour of a policy focused more narrowly on support
for the objectives of Serbia.

In the Balkan Crisis of spring , when Serbia and Bulgaria fell
out over the distribution of the Macedonian territories conquered
by Serbia during the First Balkan War, Sazonov gravitated at first
towardsBulgaria andblamedSerbia for refusing to vacate thoseparts
ofMacedonia that hadbeenpromised toBulgaria before thewar. But
by the end of March  the Russian Foreign Minister had swung
back to Belgrade and was urging Sofia to make concessions. When
he learnt that the Bulgarians were about to recall their ambassador
in Belgrade, Andrey Toshev, Sazonov flew into a rage and accused
the Bulgarians of acting under the instructions of Vienna; thanks
to their ‘impertinence towards Russia and Slavdom’, the Bulgarians
were throwing themselves ‘into ruin’.28 The Bulgarians agreed not
to recall Ambassador Toshev and the quarrel was patched up, but
there was a lasting Russian reorientation away from Sofia. It helped
that the Bulgarians were the ones to commence hostilities on  June
, since Sazonov had repeatedly warned that whoever started the
next war was going to pay a heavy price. (Yet the Russians had a
hand in this, too, since Hartwig had instructed Nikola Pašić under
no circumstances to take the initiative, but to wait for a Bulgarian
attack.)

At the same time, there was a shift in Russian policy vis-à-vis
Romania. During the First Balkan War Sazonov had interceded
with Bucharest to ensure that there was no opportunist Romanian
assault onBulgarian territory—hewas referring to theDobrudja, the
border region claimed by both states. In the early summer of ,
by contrast, when the Serbo-Bulgarian agreement on Macedonia
broke down, Sazonov let it be known in Bucharest that Russia would
not take action if Romania intervened against the aggressor in a
Serbo-Bulgarian war.29 This was the firmest step against Bulgaria
hitherto; it made the Russian position unprecedentedly clear.

StPetersburg’s adoptionof amoreexclusivelypro-Serbianposition

28 Sazonov to Bobchev,  June , cited in Ivan T. Teodorov, Balkanskite voini,
– gg.: istoricheski, politicheski, diplomaticheski i strategicheski ocherk (Sofia, ), .

29 Rossos, Russia and the Balkans, ; Teodorov, Balkanskite voini, , .



    

was reinforced by financial developments. In the aftermath of the
Second Balkan War the belligerent states were, as the Carnegie
Foundation’s Report on the Balkan wars put it, in the condition of
‘beggars [who] are seeking to borrow money to pay their debts
and build up again their military and productive forces’.30 None
was in a more parlous condition than Bulgaria, which had just
fought a war against four opponents at devastating human and
economic cost (Bulgaria suffered , casualties in the second
war, more than its four opponents combined).31 Under the new
Liberal premier Vasil Radoslavov, who entered office at the head of
a coalition government on  July , the Bulgarian government
put out requests for a massive credit. Vienna was the first to respond,
with a small advance of  million francs, at the end of October
, but this amount was not even enough to enable the Bulgarian
government to continue servicing its debts. Despite assurances that
Sofia would assign the Dardanelles in perpetuity to the Russian
sphere of influence, St Petersburgwas unwilling to help out. Sazonov
took the view that Russia must withhold any financial assistance to
Sofia for as long as the Radoslavov government, which he viewed as
hostile to Russia, remained in power. Russia was in any case in no
condition to issue credits on the scale required by Sofia, even if it had
wished to do so.More important, therefore, was the pressure applied
to France, which still had access to substantial reservoirs of finance
capital, to follow theRussian line andwithhold support from Sofia.32

Not that the French needed much persuading. They had been
channelling politically motivated finance into Belgrade since the
Austro-Serbian ‘pig war’. International lending was an established
and highly effective instrument of French diplomacy. André de
Panafieu, the French minister in Sofia, captured the relationship
between money and foreign policy when he observed in a dispatch
of  January  that as long as Sofia remained on friendly terms
withVienna, it would always be easy to think of reasons to turn down
a Bulgarian loan.33 Predictably, perhaps, it was the Germans who

30 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (ed.), Report of the International
Commission to Enquire into the Causes and Conduct of the Balkan Wars (Washington,
), .

31 Richard C. Hall, The Balkan Wars –: Prelude to the First World War (London,
), . 32 Friedrich, Bulgarien und die Mächte, –.

33 ‘. . . il nous sera aisé de trouver cent raisons pour une pour refuser de lui prêter
notre appui financiel’: Panafieu to Pichon, Sofia,  Jan. , DDF , ser. , vol. ix,
doc. no. , pp. –.



       

came to the rescue. BymidMarch  theGerman government had
agreed to support a Bulgarian loan backed by German banks. This
did not reflect some long-laidGerman plan to drawBulgaria into the
clutches of the ‘Triple Alliance’—during the summer the Germans
also offered large loans under generous conditions to Serbia.34 It just
happened that whereas the Serbs already had a strong line of credit
and had no intention of accepting any offer that might cast doubt
on the strength of their commitment to the Entente, the Bulgarians
were desperate. The French made a last-minute counter-offer, but
it came too late to turn the game around, and it was the German
loan that ultimately won out, after tortuous negotiations to secure
improved terms.35 Amidst scenes of uproar, the German finance
package was passed, if that is the right word, by the Bulgarian So-
branje (the national parliament) on  July . In reality the bill
was neither read, nor discussed, nor formally voted. At the close of
the meeting, the government simply announced that it had been
passed by the House. The opposition reacted by accusing the go-
vernment of selling the country and ‘hurling books and inkstands
at the heads of the ministers’. Prime Minister Radoslavov was seen
calling for order and brandishing a revolver.36 The loan had become
a dangerous tool wielded by the alliance blocs. This weaponiza-
tion of international credit was nothing new, but its deployment in
this instance locked Bulgaria into the policy of the Triple Alliance,
just as Serbia had been integrated into the political system of the
Entente.

What was underway in the Balkans was nothing less than the
reversal of the old pattern of allegiances. In the past Russia had
backed Bulgaria, while Austria-Hungary looked to Belgrade and
Bucharest. By  this arrangement had been turned inside out.
Serbia was now Russia’s salient in the Balkans. There was nothing
necessary or natural about this state of affairs. In  Aehrenthal
had railed against Russia’s ‘mad claim’ to act as protectress of
Serbia, even in situations where no Serbian Question touching on

34 Malenic to Pašić, Berlin,  June , Arkhiv Srbije, Ministerstvo Inostrannykh
Dela—Politicko Odelenje (henceforth MID-PO), , fos. –.

35 Matthew A. Yokell, ‘Sold to the Highest Bidder: An Investigation of Diplomacy
Regarding Bulgaria’s Entry into World War I’ (MA thesis, University of Rich-
mond, Va., ), –, online at 〈https://dspace.lasrworks.org/bitstream/handle/
//HIS-YokellMatthew.pdf ?sequence=〉 [accessed  Apr. ]; Dard to
Doumergue, Sofia,  May , DDF , ser. , vol. x, doc. no. , p. .
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the interests of the Powers had arisen.37 He had a point. Russia’s
claim to act on behalf of its Orthodox Balkan ‘children’ was nothing
more than a populist justification for a policy designed to weaken
Austria-Hungary, win popularity at home, and secure hegemony
on the Balkan hinterland to the Turkish Straits. The doctrine of
pan-Slavism may have been popular with the Russian nationalist
press, but it was no more legitimate as a platform for political
action than Hitler’s concept of Lebensraum. Nor was it in any sense
a coherent foundation for policy, since the Bulgarians, too, were
Orthodox Slavs and the Romanians, though Orthodox, were not
Slavs. Russia’s commitment to Serbia was driven by power politics,
not by the diffuse energies of pan-Slavism. It created a dangerous
asymmetry in relations between the two Balkan great powers, for
Austria-Hungary possessed no comparable salient on the periphery
of the Russian Empire.

It is difficult to quantify, but impossible to deny, the galvaniz-
ing effect of the Russian commitment on the Serbian kingdom. In
February  Pašić returned from his visit to Russia ‘completely
intoxicated and touched to the depth of his soul’ by the favour shown
to him by the Russian Tsar:

In every word of your Tsar [Pašić told the Russian minister in Belgrade],
I felt the particular benevolence of His Imperial Majesty for Serbia; for us
this was a valuable reward for our unalterable veneration for Russia, whose
advice in all matters of foreign policy I have unswervingly followed. The good
will of the Tsar is in our eyes also a guarantee for a bright future for Serbia,
which, without the powerful moral help of Russia would be in no position to
overcome the difficulties which the neighbouring monarchy, always hostile to
Serbia, creates for us at every turn.38

Thedispatches fromSpalajković inStPetersburg conveyedanalmost
exultant confidence in the strength of Russian support. The Tsar
‘declared his sympathies for Serbia’, Spalajković reported after a
meeting with the Russian sovereign on  January , ‘and assured
me that this was true of all the Russian nation and especially of that
part that has the influence to make decisions’.39 The ‘entire Russian
press is pro-Serb’, he reported on  March. Criticism of the Serbs
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in the Bulgarian press received extremely hostile attention in the
Russian papers. ‘Once it was the Bulgarians who had influence over
the Russian press, now it’s our turn’, he declared. M. Descos, the
French envoy in Belgrade, registered the new mood of confidence
in the kingdom. It was noteworthy, Descos wrote, that ‘M. Pašić,
who is usually so modest, seems to want to arrogate to himself a
certain authority in Balkan affairs—perhaps he thinks the moment
has come for Serbia to take a leadership role’. On the other hand,
Descos added, the Serbian leader lives ‘in such close contact with
the Russian minister that it is difficult to distinguish the latter from
those [Serbian] statesmen whose ideas dominate the issue’.40

It is worth pondering just briefly on the role played by the Russian
minister, the violently Austrophobic pan-Slav blowhard who headed
the Russian legation in Belgrade from autumn  until his sudden
death from a heart attack during a visit to BaronGiesl in theAustrian
legation on the night of  July. Hartwig, an energetic and intelli-
gent envoy who had been trained in the Asiatic Department of the
Russian ForeignMinistry, a subculture characterized by a preference
for assertive positions and ruthless methods, worked hard to push
Belgrade into taking up more assertive positions against Vienna,
and to champion a more active Russian policy on the Balkan Pen-
insula. Hartwig also established relations of extraordinary intimacy
with Pašić—the two men met almost daily. ‘Your beard is consulting
with our beard’, the officials of the Serbian Foreign Ministry would
jokingly comment to the junior diplomats of the Russian mission.
According to the chargé d’affaires at the Russian legation, Basil von
Strandmann,whohappens tohavebeenadistant relative ofHartmut
Pogge von Strandmann, a co-editor of this volume, ‘no one believed
that secrets were possible in relation to the political goals shared by
[Russia and Serbia]’.41

Toshev, the Bulgarian minister in the Serbian capital, was exag-
gerating, of course, when he claimed that ‘step by step’ Hartwig
‘had [taken] into his own hands the actual direction of the [Ser-
bian] kingdom’.42 (The Bulgarians tended, understandably, to be
paranoid about the Russian minister.) But there is no question that

40 M. Descos, Ministre de France à Belgrade, à M. Doumergue, Ministre des Affaires
Étrangères, Belgrade,  Apr. , DDF , ser. , vol. x, doc. no. , pp. –.

41 V. N. Strandmann, Balkanske uspomene, trans. from the Russian into Serbian by
Jovan Kachaki (Belgrade, ), ; I am grateful to Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann
for drawing my attention to this interesting memoir.

42 Cited in Rossos, Russia and the Balkans, .



    

Hartwig occupied a position of unrivalled influence in Belgrade’s
political life. Hartwig’s popularity at the court of Tsar Nicholas II
and the general lack of vigorous control or scrutiny from St Peters-
burg meant, as Strandmann ruefully noted, that he was relatively
free to elaborate his own extreme views, even when these conflicted
with the official signals emanating from the ministry. There were
intermittent tensions between Hartwig and his political masters, to
be sure, but at decisive moments Sazonov always backed his mi-
nister in Belgrade against his detractors. What is more, Sazonov
came increasingly to support Hartwig’s view of Balkan policy. In a
posthumous appreciation of hisRussian colleague’s work, the French
minister in Belgrade, M. Descos, wrote that Hartwig had died on
 June , during the second week of the July Crisis, at the very
moment when his ‘indomitable will’ had triumphed by ‘imposing on
Serbism his absolute authority, and on Europe the Serbian question
in the violent form dear to his heart’.43

* * *

Which brings me to my third piece of causality: on  July , in
conversation with a retired Austrian diplomat, the Russian ambas-
sador in Vienna learnt that the Austrians were drawing up a note
listing ‘harsh’ demands to be made of Belgrade, though it was as yet
unclearwhat these demandswould be. Shebeko’s telegram reporting
this sensational news went straight via the Russian Foreign Minis-
try in St Petersburg to Tsar Nicholas II. To it the Tsar appended a
striking comment: ‘In my view, no country can present demands to
another, unless it has already decided to wage war.’

This was an extraordinary response, because it in effect denied
Vienna’s right to insist on any kind of satisfaction from Belgrade. If
one tracks the commentary on Sarajevo through the Russian diplo-
matic traffic, one sees how quickly the Russian policymakers pieced
together a highly partisan narrative of events that effectively denied
Austria the right to any form of redress. The Russian narrative went
like this. Franz Ferdinand had in recent years been little more than
a stooge of Kaiser Wilhelm II (as Shebeko reported from Vienna).
Inasmuch as there was any genuine anti-Serbian feeling in Vienna
after the assassinations, this was the work of ‘German elements’

43 Descos to Viviani, Belgrade,  July , DDF , ser. , vol. x, doc. no. ,
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(Shebeko made no mention of the important role played by Croats
in the anti-Serbian demonstrations that followed the assassinations,
though in a later dispatch he added mysteriously that ‘Bulgarian
elements’ were also involved). The German ambassador Heinrich
von Tschirschky in particular, Shebeko reported on  July, was do-
ing his best to ‘exploit the sad event’ by stirring up public opinion
against Serbia and Russia (in fact Tschirschky was at this time doing
exactly the opposite; he was urging caution on all and sundry, much
to the chagrin of the Emperor in Berlin; only later did he change
tack).44 From Belgrade, Hartwig reported that all the claims of the
Austro-Hungarian authorities were false: there was no Schadenfreude
in Serbia—on the contrary, the entire Serbian nation was moved
to sympathy by the appalling murders at Sarajevo; the Belgrade-
based networks that had supposedly helped the terrorists in their
plot against the Archduke did not exist; Čabrinović had not got
his bomb or his weapon from the Kragujevac armoury; and so on.
The allegation that the Austrians were manufacturing evidence was
important, not just because it recalled the scandal of the Friedjung
Trials, still remembered in Serbia, or because it was false (though it
certainly was), but because it implied that Vienna was deliberately
manipulating the shootings at Sarajevo into the pretext for an assault
on Belgrade motivated by predatory expansionism.45 And behind
all these machinations, supposedly, were the Germans, who, as the
Russian envoy in Sofia remarked,might well see in the current events
the chance to launch a premptive attack on their eastern neighbour
and thereby halt the growing military preponderance of the Franco-
Russian alliance.46 A chain of arguments was born—weeks before
the war had even broken out!—that would enjoy a long afterlife in
the historical literature.

From all this it naturally followed, in the eyes of the Russian policy-
makers, that Austria had no right to take actions of any kind against
Serbia. Axiomatic to the Russian position was the contention that
a sovereign state could not be made responsible for the actions of
private persons on foreign soil, especially as the persons in question
were ‘immature anarchists’—the Russian sources scarcely ever refer

44 Shebeko to Sazonov, Vienna,  June and (bis)  July , IBZI , ser. , vol. viii,
doc. nos. , , , pp. , , .

45 Hartwig to Sazonov, Belgrade,  June , IBZI , ser. , vol. iv, doc. no. , p. ;
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46 Bronewsky to Sazonov, Sofia,  July , IBZI , ser. , vol. iv, doc. no. , p. .



    

to the Serbian or South Slav nationalist orientation of the assassins.47

It would be wrong and mistaken in any case to hold an entire race
responsible for the misdeeds of individuals committed on foreign
soil.48 It was ‘unfair’, Shebeko told a British colleague in Vienna on 
July, for the Austrians even to accuse Serbia of having ‘indirectly fa-
voured by her antipathy the plot to which theArchduke fell victim’.49

A conversation of  July between Sazonov and the Austrian chargé
d’affaires in St Petersburg, Otto von Czernin, reveals how short was
the tether that Russian policy was prepared to allow Vienna after
Sarajevo. Czernin had mentioned the ‘possibility’ that the Austro-
Hungarian government might ‘demand the support of the Serbian
government in an investigation within Serbia of the latest assassin-
ation’. Sazonov’s response was to warn the Austrian diplomat that
this step would ‘make a very bad impression in Russia’. The Austri-
ans should drop this idea, ‘lest they set their foot upon a dangerous
path’.50 In a conversation of  June with Fritz Szapary, who had
meanwhile returned to St Petersburg after a period of leave spent
nursing his dying wife in Vienna, Sazonov asserted the same view
in even more trenchant terms, announcing that ‘no proof that the
Serbian government had tolerated such machinations would ever
be produced’.51

This framing of events was important, because it was part of
the process by which Russia decided how to respond in the event
of Austrian measures against Serbia. The blood-deed at Sarajevo,

47 Sverbeyev (ambassador to Berlin) to Sazonov,  July , IBZI , ser. , vol. iv,
doc. no. , p. .
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p. .
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Origins of the War (henceforth BD), ed. G. P. Gooch and Harold Temperley,  vols.
(London, –), vol. xi, doc. no. , pp. –.

50 Carlotti to San Giuliano, St Petersburg,  July , IBZI , ser. , vol. iv, doc.
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whose morally abhorrent character could be accepted as a given,
was to be surgically separated from its Serbian context in order
to expose Austria’s putative intention to ‘exploit the crime for the
purpose of delivering a mortal blow against Belgrade’.52 This was,
of course, a very Russian view of events, pervaded with historic
sympathy for the heroic struggle of the Serbian ‘little brothers’. But
since itwas theRussianswhowoulddeterminewhether andwhen the
Austro-Serbian quarrel justified their own intervention, it was their
view of the question that countedmost. And there was little reason to
expect that the other Entente powers would insist on amore rigorous
form of arbitration. The French government had already granted
St Petersburg carte blanche in the matter of an Austro-Serbian
conflict. Without having looked into the matter himself, Poincaré
adamantly denied any link between Belgrade and the asassinations.
In an interesting conversation on  July  with Count Szécsen,
the Austrian ambassador in Paris, the French President compared
the murders at Sarajevo with the assassination of French President
Sadi Carnot by an Italian anarchist in . It was a gesture that
seemed to express fellow feeling, but was, in fact, intended to frame
the Sarajevo outrage as the act of an aberrant individual for which
no political agency, and certainly no sovereign state, could be held
liable. Szécsen replied by reminding the President, in vain, that the
assassination of Carnot had borne ‘no relation to any anti-French
agitation in Italy, whereas one must now admit that in Serbia they
have been agitating against the Monarchy for years using every
permitted and illicit means’.53

Even the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, was willing
to buy into, or at least acquiesce in, this reading of events. Grey had,
on occasion, expressed a theoretical interest in establishing whether
Austria or Serbia was the provocateur, on the grounds that British
public opinion would never support a war by the Triple Entente
on behalf of a Serbian aggressor.54 But he had been very vague
about how one might go about adjudicating such a quarrel, and his
comments in the early days after the assassinations did not suggest

52 Thus Shebeko verbally to Berchtold on  July in Vienna; see N. Shebeko,
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that he intended to hold the Russians to very stringent criteria. On
 July Count Benckendorff, the Russian ambassador in London,
remarked to Edward Grey that he ‘did not see on what a démarche
against Servia could be founded’. The Foreign Secretary’s reply was
characteristically tentative:

I said that I did not know what was contemplated. I could only suppose that
some discovery made during the trial of those implicated in the murder of
the Archduke for instance, that the bombs had been obtained in Belgrade
might, in the eyes of the Austrian Government, be foundation for a charge
of negligence against the Servian Government. But this was only imagination
and guess on my part.

Count Benckendorff said that he hoped that Germany would restrain
Austria. He could not think that Germany would wish a quarrel to be
precipitated.55

Greymade (or recorded) no reply to this last point, which was of con-
siderable importance because it placed the onus upon Germany to
restrain its ally, and glibly accepted the inevitability of a ‘quarrel’—
meaning in this context a war among the Great Powers—in the
event that it should fail to do so. The same argument was conveyed
more explicitly in a telegram from Vienna that reached Grey on the
following day. It described a conversation between the British am-
bassador to Vienna, Maurice de Bunsen, and his Russian colleague
Shebeko, in which the Russian announced that he could not believe
that Austria would be foolish enough to allow itself to be ‘rushed into
war’, ‘for an isolated combat with Servia would be impossible and
Russia would be compelled to take up arms in defence of Servia.
Of this there could be no question. A Servian war meant a general
European war.’56

Within ten days the Russians had established a seamless counter-
narrative of the event at Sarajevo. There were contradictions in the
picture, to be sure. As one Austrian diplomat pointed out, it made no
sense for the Russians to say, on the one hand, that the South Slavs
of Bosnia-Herzegovina were united in their loathing of Habsburg
tyranny and on the other to complain at the attacks on Serbian
property there by crowds of angry Croats. And the Russian assertion
that Serbia wished nothing more than to live in peace and harmony
with its neighbour sat uncomfortably with Sazonov’s earlier assur-
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ances to Pašić (viaHartwig) that Serbia would soon inherit the South
Slav lands of the crumbling Habsburg Empire. Spalajković’s widely
reported claim to the press in St Petersburg that theBelgrade govern-
ment had warned Vienna of the assassination plot in advance raised
awkward questions, disregarded by theRussians, about Serbian fore-
knowledge. Above all, the entire history of Russia’s sponsorship of
Serbian expansionism and of Balkan instability in general was elided
from view. Conspicuously missing from the picture was, finally, any
acknowledgementofRussia’s own linkswith theSerbianundergound
networks. After the war, Colonel Artamonov, the Russian military
attaché in Belgrade, candidly admitted his close prewar relationship
with Apis. He even admitted that he had supplied the head of the
Black Hand with funds in support of their espionage operations in
Bosnia, though he denied any foreknowledge of the plot to kill the
Archduke.57

In any case, it was already clear that neither London nor Paris
intended to challenge the Russian version of events. An unpopular,
warmongering martinet had been cut down by citizens of his own
country driven to frenzy by years of humiliation and ill-treatment.
And now the corrupt, collapsing, and yet supposedly rapacious
regime he had represented intended to blame his unregretted death
on a blameless and peaceful Slav neighbour. Framing the event at
Sarajevo in this way was not in itself tantamount to formulating
a decision for action. But it removed some of the obstacles to a
Russian military intervention in the event of an Austro-Serbian
conflict. The Balkan inception scenario had become an imminent
possibility.

One might add that these arguments—or perhaps ‘assumptions’
would be a better word for them, since they were mostly presented
as self-evident, a priori truths—created an environment in which it
was unlikely, to put it mildly, that the Austrians would ever be able to
secure compliance from Belgrade. Serbian government personnel
andofficials gave abundant indicationduring the first days andweeks
of their absolute refusal to offer satisfaction or even meaningful co-
operation on the urgent issues thrown up by the assassinations,
mainly because, asMark Cornwall pointed out in a brilliant essay on
the subject, they decided to stick with the fiction that official Serbia

57 Bernadotte Everly Schmitt, Interviewing the Authors of the War (Chicago, ), .
Whereas Schmitt accepted Artamonov’s disclaimer, Albertini was more sceptical. See
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had no connection with the murders and therefore no explaining
to do.58

On JuneMiroslavSpalajković, theSerbianminister inStPeters-
burg, issued statements to the Russian press justifying Bosnian agita-
tion against Vienna and denouncing the Austrian measures against
Serbian subjects suspected of involvement with irredentist groups.
For years, Spalajković told the Vecherneye Vremya, the political leader-
ship inViennahadbeenmanufacturing anti-Austrian organizations,
including ‘the so-called “BlackHand”, which is an invention’. There
were no revolutionary organizations whatsoever in Serbia, he in-
sisted. In an interview granted on the following day to Novoye Vremya,
the Serbian diplomat denied that the murderers had received their
weapons from Belgrade, blamed the Jesuits for stirring up a feud
between Croats and Serbs in Bosnia, and warned that the arrest of
prominent Serbs in Bosnia might even provoke a military assault
by Serbia against the Monarchy.59 The normally circumspect Prime
Minister Nikola Pašić also muddied the waters with ill-judged dis-
plays of bravado. In a speech held on  June, attended by several
cabinet ministers, twenty-two members of the Skupština, numerous
local functionaries, and a delegation of Serbs from various regions of
the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, Pašić warned that if the Austrians
should attempt to exploit the ‘regrettable event’ politically against
Serbia, the Serbs ‘would not hesitate to defend themselves and to
fulfil their duty’.60 This was an extraordinary gesture at a time when
the feeling generated by the event was still so fresh.

More important than such infelicities of tone was the question of
whether he or his government could be depended upon to collabor-
ate with the Austrians in investigating the roots of the conspiracy
to kill the heir apparent and his wife. Here, too, there was ample
reason for doubt. On  June the Austrian chargé d’affaires, Ritter
von Storck, met with the secretary-general of the Serbian Foreign
Ministry, Slavko Gruić, and enquired as to what the Serbian police
had been doing to follow up the threads of the conspiracy, which,
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it was well known, led into Serbian territory. Gruić retorted with
striking (and possibly disingenuous) naïvety that the police had done
nothing whatsoever—did the Austrian government wish to request
such an investigation? At this point Storck lost his temper and de-
clared that he regarded it as an elementary duty on the part of the
Belgrade police to investigate the matter to the best of their ability,
whether Vienna requested it or not.61

Yet, despite official assurances, the Serbian authorities never con-
ducted an investigation proportionate to the gravity of the crime and
the crisis to which it had given rise. At Gruić’s prompting, Interior
Minister Protić did, to be sure, order Vasil Lazarević, chief of police
in the Serbian capital, to look into the assassins’ links with the city.
A week later, Lazarević closed his ‘investigation’ with a cheerful an-
nouncement to the effect that the assassination in Sarajevo had no
connectionwhatsoever with the Serbian capital. No one by the name
of ‘Ciganović’, the chief of police added, ‘existed or had ever existed’
in Belgrade.62WhenStorck solicited the assistance of the Serbian po-
lice and ForeignMinistry in locating a group of students suspected of
planning a further assassination, hewas providedwith such amuddle
of obfuscation and contradictory information that he concluded that
the Serbian Foreign Ministry was incapable of operating as a trust-
worthy partner, despite the assurances of Nikola Pašić. There was
no pre-emptive crackdown against the Black Hand; Apis remained
in office; and Pašić’s tentative investigation of the border regiments
involved in smuggling operations fell far short of what was needed.

Instead of meeting the Austrians halfway, Pašić (and the Serbian
authorities more generally) fell back on customary postures and
attitudes: the Serbs themselves were the victims in this affair, both
in Bosnia-Herzegovina and now after Sarajevo; the Austrians had it
coming to themanyway; theSerbshad the right todefend themselves,
both with words and, if necessary, with armed force; and so forth. As
Pašić saw it, this was all in keepingwith his view that the assassination
had nothing whatsoever to do with ‘official Serbia’.63 Seen from this
perspective, any independent measure against persons or groups
implicated in the assassination would have implied an acceptance of
Belgrade’s responsibility for the crime. A posture of cool aloofness,
by contrast, would send out the message that Belgrade regarded
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this issue as a purely domestic Habsburg crisis that unscrupulous
Vienna politicians were endeavouring to exploit against Serbia. In
keeping with this view, Serbian official communications depicted
Austrian recriminations as an utterly unprovoked assault on Serbia’s
reputation, the appropriate response to which was haughty official
silence.64 All of this made sense when viewed through the lens of
Belgrade politics, but it was bound to infuriate the Austrians, who
saw in it nothing but insolence, deceitfulness, and evasion, not to
mention further confirmation of the Serbian state’s co-responsibility
for the disaster. Above all, the glib denials from Belgrade suggested
that the Serbian government was not, and would not perform the
role of, a partner or neighbour in resolving the urgent issues raised by
the assassinations. There was nothing surprising in this for Vienna,
which had come to expect evasion and duplicity in its dealings with
Belgrade, but it was important nonetheless, because it made it very
difficult to imagine how relations could be normalized after the
outrage without some measure of external coercion.

* * *

By the spring of , the powers of the Entente had allowed the
Austro-Serbian frontier to become a geopolitical trigger. This was
not the consequence of an overarching ‘policy’ or a ‘plan’ or ‘plot’
that steadily matured over time. There is no necessary or linear
relationship between the positions adopted in  and  and the
outbreak of war in the following year. It was not so much that the
Balkan inception scenario—whichwas, in effect, a Serbian inception
scenario—drove Europe forwards towards the war that actually
happened in . Rather, it is the other way around, that it supplied
the conceptual framework within which the crisis was interpreted
once it had broken out. It is surely significant that Poincaré, now
President of the Republic, used the opportunity of the state visit to
St Petersburg to renew the French promise of support for Russian
‘firmness’ in the Balkans. And only in this context can wemake sense
of Ignatʹev’s observation on / July  that he found among the
senior military in Paris ‘an unconcealed joy at having the chance to
exploit, as the French think, beneficial strategic circumstances’.65

64 On the policy of haughty silence see e.g. Hartwig to Sazonov,  July , IBZI ,
ser. , vol. iv, doc. , p. .

65 Ignatʹev to General Staff, Paris,  July , RGVIA, f. —Military Agent in
France, op. , d. , Reports and communications made with special notebooks, fo. .



       

Acknowledging this does not mean that we should minimize the
belligerence and imperialist paranoia of the Austrian and German
policymakers that were themselves factors in the outbreak of war and
have rightly absorbed the attention of Fritz Fischer, Imanuel Geiss,
John Röhl, and their historiographical allies. But it certainly does
suggest that we need to think of the crisis that brought war in  as
authentically multipolar and interactive. Framing the prewar years
in this way also alerts us to the place of short-term realignments in
the aetiology of the First World War, for the most striking feature
of this restructuring of Balkan geopolitics was how quickly it came
about. This was not a phenomenon of the longue durée, which would
have taken years to undo, but rather a short-term adjustment to
rapid changes in the geopolitical environment. Given time, the new
Balkan constellationmight just as quickly havemade way for further
adjustments and new ‘systems’. What matters is that this particular
pattern of alignments was still in place in the summer of . And
this, in turn, lends weight to the view—expounded from various
perspectives by Bruce Menning, Günther Kronenbitter, and John
Röhl in this volume—that we need to look very seriously at the
ways in which the ‘winter crisis’ of – shaped responses to the
summer crisis of . The Balkan inception scenario was born of
the upheavals of those prewar years, which refocused geopolitical
thinking in St Petersburg and Paris. In the last years and weeks
before the outbreak of the First World War, Russia and France tied
the security policy of two of the world’s greatest powers in highly
asymmetric fashion to the uncertain fortunes of a turbulent and
expanding Balkan state.Worse, they encouraged and supported that
state in its adventurous career. That, surely, was rather a dangerous
thing to do.
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Fritz Fischer and the Ottoman
Empire: Illusions on the Bosporus?

A T

For contemporary witnesses and historians studying the late de-
cades of the Ottoman Empire, the German influence in and on
Turkey1 has been a major and controversial issue. It is placed into
the interpretative framework of the Eastern Question, focusing on
competition between the European Great Powers which tried to
dominate the Ottoman Empire. The first display of German influ-
ence is the presumed Prussianization of the Ottoman army that is
considered to have started in the early s under the reign of
Sultan Abdul Hamid II (–), and whose long-term effects
are supposed to have lasted until the Second World War, when they
were replaced by a NATO-framed Americanization. The Ottoman
Empire played an important part in the Weltpolitik launched in the
s by the Kaiser, who regarded its sovereign as a personal friend.
The Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which ruled the
country indirectly from the Young Turk Revolution in July  to
July , and then directly after a coup in January , was not
initially welcomed by Wilhelm II. In fact the German Kaiser was
afraid of this clandestine revolutionary organization that overthrew
the Sultan, the legitimate sovereign. This dislike, however, quickly
gave way to amore pragmatic policy, boosted by prominentGerman
economic actors and encouraged by a notable section of the Otto-
man military and civil élites, who regarded the expansionism of the
German newcomers as less dangerous than the moves of the other
European Great Powers. As we shall see, these mutual perceptions
and this rapprochement played an important, perhaps even decisive

I thank my colleagues from the Orient-Institut Istanbul (OII), Dr Richard Wittmann
and Dr Martin Greve, and Dr Heinrich Hartmann for their careful reading.

1 As ‘Turkey’ was used indiscriminately by contemporary Europeans—including
Fritz Fischer himself—for the ‘Ottoman Empire’, both will be used in this essay.



  

but certainly not exclusive, role in the Ottoman Empire’s entry into
the First World War on the side of the Triple Alliance. The sending
of an enlarged new military mission in , headed by General
Liman von Sanders, and the part played by German officers in the
conduct of the war on the Ottoman fronts provide highly visible
evidence of what has often been considered an increase in German
influence in the Ottoman Empire. Turkish historians with a strong
nationalist bias tend to underestimate this influence. For instance,
the narratives of the Battle of the Dardanelles, framed as a national
epic, underlines the role played by the Ottoman commanders, es-
pecially Mustafa Kemal, to the disadvantage of the high-ranking
German officers.

Fritz Fischer was neither a specialist on bilateral Turco-German
relations nor interested in theOttoman Empire per se. Nevertheless,
he addressed these topics in some of his works and often referred
to Turkey as a main target of German imperialism. In establishing
German responsibility for the outbreak of the war, Fischer naturally
focused on , but his investigation also took him to a period
starting with the Tripolitan War in . In fact, this framework fits
very well with the Ottoman perception of the war. From  on,
the Ottomans experienced eleven years of war, ending only with the
war of –.

In this essay, the place devoted to theOttomanEmpire in Fischer’s
writings will be discussed, not only focusing on their lacunae, but
also stressing their originality in this regard. The main problem
of Fischer’s approach is its unbalanced nature and the author’s
failure to consider the Ottoman perspective as well. In this, he
repeated the mistake made by the historiography of the Eastern
Question, which looked at local protagonists not as true actors, but
as objects of their own history. This critique is necessary but not
entirely fair, because Fischer was not interested in Turco-German
relations as such, and employed them merely to support his case.
More interesting might be the paradigms Fischer applied to his
analysis of German imperialism. The second part of this essay
will therefore examine the relevance of Fischerian paradigms when
applied to Turkey. Fischer’s work will thus be placed into the context
of Turkish historiography.



         

The Ottoman Empire in Fischer’s Works:
A Limited, One-Sided, but Essential Place

. Griff nach der Weltmacht: the Ottoman Empire as a main target and
tool for German imperialism

The Ottoman Empire was not the main focus of Fischer’s books and
articles on the First World War.2 Some references to the Ottoman
Empire, however, are found in the three parts of Germany’s Aims in
the First World War .3 Here the investigation will be limited to the
introduction and first part of this book, which covers the period
from  to .4

Lack of Turkish sources and books means that the German point
of view was privileged and the Turkish one neglected.5 Fischer did
not consult theOttoman archives, especially those documents issued
by the Ottoman Foreign Ministry and written in French.6 Nor did

2 See Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht: Die Kriegszielpolitik des kaiserlichen
Deutschlands / (Düsseldorf, ). On the issue of revolution, there is an
earlier article by Fischer whose main arguments were also presented in Griff nach
der Weltmacht : ‘Deutsche Kriegsziele, Revolutionierung und Separatismus im Osten
–’, Historische Zeitschrift ,  (), –. For the process of negotiation
between Germany and the Ottoman Empire see also Fritz Fischer, ‘Weltpolitik,
Weltmachtsstreben und Deutsche Kriegsziele’, Historische Zeitschrift ,  (), –
; id., Krieg der Illusionen: Die deutsche Politik von  bis  (Düsseldorf, ).

3 For the sake of consistency, this essay will refer to the English-language editions of
Fischer’s books: Fritz Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the First World War (New York, );
and id., War of Illusions: German Policies from  to  (New York, ).

4 Regarding the period  to , Fischer focuses on the ‘struggle for control of
the Caucasus’ and the combination of German and Ottoman policies in this area. See
esp. Fischer, War of Illusions, –.

5 As Dorothée Guillemare-Acet noted, on the eve of the First World War and
during it the historiography of German–Turkish relations tended to take the German
perspective. Works by İlber Ortaylı, Mustafa Gençer, Mustafa Çolak, Veli Yılmaz,
and Rifat Önsoy, largely fed by Ottoman and Turkish sources, filled this gap. The
main contribution of these books is to balance this approach, even if sometimes their
denigration of German influence goes too far. See İlber Ortaylı, Osmanı İmparatorluğunda
Alman Nüfuzu [German Influence in the Ottoman Empire] (Istanbul, ); Veli Yılmaz, Inci
Dünya Harbi’nde Türk-Alman ittifakı ve askeri yardımlar [Turco-German Alliance and Military
Assistance during the First World War] (Istanbul, ); Mustafa Gençer, Modernisierung und
kulturelle Interaktion: Deustch-türkische Beziehungen (–) (Münster, ); Mustafa
Çolak, Enver Paşa: Osmanlı-Alman ittifakı [Enver Pasha: The German–Ottoman Alliance]
(Istanbul, ); id., Alman imparatorluğu’nun Doğu siyaseti çerçevesinde Kafkasya politikası
(–) [Caucasian Policy within the Framework of the German Empire’s Eastern Policy,
–] (Ankara, ); Rifat Önsoy, Türkiye’deki Almanya –: Almanya’nın
Türkiye’deki Kültürel Etkinliği ve Robert Bosch [Turkey in Germany, –: The Cultural
Influence of Germany in Turkey and Robert Bosch] (Ankara, ).

6 To make this oversight understandable, it should be noted that in the s



  

he use the available memoirs of Ottoman statesmen or witnesses.
Fischer drew only on the testimonies of Joseph Pomiankowski, an
Austrian military attaché throughout the war, and Carl Mühlmann,
a staff officer and aide to General Liman von Sanders.7 Not sur-
prisingly, the main bibliographical references provided by Fischer
concern the Baghdad railway.8

Ottoman statesmen and generals are almost totally ignored, with
the exception of the Germanophile Minister of War, Enver Pasha,
who is briefly mentioned,9 and, to a lesser extent, the Interior
Minister, Talaat Pasha, for a period beyond our chronological
focus. As his rivalry with Liman von Sanders shows,10 Enver is
not portrayed as a German puppet, but considered the main
official responsible for ‘securing [German] influence over [Turkey’s]
army’.11 Concerning the Suez campaign, Fischer underlines that
Enver was strongly opposed to sharing command of the operation,12

and suggested using the Senussi tribes to invade Egypt from Libya.13

This attempt failed, but was followed anxiously by the Germans,
and even more the Austrians.

Unsurprisingly, Griff nach der Weltmacht does not mention Otto-
man war aims on the eve of the First World War when examining
Turco-German negotiations to bring the Ottoman Empire into the
war.14 This omission reinforces the idea of an Empire manipulated

no volumes of published archival materials were yet available, as was the case for
the Western countries involved in the First World War. Isis Publishing House has
recently edited a series of volumes entitled Ottoman Diplomatic Documents on the Origins
of World War One. The first ten volumes cover the period between the Bulgarian
declaration of independence in  and the Balkan Wars (–) ( vols.); the crisis
following the annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary; the Cretan and
the Macedonian issues ( vols.); the Turco-Italian War ( vols.); and the Aegean Islands
issue. The eleventh volume relates to the period from July to December —that is,
to the process of entry into the war. See Ottoman Diplomatic Documents on the Origins of
World War One, viii. From the July Crisis to Turkey’s Entry into the War: July–December ,
ed. Sinan Kuneralp (Istanbul, ).

7 Joseph Pomiankowski, Der Zusammenbruch des Ottomanischen Reiches: Erinnerungen an
die Türkei aus der Zeit des Weltkrieges (Vienna, ); Carl Mühlmann, Oberste Heeresleitung
und Balkan im Weltkrieg: – (Berlin, ); id., Das deutsch-türkische Waffenbündnis
im Kriege (Leipzig, ).

8 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, – n. .
9 Enver Pasha was also trained in the German military academies. See Fischer,

Germany’s Aims, . 10 Ibid. .
11 Ibid. . 12 Ibid. .
13 Ibid. .
14 For a list of the six aims presented by the Grand Vizier Said Halim Pasha to

the German ambassador, Wangenheim, on  Aug.  and accepted by German



         

by German imperialism, whereas a brief investigation would have
shown how much the Ottomans were following their own agenda.
Despite this gap in Griff nach der Weltmacht , Fischer gives a fascinating
account of the mechanisms and tools of German expansion in the
Near East. The Near East policy, a main constituent of German im-
perialism, is shown to have been influenced by Emperor Wilhelm II
himself.15 Fischer did not underestimate the lack of co-ordination
or the differences between German actors involved in Near East
policy, but he tried to demonstrate that the last word belonged to
economic actors, especially Deutsche Bank, which financed the con-
struction of the Baghdad railway. An incident narrated by Fischer
indicates that he thought of the hierarchical pyramid composed of
the military, civilian statesmen, and Deutsche Bank as the main
economic actors in the Near East.

When, during the autumn of , Major Kübel was sent to
Istanbul, ‘under orders from the General Staff, issued without the
knowledge of the Imperial Chancellor, the Foreign Office, or even
the German ambassador [then Baron Hans von Wangenheim] . . .
with the mission of adapting the Turkish railway system to the
demands of war within six months’,16 he acted in such a ruthless
manner that both the Turkish government and Deutsche Bank
complained to the German ForeignMinistry. Chancellor Bethmann
Hollweg reacted strongly, arguing to the Emperor that German
military assistance to Turkey was only a means to an end in a wider
policy whose main interest was the Baghdad railway. The German
military mission in Constantinople was in no position to question
this policy.17

Neglecting the increasing strength of the German General Staff
vis-à-vis civilian statesmen, and placing financial actors at the
top of the hierarchy, Fischer’s approach sounds strikingly close to
classical theories of imperialism. Yet it diverges significantly on two
major points. First, Ulrich Trumpener has noted accurately that
Fischer’s interpretation of German imperialism was very different
from, and in a way opposed to, that of those who argued that
it was shaped by the strength of German colonial policy, such

diplomacy see Ulrich Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire: – (Princeton,
), . For a slightly different list see Stanford J. Shaw, The Ottoman Empire in World
War I ,  vols. (Ankara, ), i. .

15 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, . 16 Ibid. .
17 Ibid.



  

as Wolfram Gottlieb and Lothar Rathmann,18 for example, and
the Soviet historiography.19 Fischer, however, argued that German
influence was in decline during the prewar period, and suggested
that German perception of this decline and the panic it caused
may have been the main reasons for German warmongering. The
main difference between Trumpener’s and Fischer’s approaches is
the idea, proposed by Fischer in his article published in ,20

that German control of the Ottoman Empire increased after the
outbreak of the war. Trumpener, who added maliciously that in this
respect Fischer was close to the views of authors such as Gottlieb
or Novichev, whom he opposed for the prewar period,21 asserted
that the Ottoman government’s room for manœuvre was greater
than the historiography on German–Ottoman bilateral relations
suggested.22

Second, according to Fischer, in British India, Egypt, and the
Russian Caucasus, the prospect of a ‘revolution’ stirred up by
Germany with the help of Turkey was German diplomacy’s main
dream and dictated its wartime policy towards these areas. In fact
‘revolution’ was the name of a programme that aimed to destabilize
the British andRussian Empires bymeans of subversive propaganda
and activism. The awakening of indigenous nationalisms and pan-
Islamism (with the concept of Holy War, jihad) were the main
ideological tools for this purpose. Referring to Istanbul as one of the
major centres of German ‘revolutionary’ activities, Fischer drew
on the famous letter which Wilhelm II sent to Chancellor von
Bülow in December  in order to demonstrate the continuity of
GermanNear East policy’s pan-Islamist orientation in this regard.23

This goal, explained Fischer, was shared by the Unionist regime,
especially by Enver Pasha, and guided many of the German and
Ottoman operations in Asia during the war: from the military
expedition to the Suez Canal and the utilization of Libyan rebels for

18 Wolfram Wilhelm Gottlieb, Studies in Secret Diplomacy during the First World War
(London, ); Lothar Rathmann, Berlin-Bagdad: Die imperialistische Nahostpolitik des
kaiserlichen Deutschland (Berlin, ).

19 Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire, .
20 Fischer, ‘Weltpolitik’, –.
21 Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire,  n. , who refers to A. D. Novichev,

Ekonomika Turtsii v period mirovoi voini [Turkey’s Economy in the Period of the World War]
(Leningrad, ).

22 Dorothée Guillemare-Acet, Impérialisme et nationalisme: l’Allemagne, l’Empire ottoman
et la Turquie (–) (Würzburg, ), . The author rightly points to Trumpener’s
specific approach. 23 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, –.



         

the invasion of Egypt, to the use of Caucasian political émigrés to
foment revolts on the margins of Russia, not to mention the Sharif
of Mecca and the Arab tribes in the Gulf, and the German and
Ottoman agents sent to Persia to stir up independence troubles.24 In
the Middle East these repeated attempts failed because of Ottoman
defeats in Mesopotamia and Suez, and the outbreak of an Arab
revolt against Ottoman rule supported by British agents. In the
Caucasus the reason for the failure was to be found more in a
Turco-German clash of interests and local alliances than in the
course taken by the battles. Germany mainly supported Georgian
nationalists, while Enver Pasha preferred to back the Caucasian
Muslims.25 Trumpener, who considered that Fischer exaggerated
the role played by this ‘revolutionary’ programme, did not see any
difference between the plans drawn up before the First World War
(some time in the s) to destabilize these areas and the concrete
wartime operations. According to Trumpener, the conduct of these
operations was completely improvised after the outbreak of the
war, something that was implicitly admitted by Fischer.26 Donald
McKale, author of War by Revolution, a study comparing British and
German uses of revolutions in the Middle East during wartime,
credits Fischer with presenting ‘the initial broad outlines of this
“revolutionary” German policy’ in Griff nach der Weltmacht , thereby
paving the way to numerous monographs devoted to this issue.27

. Krieg der Illusionen: limits of the Turco-German co-operation and
obstacles to German influence

Fischer’s Krieg der Illusionen, published in Germany in , credits
Turkeywith amuchmore substantial role thanGriff nach derWeltmacht
had done, especially in the core of the book, Part II, on ‘German
Policy between  and ’.28 Neverthelesss, as in Griff nach der
Weltmacht , the selective bibliography in Krieg der Illusionen does not
refer to otherOttoman sources, works in Turkish, or any assessments
written byTurks orOttomans. The sole Turkishmemoirsmentioned

24 Ibid.  for India and Persia; – for Egypt and the Gulf; – for the
Caucasus.

25 This is confirmed by Wolfdieter Dihl’s opus magnum, Die Kaukasus-Politik der
Mittelmächte,  vols. (Vienna, –).

26 Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire, .
27 Donald McKale, War by Revolution: Germany and Great Britain in the Middle East in

the Era of World War I (Kent, Ohio, ),  n. .
28 Fischer, War of Illusions, –.



  

are those of Djemal Pasha, Minister of the Navy and ruler of
Ottoman Syria, and the  German edition is listed.29 As for the
memoirs of German officers, Carl Mühlmann’s memoirs are still
the only source mentioned by Fischer.30 He ignored, for example,
accounts by Liman von Sanders and Kress von Kressenstein.31

The von Sanders mission32 receives only three Russian references.
Regarding the Soviet works used by Fischer, mention should also
be made of Evgenii Adamov’s opus on the partition of Turkey
by the Great Powers during the First World War, a book first
published in Russian (), soon translated into Turkish (),
and then into German ().33 As in Griff nach der Weltmacht ,
Fischer’s bibliography focuses mainly on the economic and financial
dimensions of German policy with references to first-hand sources
in the footnotes, mainly Krauss’s study of commercial bilateral
relations between  and  and Earle’s classic work on the
Baghdad railway.34 Fischer’s bibliography, too, stresses the hierarchy
of actors and the anti-imperialist stance.

Even if Fischer’s selective bibliography refers to Trumpener’s
published Ph.D. thesis, Germany and the Ottoman Empire: –,
defended at PrincetonUniversity and published a year earlier (),
he does not use it. The main reason is certainly that Trumpener’s
thesis does not cover the prewar period, but only the war itself.
Considering the space given toTurkey inKrieg der Illusionen, however,
one might expect Fischer to have paid more attention to a new and
comprehensive work devoted entirely to Turco-German relations
during the First World War. Moreover, Trumpener’s book contains
many comments on, and sometimes critiques of, Fischer’s Griff
nach der Weltmacht , which ought to have elicited an appropriate
professional response from Fischer.

29 Ahmed Djemal Pasha, Erinnerungen eines türkischen Staatsmannes (Munich, ).
30 Fischer refers to a third book written by Carl Mühlmann, Deutschland und die

Türkei: – (Berlin, ).
31 The omitted works are Liman von Sanders, Fünf Jahre Türkei (Berlin, ); and

Friedrich Freiherr Kress von Kressenstein, Mit den Türken zum Suezkanal (Berlin, ).
The publicist Ernst Jäckh is referred to for his Deutschland im Orient nach dem Balkankrieg
(Munich, ). 32 For a description of this mission, see below.

33 For the German edition see Evgeny A. Adamov, Die Europäischen Mächte und die
Türkei während des Weltkrieges: Konstantinopel und die Meerengen,  vols. (Dresden, ),
p. ii.

34 Jakob Kraus, Deutsch-türkische Handelsbeziehungen seit dem Berliner Vertrag unter
besonderer Berücksichtigung der Handelswege ( Jena, ); Edward Mead Earle, Turkey, the
Great Powers and the Bagdad Railway (New York, ).



         

In Chapter , which relates to the Tripolitan and Balkan Wars,
Fischer correctly sums upGermany’s attitude during the first conflict
as neutral, adding that in practice it was a neutrality that favoured
Italy.35 However, explains Fischer, a deeper examination of the stand
taken by German political actors shows a discrepancy between the
German Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, and the
ForeignMinistry supporting Italy on the one hand, and theEmperor,
who expressed sympathy, if not more, for the Ottoman cause on the
other. Wilhelm II predicted an Italian defeat, and encouraged the
Turks to be patient and to give the Arabs sufficient logistical support
(by way of officers, weapons, and provisions).36 Beyond Italy, the
Emperor was tracking Britain’s plan to split the Triple Alliance.

As Irmgard Farah later showed, Wilhelm was backed by the
German ambassador in Constantinople,37 but also by the Turkey
desk in the German Foreign Ministry. The position of the military,
stuck between official German policy and the defence of the Turco-
German alliance, was not easy. Asked by the Grand Vizier Mahmud
Shevket Pasha about Tripoli, von der Goltz38 argued that throwing
Italy out of the Triple Alliance had been a huge miscalculation that
had pushed this country towards the Triple Entente. Goltz, however,
did not stop at this orthodox defence of the policy followed by
German diplomacy. He presented his Turkish counterpart with an
eleven-point programme stressing the need forTurkey to collaborate
with the Arabs and to stir up local rebellions against the Italian
occupiers in this area and in Eritrea, at that time an Italian colony.39

Mahmud Shevket Pasha40 was soon convinced that Libya was lost,

35 Fischer, War of Illusions, . 36 Ibid. .
37 Irmgard Farah, Die deutsche Pressepolitik und Propagandatätigkeit im Osmanischen Reich

von – unter besonderer Berücksichtigung des ‘Osmanischen Lloyd’ (Stuttgart, ), .
38 The German general von der Goltz was sent to the Ottoman Empire in  to

reorganize the army that had been harshly criticized after the Russo-Turkish war of
–. He dealt mainly with the military schools and was not authorized by Sultan
Abdul Hamid to train troops. Goltz left Constantinople in , after twelve years
spent at the top of the German military mission. In July  he was again sent to
Turkey for the same purpose and, with Ottoman generals, co-organized manœuvres
in European Turkey. This time Goltz was allowed to deal with practical aspects of
the training. Goltz went to Turkey repeatedly until . In April  he was made
Supreme Commander of the First Army, then of the Sixth Army in Mesopotamia. He
died in Baghdad on  Apr. .

39 Glen W. Swanson, ‘Mahmud Şevket Paşa and the Defence of the Ottoman
Empire’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Indiana University, ),  ff.

40 Mahmud Shevket Pasha was an Ottoman general who, among other things,
assisted Goltz Pasha. He later became head of the Third Army based in Macedonia,



  

and that the CUP preferred to send volunteer Unionist officers,
headed by Enver Pasha, to North Africa unofficially to organize the
resistance.41

Internal differences on the stand to adopt in the Tripolitan War,
as noted by Fischer, were not unique to Germany. The dilemma
was much more important for its main partner in the Triple
Alliance. Austria-Hungary was also divided in this respect, and
the antagonism was not new. Since  it had pitted the Chief
of the General Staff on one side against the Foreign Ministry and
the Chancellor on the other. Emperor Franz Joseph arbitrated
the dispute for the benefit of Austro-Hungarian diplomats, leading
to their dismissal. For Vienna, however, the main theatre was
not Tripolitania and Cyrenaica but the Balkans, where they were
competing more with Russian ambitions than Italian expansionism.

In Krieg der Illusionen Fischer is concerned less with the Balkan
Wars than with two points closely connected to German interests.
The first is that the Ottoman military collapse during the first
Balkan War was a failure for the German arms industry—that is,
for Krupp—and also a ‘defeat of the German system of military
training’.42 The second is the display of German–Russian antago-
nism. The Russian idea was to include Turkey in a future Balkan
League,43 but this project failed when, during the Tripolitan War,
the Balkan states realized how weak Turkey was and drew up war
plans to take advantage of it. As for German diplomacy, its tactics
were unable to merge its defined objectives: to preserve German
influence in Turkey against other European powers; to maintain
its economic interests in the Balkans despite the existing rivalry
with its Austrian ally, but without jeopardizing the Triple Alliance;

and commanded the Movement Army (Hareket Ordusu), an expeditionary force
composed mainly of officers of the Third Army, which crushed the anti-Unionist
rebellion that set Constantinople ablaze in April  (a rebellion known in Turkish
history as the  March Incident). Backed by the CUP, he served as a Grand Vizier
between January  and  June , when he was murdered by some of the CUP’s
opponents.

41 For the Tripolitan War see W. David Wrigley, ‘Germany and the Turco-Italian
War: –’, International Journal of Middle East Studies,  (), –; and
Guillemare-Acet, Impérialisme et nationalisme, –.

42 Fischer, War of Illusions, .
43 Before the First Balkan War, the project of a Balkan League became a reality

directed against the Ottoman Empire. It was initiated by a secret defensive alliance
between Serbia and Bulgaria ( Mar. ). Greece and Montenegro joined the
League later.



         

and, finally, to use the Balkan War as a tool for turning European
diplomatic efforts into an Anglo-German co-operation. This rap-
prochement was decided after the Moroccan Crisis and in the face
of the German navy’s eagerness to compete with the Royal Navy.
After the initial shock caused by the Ottoman debacle, Germany
realized that its main interests, located in Anatolia and the Balkans,
were not affected,44 and joined the other European Great Powers in
settling the peace.

Chapter  of Krieg der Illusionen, entitled ‘German Imperialism
–’ and subtitled ‘Overseas Policy and the Berlin–Baghdad
Axis’, aims to demonstrate how Germany’s Near East policy was
supported by the ‘bourgeois’ parties, along with the main groups
of heavy industry. While the Young Liberals advocated establishing
a customs union from Borkum on the North Sea to Baghdad in
Mesopotamia,45 OldNational Liberals and left-wing National Libe-
rals preferred to stress the crucial place of the Baghdad railway for
German foreign policy.46 Fischer’s analysis of the Free Conservat-
ives’ views on Turkey led him to conclude that the parties were not
looking for the status quo in order to preserve German interests. On
the contrary, they were seeking a more proactive stand ‘to safeguard
for the “future” the principle of equal rights for all’, which meant
fighting with all means to overcome European competitors in the
Balkans and in Asia Minor.47 Albert Ritter, assistant manager of the
Alldeutscher Verband, wished for the creation of ‘a “political and
economic federation” stretching from theNorth Sea to theAdriatic’.
Turkey was not expected to become a member of this, but to be
affiliated as an equal ally, whose whole territory was to be open to
German ‘labour’.48 This strong support given by politicians might
explain why German hopes and dreams of economic expansion
continued despite the diplomatic obstacles.

According to Fischer, Germany’s expansion in the Near East
was confronted with growing difficulties, and France, Britain, and

44 Gregor Schöllgen, Imperialismus und Gleichgewicht : Deutschland, England und die
orientalische Frage, – (Munich, ), .

45 Fischer, War of Illusions,  (for the views expressed by Robert Kaufmann, leader
of the Jungliberaler Reichsverband).

46 Ibid. – (for Röchling’s and Basserman’s ideas).
47 Ibid. – (for quotations taken from Centralblatt der Hütten und Walzwerke issued

in ).
48 Ibid. –, taken from Albert Ritter, writing under the pseudonym of von

Winterstetten, Berlin-Baghdad: Neue Ziele Mitteleuropäischer Politik (Munich, ).



  

the USA were slowing it down.49 The core of this expansion
was the Baghdad railway project, whose history is described in
detail by Fischer. The steps of this containment consisted of the
Anglo-Turkish Baghdad Railway Treaty ( May ), which gave
British firms navigation rights on the Euphrates and Tigris and
acknowledged British sovereignty over Kuwait, the Anglo-Turkish
dock agreement,50 the competition for Turkish oil concessions, the
Baghdad railway negotiations (spring ),51 and the French loan
of  million francs to Turkey (), an amount Germany was
not able to offer.52 In return, France received railway concessions in
Asia Minor which were considered a threat to the German railway.

Chapter , entitled ‘The Liman von Sanders Crisis: German–
Russian Confrontation in Constantinople and in the Straits’,
provides another example of the obstacles faced by German ex-
pansionism. Lieutenant General Liman von Sanders was appointed
on  June  as Chief of the German Military Mission in Con-
stantinople, a mission whose scope was enlarged to consolidate the
defence of the Straits. The general therefore had to become the head
of the First Ottoman Army. This provoked a strong Russian reaction
and led, in January and February , to the organization of two
extraordinary diplomatic conferences in St Petersburg. Fearing a
conflict with Russia, Germany accepted a climbdown: Liman von
Sanders would be general-inspector of the Ottoman Army without
effective command. This step back on the part of a cautious German
diplomacy forced a frustrated and disillusioned Turkey to interact
carefully with Russia, seen by the Unionists as the main threat.

Some of Fischer’s analyses of the Ottoman Empire on the eve of
the First World War may be seen as obsolete and inadequate. There
are many reasons for this, including a disregard for the Ottoman

49 See Fischer, War of Illusions, ch. .
50 Ibid. –.
51 In fact, two agreements were signed. The Franco-German agreement of 

Feb.  divided the Empire between areas covered by Deutsche Bank, the Banque
Impériale Ottomane, and a neutral zone (a strip on the Mediterranean shore between
Alexandretta and Beirut). Franco-German financial co-operation formally came to an
end with this agreement. However, as the agreement was to come into force only
after a treaty was signed with Turkey, and this never happened, the Banque Impériale
Ottomane remained part of the Baghdad railway until Turkey’s entry into the war. See
Boris Barth, ‘Anatolian and Baghdad Railways: Investment and Foreign Policy before
the Great War’, in Philip L. Cottrell, Monica Pohle Fraser, and Iain L. Fraser (eds.),
East Meets West: Banking, Commerce and Investment in the Ottoman Empire (Burlington, Vt.,
), –, at . The Anglo-German agreement was signed on  June .

52 Ibid. –.



         

point of view which paved the way to an unbalanced appraisal; a
lack of substantial bibliographical references related to this field; an
exaggerated focus on the role played by some financial (Deutsche
Bank) or political actors (the German Emperor); and his presenta-
tion of a rigid hierarchy of causes which privileged economic factors
as the main explanation for the stands of various players, missing
the complexity of their motivations and interactions. But the main
legacy of Fischer’s approach is not to be found in this realm. As
will be suggested below, his approach deserves more attention than
its heuristic value would suggest. In order to demonstrate this, the
second section of this essay will apply to the Ottoman context five
main points Fischer made for Germany and its policy.

The Relevance of Fischerian Paradigms
When Applied to the Ottoman Empire

The first point deals with the core of Fisher’s thesis, the issue of
state responsibility, and asks whether Turkey had any role in the
outbreak of the war. The second raises the issue of the existence
of Turkish imperialism and/or expansionism, focusing on Enver
Pasha’s presumed irredentist policy. The third issue to be addressed
is the role played by Turkish pressure groups in the decision to
go to war. Fourth, the combination of internal and foreign policy
dynamics will be discussed to determine whether, before and during
the war, the Ottoman state followed an aggressive foreign policy in
order to distract from the democratic claims arising from the Young
Turk revolution of . A fifth point examines a Prussian-style
Turkish militarism, and the section concludes with a brief analysis
of the spread of social Darwinist political views among the élites
close to the Committee of Union and Progress when they were in
power from .

. To look for Turkish ‘responsibility’ means, paradoxically, to
oppose Fischer, who, more than anyone else, puts forward German
responsibility. To raise this issue does not mean that such a thesis
will be assumed for the Ottoman Empire, but that, in the Near
Eastern context, the German initiative has to be balanced by a
Turkish one. This essay will therefore focus on how the Ottoman
decision to enter the war was taken.

To argue for a Turkish role, moreover, means to resist the ex-
planation proposed in the classic Turkish account by the official



  

historian Yusuf Hikmet [Bayur], author of A History of the Turk-
ish Revolution, which includes volumes on the prewar and wartime
periods.53 Bayur represented the strong anti-Unionist stance wide-
spread among Republican élites from the s to the s.54

Applying the Republican tenet of the tabula rasa, which denied the
Turkish Republic any Ottoman legacy, Bayur considered that the
Ottoman decision to enter the First World War was taken ‘without
any compelling reason’ by a small group of Unionist leaders, mainly
the ‘Triumvirate’ of Enver, Talat, and Cemal Pashas. According to
Bayur, the short-sighted and adventurous pan-Turanist and pan-
Islamist policy of these ‘simple-minded’ men unworthy of being
statesmen led the Ottoman Empire to disaster.

Since Trumpener’s work of , the argument that Germany
instrumentalized the Germanophile Enver has been discounted.
Enver was no longer the one who made decisions; on the contrary,
on many occasions he was put in a difficult position for his initiative,
especially by the head of the cabinet, Grand Vizier Said Halim
Pasha, and this defiance was taken very seriously by the German
protagonists, whatever their position. Besides, the ‘Prussianization’
of the Ottoman army—a notion questionable from the start of
Colmar Freiherr von Goltz’s efforts to reorganize and modernize it
in the s—was not an uninterrupted and regular process until
the outbreak of the war and even afterwards. The General Staff was
doubtful about the quality and reliability of the Ottoman army after
its debacle during the First Balkan War and the initial conclusions
drawn by the Liman von Sanders mission.

Furthermore, the Turco-German process of negotiation that
pushed the Ottoman Empire to enter the war was never conducted
or imposed in a one-sided manner. Through its ambassador in
Constantinople, Germany first rejected the Turkish proposal for an

53 Bayur’s monumental Türk İnkilab Tarihi [A History of the Turkish Revolution] was
published between  and  by the Turkish Historical Society (Türk Tarih
Kurumu). It covered not only the war but a much wider period, from  (or even
) to . A former diplomat and for a brief period (Oct. –July ) Minister
of National Education, and several times MP in the Turkish parliament, Bayur was
the grandson of one of the last Grand Viziers, Kibrisli Mehmet Pasha, known for his
fierce opposition to the Unionists. For an analysis of Bayur’s views on the First World
War see Mustafa Aksakal, The Ottoman Road to War in : The Ottoman Empire and the
First World War (Cambridge, ), –.

54 These Republican élites were mostly composed of former Unionists, as demon-
strated by Erik Jan Zürcher in The Unionist Factor: The Role of the Committee of Union and
Progress in the Turkish National Movement – (Leiden, ).



         

alliance. Then it became hesitant, despite the pressure exerted by
Wilhelm II, and finally decided hastily in favour.55 On the Ottoman
side, for all the members of cabinet the choice was not between the
Triple Alliance and the Triple Entente, but first between the Triple
Alliance and neutrality. Later on, the issue was the choice of timing
to break this neutrality in order to obtain the best concessions from
Germany and to be in a better military position.56 The decision to
enter the war and its timing were guided more by regional strategic
considerations (especially regarding the attitudes of Bulgaria57 and
Russia) than by the outcome of the first battles on theWestern Front.

. As far as the question ofOttoman expansionismwas concerned,
the Ottoman war aims which the Grand Vizier Said Halim Pasha
announced to the German ambassador, Wangenheim, could not be
seen as expansionist: Turkey wanted all territories occupied after
the outbreak of the war to be evacuated. Irredentism was not on
the agenda, with the slight exception of the return of the Aegean
Islands taken by Greece, a partial exception for the Ottoman lands
seized during the Balkan Wars, and a small correction of the north-
eastern border with Russia in order to permit direct contact with the
Muslims of the southern Caucasus.58 One might object that these
objectives were minimal, and that more maximalist figures, such
as Enver Pasha, had more ambitious goals in mind. However, as
Michael Reynolds shows for the Caucasian front, Enver’s military
policy was far from his pan-Islamist and pan-Turanist rhetoric.59

As the author points out, pan-Islamism and pan-Turkism ‘were the
instruments of the policies rather than their cause’.60

. Whether Turkey’s decision to go to war was influenced by local
pressure groups can be adequately gauged only in the context of a
reconsideration of the strength of Germany’s economic penetration
and domination of the Ottoman market, something that Fischer
may have overestimated. In an article published before Fischer’s

55 See Guillemare-Acet, Impérialisme et nationalisme, –; and Aksakal, The Ottoman
Road to War , ch. . 56 Ibid.

57 A defensive treaty was signed with Bulgaria on  Aug. . Ottoman statesmen,
however, did not see this as sufficient reason for entering the war. They tried to turn
it into an offensive military alliance against Russia. Nonetheless, this move was not
unsuccessful as Bulgaria was waiting for a guarantee by Romania.

58 Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire, ; and Shaw, The Ottoman Empire, i.
. In fact, the aims are known from a note penned by Wangenheim.

59 Michael Reynolds, ‘Buffers, not Brethren: Young Turk Military Policy in the First
World War and the Myth of Panturanism’, Past and Present ,  (May ), –.

60 Ibid. .



  

work and to which the author of Griff nach der Weltmacht does not
refer, Miletus Flaningam stressed the time lag and discrepancy
between German discourses and actions in the Near East on the
one hand, and their results on the other, suggesting that the German
task was overvalued by contemporary witnesses.61 In his study of the
construction of the Baghdad railway, Jonathan McMurray asserts
that it ‘never became a German enterprise. Instead the railway
remained a joint Turco-German undertaking with the Turks clearly
at the helm. By strictly controlling each stage of the construction
process, the Turks manipulated the Great Powers to ensure the
railway served Ottoman interests first.’62

This Ottoman attitude was also visible in the process that led to
the abolition in the autumn of  of the capitulations—that is,
the contracts with European powers granting rights and privileges
to their subjects residing or trading in the Ottoman Empire.63 The
Ottoman government took this step without any consultation with
Germany. Facing a fait accompli, the Germans first reacted dis-
missively before shifting to a more understanding position, justified
by the crucial need for theOttoman alliance.64 This unilateral aboli-
tion has to be set in the broader framework of theNational Economy,
a new economic policy embraced by the Unionists.65 Influenced by
German economists such as List, Wagner, and Schmoller,66 and
driven by nationalist concerns, this protectionist policy aimed to
‘Turkify’ the Ottoman economy. Considered responsible for the
emergence of a ‘cosmopolitan’ economy in the aftermath of the
Crimean War, the policy targeted both foreign economic actors and
non-Muslim local entrepreneurs, and the creation of a ‘national’

61 Miletus L. Flaningam, ‘German Eastward Expansion, Fact and Fiction: A Study
in German–Ottoman Trade Relations’, Journal of Central European Affairs, / ( Jan.
), –.

62 Jonathan S. McMurray, Distant Ties: Germany, the Ottoman Empire, and the Construction
of the Baghdad Railway (Westport, Conn., ), .

63 The decision was unilaterally declared on  Sept.  and came into force on
 Oct. . After a long process of negotiation, Germany finally accepted it in .
The capitulations were definitively abolished by Article  of the Treaty of Lausanne
in .

64 Muhammet Emin Külunk, Kapitülasyonların kaldırılması () [The Abolition of the
Capitulations ()] (Istanbul, ),  and .

65 Here the main reference is Zafer Toprak, Türkiye’de milli iktisat: – [National
Economy in Turkey: –], new edn. (Istanbul, ).

66 On the influence of German economists see ibid.  and . Their contribution
should not be exaggerated, as the idea of the National Economy had strong roots in
local economic thought.



         

class of Muslim entrepreneurs was planned. The development of a
national industry and the setting up of co-operatives and banks were
the main points of its programme.67 Paradoxically, the Ministry of
Finance considered this policy compatible with loans provided by
Germany. Moreover, it was helped by the ethnic cleansing of the
Greek and Armenian populations in Anatolia. All these efforts did
not prevent the war economy from collapsing, mainly because too
much money was printed.68

. After the Young Turk revolution of July , the Committee of
Union and Progress was reluctant to take the stage and preferred to
control the government.Meanwhile the revolution paved the way, in
late Ottoman society, for a yearning for freedom, but also for social
and political participation. Backed by the development of the print
media, it created a real public sphere in which social actors were
eager to raise their voices and even to challenge the state apparatus
through social mobilization and protests.69 This atmosphere and the
process of democratizationwere quickly destroyed by the new rulers,
who were afraid of what they considered to be the risk of anarchy at
this time, whereas some European Great Powers and Balkan states
tried to profit from this political transition in order to weaken the
Ottoman Empire.70 This was exactly what the Unionists were afraid
of: the breaking up of the Empire. From this time on they would
never give up on the idea that the Ottoman state, surrounded by
internal and external threats, was in a state of emergency, and they
sought to save it by any means. This perception led this previously
clandestine organization to radicalize politically, and to use violence
systematically against political opponents, whether in power or not.

The first step of this process was the repression of an anti-Unionist
uprising in Istanbul in March and April , with the help of the
Third Army based in Salonika. It was followed in January ,

67 The National Economy outlasted the fall of the Unionists after the defeat in 
and became the matrix of the economic policy followed by the Republic of Turkey up
to the s.

68 See Zafer Toprak, İttihat-Terakki ve Cihan Harbi: Savaş ekonomisi ve Türkiye’de
devleteçilik [The Committee of Union and Progress and the World War: War Economy and Etatism
in Turkey] (Istanbul, ).

69 The most recent and comprehensive work on the spirit of  is François
Georgeon (ed.), ‘L’ivresse de la liberté’: la révolution de  dans l’Empire ottoman (Paris,
).

70 Annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary; Bulgaria’s declaration of
independence; and the Christian Cretans’ proclamation of Union with the Kingdom
of Greece in .



  

in the wake of the defeat inflicted during the First Balkan War, by
the assassination of the Minister of War, Nazım Pasha ( January
). This murder was indeed a coup that brought Enver and the
CUP to power. The last step was the crushing of the opposition
in response to the assassination of the CUP-backed Grand Vizier
Mahmud Shevket Pasha ( June ). The path to an authoritarian
regime was facilitated by the effects of the traumatic Balkan Wars,
in which thousands of Muslim civilians fled to Istanbul and Asia
Minor.

Focusing on the impact of these wars on the Ottoman Officer
Corps in  and , Handan Nezir Akmeşe and Mustafa
Aksakal demonstrated how they prepared the shift to a more
aggressive foreign policy towards the country’s Balkan neighbours,
and, in the long run, towards the Great Powers.71 Practically,
this shift also provoked the creation of Defence Leagues similar
to those which appeared in many Western powers. In internal
politics, a Turkish nationalist stance strongly opposed to ethnic and
confessional minorities overcame the former Ottomanism, which
had embraced all the communities. The increasing mobilization of
Ottoman society for the war pointed out by the historians led them
to raise another topic: militarism.

. The development of paramilitary youth organizations close to
the CUP is one clue indicating the spread of militarism. But the
education system as a whole, as shown by Mehmet Alkan, played a
decisive part in this regard, and this trend did not begin in , but
started after the Young Turk revolution in  and the restoration
of constitutional monarchy.72 In his book on Ottoman mobilization
of manpower in the First World War, Mehmet Beşikçi comes to the
same conclusion.73 As for wartime, the same author underlines that
the Ottoman state ‘organized’ the allegedly spontaneous mobiliza-
tion of society, and acted in a more centralized authoritarian and
nationalist way. According to Beşikçi, however, the result was only

71 Handan Nezir Akmeşe, The Birth of Modern Turkey: The Ottoman Military and the
March to World War I (London, ), ch. , esp. –. See also Aksakal, The Ottoman
Road to War , ch. : ‘The Intellectual and Emotional Climate after the Balkan Wars’.

72 Mehmet Ö. Alkan, ‘II. Meşrutiyet’te Eğitim, İttihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti,
Milliyetçilik, Militarizm veya militer Türk-İslam sentezi’ [‘Education, the Committee
of Union and Progress, Nationalism, Militarism, or Military Turkish Islamic Synthesis
during the Second Constitutional Monarchy’], in II. Meşrutiyet yeniden düşünmek (Istanbul,
), –.

73 Mehmet Beşikçi, The Ottoman Mobilization of Manpower in the First World War:
Between Voluntarism and Resistance (Leiden, ), ch. : ‘Organized Spontaneity . . .’.



         

partially effective. On the one hand, society became more depen-
dent and submissive, but on the other, the repertory of attitudes
displayed by social actors increasingly forced the state to develop
new mechanisms of control at local level.

Work on the paramilitary youth organizations has noted that they
were inspired by and founded with the help of German officers (von
der Goltz and later von Hoff ). This idea refers to a broader debate
among Turkish historians on the role of the Prussian model for the
development of Turkish militarism. Indeed, von der Goltz’s Das Volk
in Waffen, translated into Ottoman Turkish in , was reprinted
several times and became a best-seller, inspiring local authors such
as the Young Turk leader Ahmed Rıza, whose book entitled Asker
[Soldier] was published in .74 It also deeply influenced Mustafa
Kemal and the generation who founded the Turkish Republic.75

. The hypothesis of German influence in the emergence of
social Darwinism among the Young Turks is mainly connected
to the German role in the Armenian Genocide.76 The argument
of German passivity has been defended by Ulrich Trumpener
and Frank Weber,77 who argued that the main concern of the
German authorities and their civil and military representatives in
Turkey was to avoid friction with the Unionists as much as pos-
sible. This idea was vigorously opposed by Christoph Dinkel and
Vahakn Dadrian,78 who, on the contrary, emphasized the active
role played by German officers such as Bronsart von Schellendorf.
In the meantime, Dinkel stressed that German officers were per-
suaded that Armenians represented a real threat because of the
activities of their revolutionary parties. Dadrian went further and
asserted that the Armenian Genocide had been conceived by Ger-
man minds.79 In an article opposing Dadrian and scrutinizing the

74 Akmeşe, The Birth of Modern Turkey, –.
75 Hasan Under, ‘Milleti Musellaha ve Medeni Bilgiler’ [‘The Nation in Arms and

Civic Education’], Tarih ve toplum, / (), –. See also Orhan Koloğlu,
‘Osmanlı devleti’nde “Asker Millet” anlayışının oluşması’ [‘The Formation of the
Understanding of a Nation-in-Arms in the Ottoman State’], Tarih ve Toplum, /
(), –.

76 For a brief, helpful, and clear presentation of this topic see Guillemare-Acet,
Impérialisme et nationalisme, –.

77 Frank Weber, Eagles of the Crescent: Germany, Austria and the Diplomacy of the Turkish
Alliance, – (Ithaca, NY, ).

78 Christoph Dinkel, ‘German Officers and the Armenian Genocide’, Armenian
Review, / (), –; Vahakn Dadrian, German Responsibility in the Armenian
Genocide: A Review of the Historical Evidence of German Complicity (Cambridge, ).

79 This idea was, in a way, previously suggested in the pamphlets issued during the



  

attitude of the directors of Deutsche Bank when facing orders
to deport Armenian workers, Hilmar Kaiser concluded that the
idea that German actors had a common attitude was nonsense.80

The controversy about the German attitude towards the Armenian
Genocide started and escalated among Western scholars. Neverthe-
less, the discussion of militarism among Turkish historians enabled
it to transfer to Turkish academic circles, as the recent work of
Serdar Dinçer shows. Based on the former political archives of
the Wilhelmstrasse,81 his book argued that the Turco-German
brotherhood-in-arms established in the s was the main factor
allowing the implementation of the genocide within the framework
of close co-operation betweeen German and Turkish bureaucrats,
and the transfer of German militarist and racialist ideology and
know-how.82 Interestingly, his bibliography refers to the two books
by Fritz Fischer as well as other classic works on German imperi-
alism, such as Lothar Rathmann’s monographs. In fact, Dinçer’s
book expresses a paradigm shift away from economic imperialism,
shared by the earlier generations to which Fischer belonged, to
militarism and social Darwinism, or in other words, from a deter-
minism based on economics to an essentialized political culture.
Both were present in Fischer’s categories, but the first one ultimately
prevailed.

Dinçer’s perspective shares a major bias with the school of ‘demo-
graphic engineering’ which has developed over recent decades
among scholars working on the forced displacement of populations,
ethnic conflicts, and mass violence against civilians in the late Ot-
toman Empire and in the early period of the Republic of Turkey.83

Both argue that implemented policies are the result of intentionality

war by some anti-German French publicists. See e.g. Pierre Pinon, La Suppression des
Arméniens: méthode allemande, travail turc (Paris, ).

80 Hilmar Kaiser, ‘The Baghdad Railway –: A Case Study in German
Resistance and Complicity’, in Richard Hovanissian (ed.), Remembrance and Denial: The
Case of the Armenian Genocide (Detroit, ), –.

81 Serdar Dinçer, Alman belgelerinde Alman: Türk silah arkadaşlığı ve Ermeniler [Turco-
German Brotherhood-in-Arms and the Armenians in the German Documents] (Istanbul, ).

82 The problem here is the consistency of the nucleus Dinçer takes into consideration.
83 Thus it does not refer exclusively to the Armenian Genocide. For the genesis of

this school and its main representatives see Nikos Sigalas and Alexandre Toumarkine,
‘Ingénierie démographique, génocide, nettoyage ethnique: les paradigmes dominants
pour l’étude de la violence sur les populations minoritaires en Turquie et dans les
Balkans’, European Journal of Turkish Studies [online],  (), online since  Nov. 
at 〈http://ejts.revues.org/〉 [accessed  Dec. ].



         

and a technical and bureaucratic rationale rather than an out-
come of their contextualization. They also emphasize the long-term
continuity of these policies and the strength and efficiency of the
state.

* * *

In conclusion, the idea of a strong Ottoman state is probably the
sticking point of this argument as it leads to a position which is, in
a way, asymmetric to the thesis of German control of the Ottoman
state. To seek a sole explanation for policy during the war prevents
us from grasping that the Ottoman state was not a monolithic entity
with a straight pyramid structure. Conflicts between men, groups,
and institutions, as well as external obstacles, reduced its efficiency
and made the ideological input it received more uncertain. Here
perhaps lies the main lesson and legacy of Fischer’s ideas: it is
the weakening of a state and/or its (self-)perception that makes it
warlike.





PART V

The War Aims of the Central and Entente Powers
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The Foundations of British War
Aims in the First World War

K N 

British war aims in the First World are a difficult subject. British war
aims in the first two years of the conflict might be summed up in
the words of the prime minister, Herbert Asquith. On  November
 he announced that Britain would not rest

until Belgium recovers in full measure all and more than all she has sacrificed,
until France is adequately secured against the menace of aggression, until the
lights of the smaller nationalities of Europe are placed upon an unassailable
foundation and until the military domination of Prussia is wholly and finally
destroyed.1

However, to accept this as the totality of British war aims until mid
 simplifies the subject.2 The key point is the definition of the
term. In October  J. D. Gregory, a senior clerk in the Foreign
Office, declared that a ‘war aim is somethingwhichwe intendorhope
to gain either by fighting or negotiation’.3 This definition is inclusive,
but merely covers up the range of activities that need to be discussed.
British war aims in the FirstWorldWar were dynamic: they involved
not just what the British ‘intended’ or ‘hoped’ to achieve, but in fact
depended on what was possible.

What was possible to achieve rested not just on British inten-
tions or desires. Just as British strategy depended on the Allies—the

1 Asquith’s Guildhall speech,  Nov. , The Times,  Nov. . For how a belief
in ‘Prussian militarism’ affected British thinking about Germany see Michael Ekstein,
‘Sir Edward Grey and Imperial Germany in ’, Journal of Contemporary History, /
(), –.

2 This is the argument of the otherwise exemplary V. H. Rothwell, British War
Aims and Peace Diplomacy – (Oxford, ), . For British war aims and their
connection to military affairs see John Gooch, ‘Soldiers, Strategy and War Aims in
Britain –’, in Barry Hunt and Adrian Preston (eds.), War Aims and Strategic Policy
in the Great War (London, ), –.

3 Gregory’s minute,  Oct. , cited in Rothwell, British War Aims, .



     

paradigms of ‘brass hats versus frocks’ or ‘Westerners versus East-
erners’ are outmoded4—so, too, British war aims were formulated
in the context of Alliance warfare. British war aims were affected by
the interests of its allies, both actual and potential. This had several
effects. First, particular British goals could be unacceptable to its
allies, or clash with their aims. Second, particular goals of the Allies
required Britain to formulate compensatory ‘war aims’, previously
considered either unnecessary or unwise.Third, attracting newallies
(and preventing neutrals from becoming enemies) sometimes meant
agreements that had ramifications stretching well beyond the imme-
diate diplomatic aim of augmenting the Entente’s forces. And, for
Britain, the views of the Dominions and India had to be considered
when war aims were formulated.5

War aims were not constant. Promises made often had unforeseen
consequences. Obligations undertaken in one circumstance created
differing possibilities and expectations when the situation changed.
Events suchas theactual collapseof theRussianEmpire and the likely
collapse of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires made war
aims and their implementation both plastic and subject to dramatic
swings. While war aims had to be formulated in the context of an
alliance, they were also subject to domestic pressures. Public opinion
set the broad parameters for war aims, with regard to what the
public would accept as a war aim and what it expected the conflict
to achieve. Public opinion also affected how war aims were made.
‘Old diplomacy’ came to be discredited during the war, being held
responsible for its outbreak. But old diplomacy was the traditional
way inwhichwar aimswere formulated, discussed, and reconciled in
an alliance context. New methods had to be improvised, something
that complicated matters further.

In  Britain had no war aims. This is not surprising, as Britain’s
entry into the war was problematic in itself.6 Further, Britain had

4 David French, British Strategy and War Aims, – (London, ), pp. ix–xiv.
5 For an introduction to this aspect see Gaddis Smith, ‘The British Government and

the Disposition of the German Colonies in Africa, –’, in Prosser Gifford and
W. Roger Louis (eds.), Britain and Germany in Africa: Imperial Rivalry and Colonial Rule
(New Haven, ), –; Peter J. Yearwood, ‘Great Britain and the Repartition of
Africa’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, / (), –.

6 For the debates see Zara Steiner and Keith Neilson, Britain and the Origins of the
First World War , nd edn. (Basingstoke, ), –; Stephen J. Valone, ‘“There Must
be Some Misunderstanding”: Sir Edward Grey’s Diplomacy of August , ’, Journal
of British Studies,  (), –; Keith Wilson, ‘Britain’, in id. (ed.), Decisions for
War,  (London, ), –; and J. Paul Harris, ‘Great Britain’, in Richard F.



         

no agreed war plans that would automatically come into effect at
the outbreak of war.7 Once war had been declared, however, Bri-
tain decided to send the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to the
Continent and use the Royal Navy (RN) to implement economic
warfare against the Central Powers.8 The expectation was that the
war would be brief. The British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey,
wished to limit the war as much as possible. Early in August, Grey
informed the Japanese government that the Anglo-Japanese alliance
did not oblige it to join the hostilities unless they spread to the Far
East. By  August, however, Grey asked the Japanese to take ac-
tion against German commerce raiders.9 This caused immediate
concern. China, the United States, and the two Antipodean do-
minions, Australia and New Zealand, were concerned that Japan’s
entry into the war would expand Tokyo’s influence in that region.10

Grey quickly attempted to get Japan to agree to limit its participa-
tion in hostilities to areas that would not affect British interests. The
Japanese declined, and their declaration of war on  August meant
that British war aims in the Far East would have to take Tokyo’s
interests into consideration.11

Much as he wished to limit the war, Grey also wished to end it
as quickly as possible. To achieve this goal, he sought allies against
the Central Powers. He agreed with the argument put forward by
the influential Assistant Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir
Eyre Crowe, that ‘it would be to our advantage to obtain the active

Hamilton and Holger H. Herwig (eds.), The Origins of World War I (Cambridge, ),
–, at –.

7 Keith Neilson, ‘Great Britain’, in Richard F. Hamilton and Holger H. Herwig
(eds.), War Planning  (Cambridge, ), –.

8 ‘Economic warfare’ and ‘blockade’ are not the same; see Nicholas Lambert,
Planning Armageddon: British Economic Warfare and the First World War (Cambridge, Mass.,
).

9 I. H. Nish, ‘Japan and China, –’, in F. H. Hinsley (ed.), British Foreign
Policy under Sir Edward Grey (Cambridge, ), –, at –; id., Alliance in Decline:
A Study in Anglo-Japanese Relations – (London, ), –.

10 Peter Lowe, ‘The British Empire and the Anglo-Japanese Alliance –’,
History,  (), –; Xu Guoqi, China and the Great War: China’s Pursuit of a
New National Identity and Internationalization (Cambridge, ), –; W. Roger Louis,
‘Australia and the German Colonies in the Pacific’, Journal of Modern History, /
(), –.

11 For the growing divergence between British and Japanese interests see Nish,
Alliance in Decline; Robert Joseph Gowen, ‘Great Britain and the Twenty-One Demands
of : Cooperation versus Effacement’, Journal of Modern History, / (), –.
For Japan’s efforts to reinforce its own demands see Frank W. Iklé, ‘Japanese–German
Peace Negotiations during World War I’, American Historical Review, / (), –.



     

cooperation of as many states as possible . . . to bring into a system of
fighting alliance a ring of Powers surrounding the enemies’.12 Thus
Grey was willing both to accept Italy gaining Trieste in exchange
for entering into the war on the Allied side and to make promises
to the various Balkan states in the hope that they would form a
Balkan federation favouring the Entente.13 It soon became clear
that internecine rivalries would make the latter difficult and that
satisfying Italy’s demands required Rome to state ‘definitely’ that it
would enter the war.14

Grey’s actions were entangled in inter-Allied relations. The ne-
gotiations with Italy had started ‘in St. Petersburg, then were half
transferred to Rome and are at present centred in London’ and
became ‘very tortuous and not conducive to that open interchange
of view among the allies, without which mutual suspicion is so easily
and fatally engineered’.15 A symptom of the latter was the French
and Russian need to ‘feel more sure’ of Britain, resulting in an insis-
tence that Britain join its two principal allies in a declaration that no
separate peace would be concluded.16 This was done on  Septem-
ber. The Italian negotiations went into abeyance until , but they
underlined the difficulty of the determination of what would become
war aims.

Grey’s effort to use diplomacy to help the war effort was also
found elsewhere. A particularly important matter was the Ottoman
Empire. After the Young Turk revolution of , Anglo-Turkish
relations had improved, but Britain was wary that any reform in

12 ‘Prosecution of the War’, Crowe,  Aug. , FO ///; Grey
remarked: ‘A very timely minute’; Keith Neilson and T. G. Otte, The Permanent
Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs, – (New York, ), . For relations between
London and Vienna at this juncture see F. R. Bridge, ‘The British Declaration of War
on Austria-Hungary in ’, Slavonic and East European Review, / (), –.

13 Grey to Buchanan, tel ,  Aug. , FO ///; Rodd to FO,
tel ,  Aug. ; Barclay to FO, tel ,  Aug. , both FO ///
 and Grey’s minute, nd [but  Aug. ], on Erskine to FO,  Aug. , FO
///.

14 The minutes on Erskine to FO, tel , confidential,  Aug , and Grey to
Erskine, tel ,  Aug. , both FO ///; Grey to Rodd, tel ,
secret, FO ///; for context see C. J. Lowe, ‘The Failure of British
Diplomacy in the Balkans, –’, Canadian Journal of History, / (), –.
Italy tried to safeguard its own position: see Glenn E. Torrey, ‘The Rumanian–Italian
Agreement of  September ’, Slavonic and East European Review, / (),
–.

15 G. R. Clerk’s minute,  Aug., on Rodd to Grey, secret and urgent tel , 
Aug. , FO ///.

16 Grey of Fallodon, Twenty-Five Years,  vols. (New York, ), ii. .



         

the Ottoman Empire might cause demands for greater autonomy
among Britain’s Muslim subjects.17 Grey therefore argued that the
integrity of the Ottoman Empire must be maintained unless the
Powers universally agreed to its dismemberment. Such a position
was awkward. Russian interest inConstantinople and the Straits had
been a staple of nineteenth- century diplomacy.18 In early September
the Russian ForeignMinister, Sergei Sazonov, raised the issue of war
aims.19 Their focus was Europe, not Constantinople and the Straits.
This suited Grey, and he deferred discussion until a later date.20

However, on  September the Turks closed the Straits, leading the
British to dispatch troops from India to the Persian Gulf.21

This event has had various interpretations.22 Some have seen it as
the beginning of British imperialist aims in the region; others have
emphasized the British need to give support to the Arabs against
the Turks; while a third version has it that the move to the Gulf
resulted from a need to safeguard the oil resources there. The second
argument has the most validity.23 The British desired to channel
Arab discontent against their Ottoman overlords into the Allied
struggle, while ensuring that British interests were protected against
both German–Ottoman depredations and possible Arab nationalist
feeling.24

17 Feroz Ahmad, ‘Great Britain’s Relations with the Young Turks’, Middle Eastern
Studies, / (), –.

18 For the ‘Eastern Question’ see M. S. Anderson, The Eastern Question –: A
Study in International Relations (London, ).

19 W. A. Renzi, ‘Who Composed “Sazonov’s Thirteen Points”? A Re-Examination
of Russia’s War Aims of ’, American Historical Review,  (), –.

20 Joseph Heller, ‘Sir Louis Mallet and the Ottoman Empire: The Road to War’,
Middle Eastern Studies, / (), –; for Ottoman policy see Mustafa Aksakal, The
Ottoman Road to War in : The Ottoman Empire and the First World War (Cambridge,
), –.

21 S. A. Cohen, ‘The Genesis of the British Campaign in Mesopotamia, ’,
Middle Eastern Studies, / (), –. 22 Outlined ibid. –.

23 For an example see Douglas Goold, ‘Lord Hardinge and the Mesopotamian
Expedition and Inquiry, –’, Historical Journal , / (), –, at –,
supplemented by V. H. Rothwell, ‘Mesopotamia in British War Aims, –’,
Historical Journal , / (), –, at –. For oil see Helmut Mejcher, ‘Oil and
British Policy towards Mesopotamia, –’, Middle Eastern Studies, / (),
–; Rothwell, ‘Mesopotamia in British War Aims’; Marian Kent, Oil and Empire:
British Policy and Mesopotamian Oil – (London, ), –; and John Darwin,
Britain, Egypt and the Middle East: Imperial Policy in the Aftermath of War, – (New
York, ).

24 For military concerns see David French, ‘The Dardanelles, Mecca and Kut:
Prestige as a Factor in British Eastern Strategy, –’, War and Society,  (),
–, at –.



     

The very fact that theOttomanEmpire was now at warmeant that
the fate of that body (the EasternQuestion) was now in play, bringing
the issue of Constantinople and the Straits to the fore.25 Grey be-
lieved that if Russia were offered the quid pro quo of Constantinople
and the Straits, Britain could annex Persia. But this was also based
on considerations of Allied strategy. Earlier, there had been concern
in London that Russia might retain ‘some forces originally destined
to act against Germany with the object of diverting them for possible
use against Turkey’.26 This was denied at the time, and the Russian
Foreign Minister, Sergei Sazonov, was convinced that the defeat of
Germany must take precedence, but the issue gained new life when
Turkey entered the war.27

On the Eastern Front, Russia had achieved substantial success
against Austria-Hungary but had fared badly against Germany. In
the west, ferocious fighting in Flanders meant that it was essential
to keep as many German troops as possible occupied in the east in
order to prevent a transfer of troops to the west. It was vital to keep
Russia focused on Germany rather than concentrating on Austria-
Hungary and theOttomanEmpire. To this end,Grey assuredRussia
on  November that the issue of Constantinople would be settled
in its favour after the war and enjoined it to focus its efforts on the
defeat of Germany.28

The promise of the Straits to Russia strongly affected subsequent
British policy. At the end of January  the British decided to
attempt to force the Dardanelles and drive the Turks out of the

25 The following is based on C. Jay Smith, Jr., ‘Great Britain and the –
Straits Agreement with Russia: The British Promise of November ’, American
Historical Review, / (), –; William A. Renzi, ‘Great Britain, Russia, and
the Straits, –’, Journal of Modern History, / (), –; A. L. Macfie,
‘The Straits Question in the First World War, –’, Middle Eastern Studies, /
(), –; Michael G. Ekstein, ‘Russia, Constantinople and the Straits, –’,
in Hinsley (ed.), British Foreign Policy, –; and Gregory Paget, ‘The November
 Straits Agreement and the Dardanelles–Gallipoli Campaign’, Australian Journal of
Politics and History, / (), –. For the Russian side see Ronald P. Bobroff,
Roads to Glory: Late Imperial Russia and the Turkish Straits (London, ), –.

26 Grey to Buchanan, tel ,  Aug. , FO ///.
27 For Sazonov’s determination to concentrate on Germany see Buchanan to FO,

tel ,  Aug. , FO ///.
28 Keith Neilson, Strategy and Supply: The Anglo-Russian Alliance – (London,

), –; Marina Soroka, Britain, Russia and the Road to the First World War: The
Fateful Embassy of Count Akeksandr Benckendorff (– ) (Farnham, ), –. I reject
the suggestion that Sazonov bamboozled London into promising Russia the Straits,
for which see Sean McMeekin, The Russian Origins of the First World War (Cambridge,
Mass., ), –.



         

war. A month later, the initial British success at the Dardanelles
made the neutral Balkan states likely to commit to the Entente. This
forced Italy’s hand.29 Italy’s entry into the war was entangled with
Russia. Russia was opposed to the wide-ranging Italian demands
in the Balkans, and, as the promise of  November regarding the
Straits had not been made public, Sazonov feared that the British
would take Constantinople themselves. To end the latter concern,
on  March Britain formally promised Russia the Straits, with
an accompanying Russian agreement to partition Persia between
London and St Petersburg.

The issues surrounding Italian entry remained. The Italians were
still concerned that Russia would not maintain its forces against
Austria-Hungary, leaving Rome to face Vienna alone.30 It was the
Italian demand for the Dalmatian coast to which the British ob-
jected. This objection was based on two matters: first, it violated
the idea of ‘nationality’; second, it would ‘drive Dalmatia and the
Slav countries behind it into the arms of Austria’.31 Italy’s excessive
demands led to Grey’s bland reply emphasizing the need to consult
Britain’s allies.32 Long and tedious negotiations involving Britain,
France, and Russia ensued.

However, by  March it was evident that the Italians would not
settle for a reduced claim toDalmatia.Military needswere in conflict
with ideals concerning nationality. As Grey put it to the French and
the Russians:

We must therefore decide either to admit the Italian claim or forego the
prospect of Italian cooperation.

Italian cooperation will decide that of our Roumania and probably of some
other neutral states. It will be the turning point of the war and will very greatly
hasten a successful conclusion.33

Greywaswilling toaccept the Italianarguments, butdetermined that
29 See C. J. Lowe, ‘Britain and Italian Intervention, –’, Historical Journal ,

/ (), –, for the connections. For Italy’s position see William A. Renzi,
‘Italy’s Neutrality and Entrance into the Great War: A Re-Examination’, American
Historical Review, / (), –, and id., In the Shadow of the Sword: Italy’s Neutrality
and Entrance into the Great War (New York, ).

30 On Italian requirements for entry see ‘Memorandum’, Grey,  Mar. , FO
///.

31 ‘Italian Offer of Co-operation. Secret’, G. R. Clerk,  Mar. , ibid.
32 Grey to Rennell Rodd, disp ,  Mar. , FO ///.
33 FO to Buchanan, tel , private and secret,  Mar. , repeated to Paris, tel

, private and secret,  Mar. , both FO ///.



     

Italywouldhave to grantSerbia free access to theAdriatic viaSpalato
(Split).However, the Italiandemand in any formwasunacceptable to
Sazonov, despite an added plea from the British Foreign Secretary.34

Grey struggled, pushing the Italians to moderate their claims, citing
both the affront to the principle of nationality and the objections
of the Russians.35 He also attempted to get the Russians to see the
Italian point of view, emphasizing the need for Rome’s intervention
in the war.36 He ‘deprecated’ the Italian desire for territories in
Asia Minor, pointing out that ‘it is impossible to come to definite
agreement with Italy . . . before we have discussed with France what
claims we should respectively put forward for ourselves’.37

Furious negotiation narrowed the gap between what Italy had
demanded and Russia was willing to concede to a small piece of
territory. Here Grey noted that it ‘would be a thousand pities to
lose the great prize of Italian cooperation for the sake of so small
a difference’.38 While many thought the differences small, the Rus-
sians did not. Getting concessions from Russia was, as the British
ambassador to Paris observed, ‘like drawing wisdom teeth out of
Sazonow’s obstinate jaw’.39 But meeting the Russian Foreign Minis-
ter’s objections was also important since, as Russia was an ally and
Italy was not, the British did not wish to put ‘onRussia the onus of ne-
gotiations falling through’. In these circumstances, London should
instead ‘be “solidaire” with her [Russia]’.40 There was a limit to
Britain’s willingness to stand by Russia’s side. The need for Italian
interventionwas great, particularly in the light of ongoing operations
at the Dardanelles and the hope of creating a Balkan alliance against
the Central Powers. Asquith took over the negotiations himself and
informed the Russians that

34 Buchanan to Grey, tel , private and secret,  Mar. ; same to same, tel
, private and secret,  Mar. , FO /// and .

35 Grey to Rodd, disp , secret,  Mar. , FO ///.
36 Grey to Buchanan, tel , private and secret,  Mar , FO ///

.
37 Grey to Rodd, tel , private and secret,  Mar. , FO ///.
38 Grey’s remark,  Mar. , tel , private and secret,  Mar. , FO

///; for differences over the naval arrangements see Paul G.
Halpern, ‘The Anglo-French-Italian Naval Convention of ’, Historical Journal , /
(), –.

39 Bertie to Drummond, private letter,  Apr. , Bertie Papers, BL, Add MS.
.

40 Sir A. Nicolson minute,  Apr. , on FO to Rodd, tel , private and secret,
 Apr. , FO ///.



         

After we have shown the readiness we have done to meet in advance Russian
views about Constantinople and the Straits, it seems to me very unreasonable
that Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs should insist that, unless the co-
operation of Italy can be secured in less than a month after signature, the
negotiations should be broken off and the co-operation of Italy rejected. It
will mean that the prospect of Roumanian co-operation will also disappear,
and Bulgaria, who might follow, will gravitate to the other side.

‘From the Russian point of view’, he concluded, ‘the co-operation of
Italy may be indifferent, but to us—and I speak here for the British
military and naval authorities—the co-operation of Italy and its
effect uponneutral Powers are of the utmost importance.’41Privately,
Asquith described Russian demands as ‘Sazonoff’s piddling little
points’.42 His appeal had its effect. The Russians gave way, and the
Italians signed the Treaty of London on  April.43

These negotiations showed how British policy was affected by the
events of the war. When thanking the Russians for their acceptance
of the final terms, it was emphasized how much Britain had yielded
to Russian interests. First, Russia had been accorded the Straits;
second, the British had shown a willingness to ‘abdicate in favour
of Greece[’s]’ claims in Asia Minor. Third, by the Treaty of London
itself, Italy was to receive ‘compensation’ in Somaliland and ‘when
once Italy becomes an Ally we shall have to take her part with the
Senussi [the Muslim political–religious organization in the Sudan],
which may cause us difficulty in Egypt’. All this, Asquith piously
proclaimed, had been done, while ‘so far, we have not claimed
anything for ourselves, except the protectorate of Egypt, which,
after all, is only the regularization of a position that we have held
virtually for more than thirty years’.44

This disclaimer was disingenuous. The decision in mid March
to grant Constantinople and the Straits to the Russians had

41 FO to Buchanan, tel , private and secret,  Apr. , FO ///
; reinforced by Kitchener to Grand Duke Nikolas Nikolaevich, tel , private
and secret,  Apr. , FO ///.

42 Asquith to Grey, private letter,  Apr. , Grey Papers, FO /.
43 See Buchanan to FO, tel , very urgent,  Apr. , FO ///.
44 FO to Buchanan, tel ,  Apr. , ibid. For Sudan see Elie Kedourie,

‘Cairo and Khartoum on the Arab Question, –’, Historical Journal , / (),
–; Gabriel Warburg, ‘The Sudan, Egypt and Britain, –’, Middle Eastern
Studies, / (), –; R. H. Lieshout, ‘“Keeping Better Educated Moslems Busy”:
Sir Reginald Wingate and the Origins of the Husayn–McMahon Correspondence’,
Historical Journal , / (), –.



     

sparked a discussion of the implications for Imperial defence.45 Lord
Kitchener, theBritishSecretaryofState forWar, argued that theRus-
sian possession of Constantinople threatened the British position in
the Middle East and the lines of communication to India. Kitchener
insisted that, as a counterweight, Britain should take Alexandretta
and Mesopotamia.46 This would extend the lines of British Imperial
defence, but otherwise Russia would dominate Britain’s communi-
cations to India. The Admiralty also advocated taking Alexandretta,
arguing that Russia’s possession of Constantinople would alter the
naval situation in the Mediterranean in St Petersburg’s favour. If
Britain held Alexandretta, then railways to the Persian Gulf could
transport troops to India, negating Russia’s ability to deny Britain’s
movement of men and matériel to India.47

In the light of the above and the ongoing discussions with Italy,
the cabinet decided to establish a committee under Sir Maurice de
Bunsen, the former British ambassador to Vienna, to consider the
effect of these territorial changes.48 At the de Bunsen committee,
the Director of Military Operations, Sir Charles Callwell, called for
Britain to take Mesopotamia up to the strategic mountains in the
north in order to safeguard the British position against a future war
with Russia. He reiterated the need for a Mediterranean port, but
felt that Haifa would serve as well as Alexandretta. The Admiralty
concurred in the need for annexation in the north, but its position
was also based on a desire to ensure that any oil there would be under
British control. Despite these concerns, the de Bunsen committee
concluded that the partition of the Ottoman Empire should be
avoided if possible. This did not necessarily mean that the military

45 The following is from Keith Neilson, ‘“For diplomatic, economic, strategic and
telegraphic reasons”: British Imperial Defence, the Middle East and India, –’,
in Greg Kennedy and Keith Neilson (eds.), Far-Flung Lines: Essays on Imperial Defence in
Honour of Donald Mackenzie Schurman (London, ), –, at –.

46 Aaron S. Klieman, ‘Britain’s War Aims in the Middle East in ’, Journal of
Contemporary History, / (), –, at –; Jukka Nevakivi, ‘Lord Kitchener and
the Partition of the Ottoman Empire, –’, in K. Bourne and D. C. Watt (eds.),
Studies in International History (Hamden, Conn., ), –; George Cassar, Kitchener’s
War: British Strategy from  to  (Washington, ), –.

47 John Fisher, ‘Lord Curzon and British Strategic Railways in Central Asia before,
during and after the First World War’, in T. G. Otte and Keith Neilson (eds.), Railways
and International Politics: Paths of Empire (London, ), –, at –; and Keith
Neilson, ‘The Baghdad to Haifa Railway: The Culmination of Strategic Planning for
Imperial Defence East of Suez’, ibid. –, at –.

48 Jukka Nevakivi, Britain, France and the Arab Middle East – (London, ),
–.



         

concerns were ignored. The de Bunsen committee had been formed
when the effort to bring Italy into the war was, as Asquith put
it, the ‘great thing for the moment’. With Italy’s entry and the
British acquisition of the neutral zone of Persia, much of the concern
about Imperial defence was temporarily shelved. Then, Asquith’s
and Grey’s belief that Britain should not get ‘some equivalent share
of the spoils’ now dominated thinking, a belief held because of
the difficulties involved in acquiring and holding large pieces of
Ottoman territory.49

This did not end the issues surrounding the Middle East, for
‘military necessity’ pushed the British government tomake promises
to the Arabs in the region.50 In October  the British High
Commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, promised the Sharif
of Mecca, Hussein, British support for an Arab empire, excluding
only Syria, where France had claims.51 The reason for this was
the need to bring the Arabs into the struggle against the Turks.
The Sharif was not inclined to provide the immediate help that
the British wished, and the issue of France’s reward for agreeing to
Russia’s acquisition of Constantinople was unresolved. The latter
was entangled with strategy, since once France’s compensation was
assured, it was hoped that Paris would be willing to move troops
from Salonika to the Middle East. France’s actions again involved
Imperial defence, since a France sitting astride British postwar lines
of communication to Indiawould not necessarily be an improvement
on a Russia occupying the same position.52

To resolve the matter, Sir Mark Sykes, a wealthy MP with an in-
terest in Middle Eastern affairs and attached to Kitchener’s staff,
undertook negotiations with the French. Sykes was well versed
in the British interests, having been a member of the de Bunsen

49 Hardinge to Nicolson, private letter,  Apr. , Hardinge Papers, ; Asquith’s
diary entry,  Mar. , in the Earl of Oxford and Asquith, Memories and Reflections
–,  vols. (Boston, ), i. –.

50 C. J. Lowe and M. L. Dockrill, The Mirage of Power ,  vols. (London, ), ii.
British Foreign Policy –, –.

51 David Dutton, The Politics of Diplomacy: Britain and France in the Balkans in the
First World War (London, ), –; Edward Peter Fitzgerald, ‘France’s Middle
Eastern Ambitions, the Sykes–Picot Negotiations, and the Oil Fields of Mosul’,
Journal of Modern History,  (), –; Christopher M. Andrew and A. S.
Kanya-Forstner, The Climax of French Imperial Expansion, – (Stanford, Calif.,
), –.

52 George H. Cassar, The French and the Dardanelles: A Study of Failure in the Conduct of
War (London, ).



     

committee.53 What resulted from his negotiations with the French
representative, François Georges-Picot (a French diplomat and ar-
dent imperialist), was something compatible with the defence issues
raised at the deBunsen committee. The Frenchwere accorded Syria,
but only as far south as Acre, leaving an internationalized Palestine
to act as a buffer between France and Egypt. The port of Haifa was
to serve as the terminus for the transport of Imperial forces from
the Mediterranean to Baghdad and, hence, India. The hoped-for
French agreement to shift troops from Salonika did not transpire,
but that reflected French internal politics.54

The Sykes–Picot arrangement had to be agreed to by theRussians,
a matter that raised few difficulties, and was complete by mid May
.55 This left the Italians. Under the terms of the Treaty of
London, they were to receive compensation in Asia Minor should
further partition of the Ottoman Empire take place. The Italians
made what the French termed ‘large demands’, complicating inter-
Allied diplomacy.56 As usual, the British argument was a military
one. Sykes contended that Italy’s help was essential, whereas Greece
(which had conflicting aims in the same region) was a negligible
quantity and Turkish claims could be discounted.57 Many objected
to Italy’s acquisition of, in particular, Smyrna, the only exception
being Grey’s private secretary, Eric Drummond, who argued that ‘it
is to our future interest to see Italy in the Mediterranean sufficiently
strong to act as a real counterpoise to France and Russia’.58 The
entirematter required an inter-Allied discussion, but events inRussia
prevented the tsarist state from being consulted. An Anglo-French
conference at Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne on  April  resolved
the matter. Again, military matters shaped the solution.59 The new
British PrimeMinister, David LloydGeorge, wished to shift thewar’s

53 Cassar, Kitchener’s War , – and –; David Stevenson, The First World War
and International Politics (Oxford, ), –.

54 Dutton, Politics of Diplomacy; and Jan Karl Tanenbaum, General Maurice Sarrail
–: The French Army and Left-Wing Politics (Chapel Hill, NC, ).

55 For differing arguments about Russia see McMeekin, Russian Origins, –;
and Michael A. Reynolds, Shattering Empires: The Clash and Collapse of the Ottoman and
Russian Empires – (Cambridge, ), –. I follow the latter.

56 Grey to Bertie, tel ,  Nov. , Cab //.
57 ‘Memorandum on the Italian and Franco-British Agreement’,  Nov. , Cab

//.
58 Drummond to Balfour,  Jan. , in Lowe and Dockrill, Mirage of Power , ii.

.
59 Ibid. –.



         

emphasis away from theWestern Front and towards theMiddle East.
Italian co-operation was necessary for this to be done, and Lloyd
George wished to tie Smyrna to an increased Italian war effort. The
result was hard bargaining and eventual Italian agreement. The
fact that Russia was not involved in the final discussions showed
the extent to which that state was progressively being discounted in
Allied negotiations.

A further issue concerning war aims in the Middle East was the
fate of Palestine. The Sykes–Picot agreement had left that region
internationalized, but there was still the matter of Zionism. On 
November the British Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, issued his
famous Declaration. What exactly it promised has been a matter of
contention ever since.60 From a British perspective, the important
issue was what the global Jewish community could do (or what
the British thought it could do) for the war effort. It was felt that
Jewish sympathies lay with the Central Powers, not least because of
Russian anti-Semitism. The latter influenced finances in the United
States, where Jewish banking houses were reluctant to lend money
to Russia, funds vital to the tsarist government’s war effort. With
a widespread belief in the unity and the power of international
Jewry, Zionism was seen as a means to bring this power onto the
Allied side. The ambiguities of the Balfour Declaration and its
possible ramifications for the future were subordinated to winning
the war.

Discussion of the Middle East has taken war aims ahead of events.
In  theAlliedprospects for victory seemedbrighter than theyhad
since the beginning of the war. In June, at an economic conference
in Paris, Britain and France agreed to deny Germany most favoured
nation status after thewar and to forma sort of economic consortium
among the Allies.61 The agreement had long-term policy implica-
tions, since by agreeing to it, the British were aiming at ‘restoring
the economic life of the Allies after the war, and protecting ourselves
against aggressive and militarist commercial policy which might be
pursued by our enemies after the war’.62 The British quickly learnt

60 For an introduction to this topic see James Renton, The Zionist Masquerade: The
Birth of the Anglo-Zionist Alliance, – (Basingstoke, ), esp. – and –.

61 ‘Recommendations of the Economic Conference of the Allies held at Paris on
June , ,  &  ’, T /. For an alternative interpretation see Bernd
Bonwetsch, Kriegsallianz und Wirtschaftsinteressen: Russland in den Wirtschaftsplänen Englands
und Frankreichs, – (Gütersloh, ), –.

62 ‘Memorandum’, Cecil  Aug. , Cecil Papers, FO /.



     

that the provisions of Paris were not acceptable to Russia.63 As a
result, early in  the British accepted a Russian demand that the
provisions of the Paris Conference be repudiated.64

The most extensive consideration of war aims by Britain occurred
in the summer of , as the simultaneous offensives of the Allies
seemed to promise an early end to the conflict.65 Asquith’s instruc-
tions to those asked to look at the topic emphasized not war aims as
such, but what sorts of conditions might be imposed during peace
negotiations.66 There were a variety of opinions, reflecting the differ-
ing interests of various British departments of state. The War Office
focused on what were termed ‘the three principles for which we have
so often fought in the past and for which we have been compelled to
fight now’.67 For the General Staff, these were as follows:

(a) the maintenance of the balance of power in Europe;
(b) the maintenance of British maritime supremacy; and
(c) the maintenance of a weak power in the Low Countries.

How these principles could be implementedwas dictated by strategic
concerns and preconceptions as to ethnic affinities. The balance of
power in Europe made ‘essential’ the ‘existence of a strong Central
European Power’. This state ‘must be Teutonic, as a Slav nation,
the only other alternative, would always lean towards Russia, which
accordingly would obtain a preponderant position’. A German dis-
ruption of the balance of power was not to be replaced by a Russian
one. ‘In other words, it would be to the interests of the British Em-
pire to leave Germany reasonably strong on land, but to weaken
her at sea.’

Territorial changesflowed fromthese contentions.AlsaceandLor-
raine would be restored to France. Schleswig and part of Holstein
should revert to Denmark (the Kiel Canal should be ‘international-
ised’). A Polish state should emerge, but the General Staff was well
aware of the difficulties involved in awarding Danzig to Warsaw.
To compensate Germany for these losses, ‘in the south she should

63 Buchanan to Hardinge, letters,  and  Oct. , both Hardinge Papers, ,
and Buchanan to FO, disp  commercial,  Jan. , FO //.

64 Minutes, th meeting, War Cabinet,  Feb. , Cab /.
65 For less sanguine views see Rothwell, British War Aims, –.
66 ‘Naval and Military Conditions during Peace Negotiations’, P-, secret, Hankey

(conveying Asquith’s instructions),  July , Cab /.
67 Quotations from ‘General Staff Memorandum submitted in Accordance with the

Prime Minister’s Instructions’, P-, secret, W. R. Robertson,  Aug. , Cab /.



         

be strengthened either by the incorporation of Austria proper or by
a close union with a much diminished Austria-Hungary’. For the
General Staff, Allied solidarity was not important. It was ‘well to
remember that the present grouping of the Powers is not a perma-
nency, and indeed it may continue but a very short time after the war
is over’. British war aims had to reflect the needs of British security,
not those of others.

The Foreign Office took a more general position, one based on
the idea that ‘all the States of Europe, great and small, shall in the
future be in a position to achieve their national development in
freedom and security’.68 The search for a ‘durable’ peace required
that ‘the principle of nationality should therefore be one of the go-
verning factors in the consideration of territorial arrangements’. In
best ambiguous fashion, however, the Foreign Office declared that
‘we should not push the principle of nationality so far as unduly
to strengthen any State which is likely to be a cause of danger
to European peace in the future’. Despite such flexibility, the For-
eign Office was quite aware that nationality seemed likely to cross
the bows of Britain’s allies, quite ‘apart from any promises which
we may have made to them’. In such circumstances, ‘our attitude
should be guided by circumstances generally and British interests
in particular’.

Theseprincipleswere vague, butwhat theForeignOfficeproposed
in territorial terms was concrete. Belgium was to be restored, with
the caveat that Germany should not gain ‘access to the Belgian
coast’. Alsace and Lorraine should be dealt with mostly ‘guided
by French views’. The Foreign Office showed a suspicion of Russia
paralleling that of the General Staff. To put ‘all Polish-speaking
districts’ in a Russian Poland ‘has nothing to recommend it’. It
would bring ‘Russian boundaries in Europe to within  miles
of Berlin and about  miles of Vienna. Such an extension’, the
ForeignOffice concluded, ‘would secure for Russia a preponderance
that might become a serious menace to the balance of power.’ The
preferred solution was ‘a Polish kingdom under a Russian Grand
Duke’, creating a ‘buffer State between Russia and Germany in
the best sense of the word’. This ‘new Polish State’ would form a
powerful part of the ‘conglomeration of states’ in eastern Europe
resulting from the likely collapse of Austria-Hungary and ‘would

68 Quotations from ‘Suggested Basis for a Territorial Settlement in Europe’, P-,
very secret, Paget and Tyrrell,  Aug. , Cab /.



     

prove an efficient barrier against Russian preponderance in Europe
and German extension towards the Near East’.

Similar views about thebalanceof powerunderpinned theForeign
Office’s plans for the Balkans. The preferred solution was a Balkan
bloc ‘sufficiently strong to serve as a counterpoise to Germany’.
This was utopian for the present—given the quarrels endemic to
the region, particularly between Bulgaria and Serbia—but Britain
should ‘avoid any territorial rearrangements which would make re-
conciliation between these two States entirely impossible’. For the
rest of the Balkans, the Foreign Office advocated the application of
the general principles of nationality and economic viability to the
greatest extent commensurate with stability and prosperity. Certain
states were viewed with disdain. ‘Greece andRoumania’, given their
vacillating attitude towards the Allies, ‘deserve but little considera-
tion’ and their frontiers should be settled according to ‘the general
interest’.

Although the Treaty of London involved a ‘very distinct violation
of the principle of nationalities’, the Foreign Office realized that it
was ‘precluded’ from making any changes to it. In the rest of the
Balkans, it strongly favoured the creation of a South Slav state ‘with
a view to its forming a barrier to any German advance towards the
East’. In contrast to the concerns shown about the creation of a
Russianized Poland, the ForeignOffice did not feel that a South Slav
state ‘would be amere appendage ofRussia and so add to her already
overpoweringweight in Europe’. Serbiawas felt to be emerging from
its ‘Russian tutelage’, and British ‘political and commercial’ support
for the new state would turn it in a Western direction.

As to Austria-Hungary, the Foreign Office felt that ‘in accordance
with the principle of giving free play to nationalities, the dual Mon-
archy . . . should be broken up’. This momentous occurrence was
viewed as inevitable. Any concern that the German-speaking areas
of the Monarchy might provide a ‘large accession of the strength to
theGermanEmpire’ was balanced by the fact that theAllies planned
on stripping away much of the latter. Much of the territory that
would be removed would result in a ‘direct diminution of Prussian
power’. The belief that it was the Prussian aspect that had made
Germany go to war was emphasized. ‘The preparations for this war,
the impulse to this war, the aggressive designs connected with war
are all traceable to Prussian enterprise, and it is not extravagant to
say’, the Foreign Office concluded, ‘that a defeated Prussia will con-



         

siderably lose its power for evil.’ An infusion ofCatholic ex-Austrians
would further diminish the Prussian factor in German politics to the
benefit of peace. As to the rest of theDualMonarchy, the ForeignOf-
fice preferred a Bohemia linked to Poland and a fully independent,
Magyar, Hungary.69

War aims involved other things than territorial settlements. The
Foreign Office was alive to these sentiments: ‘peace’, the Foreign
Office contended, ‘remains the greatest British interest’. This end
could be achieved by the limitation of arms via ‘general arbitration
treaties and the consequent reductionof standing armies andnavies’.
However, without a decisive victory, the Foreign Office saw no pos-
sibility of such procedures being implemented, as Germany would
reject the idea.70 Even should the Allies be able to ‘impose their
terms’, the matter needed to be ‘delicately handled’ so as to avoid
the appearance of an attack on Germany’s sovereignty. To this end,
the Foreign Office advocated a sea change in thinking. The doctrine
that ‘might makes right’—seen as the essence of militarism—should
be replaced by a belief ‘that no community can exist which is based
on physical force alone’. If this could be achieved, the ForeignOffice
concluded, ‘one of the main objects for which they [the Allies] went
to war will have been achieved’.

Twootherpapers areworthyof inspection.TheAdmiralty’s beliefs
were relatively straightforwardand less far-reaching than those of the
General Staff.71 The RN had few interests in a European settlement
beyond satisfying Britain’s allies and the restoration (perhaps expan-
sion) of Belgium. Their natural focus was Britain’s maritime security.
Theycalled for ‘allGermanoverseaspossessions’ tobe forfeited to the
Allies, depriving Berlin of possible bases fromwhich to attack British
shipping and eliminating theGerman contention that the defence of
its colonial empire necessitated a large navy. German naval power
would be curbed by making Heligoland and the Kiel Canal unavail-
able to any future German fleet. With regard to Imperial matters,
the Admiralty’s aims were more extensive. Russia’s possession of the
Straits required Britain to take islands in the easternMediterranean,

69 Regarding the demand for an independent Czechoslovak state, see W. R. Callcott,
‘The Last War Aim: British Opinion and the Decision for Czechoslovak Independence,
–’, Historical Journal , / (), –.

70 For German disarmament see Lorna S. Jaffe, The Decision to Disarm Germany
(London, ).

71 ‘Note on the Possible Terms of Peace by the First Lord of the Admiralty’, P-,
secret, H. B. Jackson,  Oct. , Cab /.



     

possibly Lemnos or the ‘Italian Turkish islands between Crete and
themainland’, in order to ‘guarantee . . . the safety of our sea route to
India’. Equally, Mesopotamia should be retained along with control
of the ‘Arabian and Persian’ ports. To make such a settlement pos-
sible, agreement with Russia as to spheres of influence was essential.
Concern about the future of Anglo-Russian relations also meant
that closer Anglo-Swedish relations were required to check ‘Russian
naval preponderance’ in the Baltic.

Themost analytical of the papers was that of Balfour.72 He argued
that ‘the principal object of the war is the attainment of a durable
peace’. This, he felt, could be achieved by weakening the Central
Powers through territorial reduction and by ‘rendering a policy
of aggression less attractive by rearranging the map of Europe in
closer agreement with what we rather vaguely call “the principle of
nationality”’. Thismeant dismemberment of theAustro-Hungarian
Empire into various national states (but the political body itself
maintained in a smaller incarnation), the return of Alsace-Lorraine
to France, and the restoration of Belgium. A sticking point was
Poland.73 Unlike the Foreign and War Offices, Balfour opposed the
idea of a Polish buffer state. If it were created, Germany would be
‘relieved of all fear of pressure fromRussia’ andwould focus its entire
energy against western Europe. The result of ‘cutting off Russia
from her western neighbours’ would probably be St Petersburg
concentrating its energies in the Far East to Britain’s detriment.
‘Themore Russia is made a European rather than an Asiatic Power’,
Balfour concluded, ‘the better for everybody.’

Connected to this was his rejection of the idea ‘that the triumph
of the Slav countries is likely to menace German predominance in
Central Europe’. Only Russia was a Slavic Great Power, and Balfour
felt that the tsarist state would be ‘torn by revolutionary struggles’
in the postwar period. Thus Balfour did not believe that Germany
needed to be made strong enough to maintain a balance of power in
Europe. He argued that German power after the war would still be
sufficient to menace France and that close Anglo-French relations
would be necessary to prevent it. ‘Whatever trouble Russia may
give us in Mesopotamia, Persia, and Afghanistan’, he contended,

72 Quotations from ‘The Peace Settlement in Europe’, P-, Balfour,  Oct. ,
Cab /.

73 For background see A. E. Senn, ‘The Entente and the Polish Question’, Jahrbücher
für Geschichte Osteuropas,  (), –.



         

‘I do not think she will attempt the domination of Europe, still less
succeed in securing it.’

The above limns British thinking about war aims in , when
victory (or a favourable negotiated peace) seemed possible. These
sanguine views underwent significant changes in . The Rus-
sian February Revolution and the subsequent Frenchmutinies made
victory seem increasingly unlikely and an unsatisfactory peace in-
creasingly possible.74 The British political landscape also changed
with Lloyd George’s ascension to the premiership. His new cabinet
contained severalmen—LordsCurzonandMilner—whose interests
were Imperial. With victory in Europe uncertain and the collapse
of the Russian Empire likely, more attention was turned to the
possibility of securing Imperial advantages for Britain.75

The year  also brought to the fore new ideas about how (and
on what terms) the war should be settled. These stemmed from the
general attack on ‘old diplomacy’, which was widely believed to
have precipitated the conflict.76 With growing casualty lists, the For-
eign Office found itself under attack and its influence diminished.77

New ideas originating from domestic sources (although many were
found in the Foreign Office itself ) gained strength. Even military
men looked more favourably on a negotiated peace.78 An example

74 Brock Millman, Pessimism and British War Policy – (London, ); David
R. Woodward, ‘David Lloyd George, A Negotiated Peace with Germany, and the
Kühlmann Peace Kite of September, ’, Canadian Journal of History, / (),
–; W. B. Fest, ‘British War Aims and German Peace Feelers during the First World
War (December –November )’, Historical Journal , / (), –; and
David Stevenson, ‘The Failure of Peace by Negotiation in ’, Historical Journal , /
(), –.

75 Richard G. Hovannisian, ‘The Allies and Armenia, –’, Journal of Contemporary
History, / (), –; Artin H. Arslanian, ‘British Wartime Pledges, –:
The Armenian Case’, Journal of Contemporary History, / (), –; John Fisher,
Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East – (London, ), –; David
Saunders, ‘Britain and the Ukrainian Question (–)’, English Historical Review,
/ (), –.

76 For context see Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York, ), –, , ;
Michael Hughes, Diplomacy before the Russian Revolution: Britain, Russia and the Old
Diplomacy (Basingstoke, ), –.

77 Roberta Warman, ‘The Erosion of Foreign Office Influence in the Making of
Foreign Policy, –’, Historical Journal , / (), –; Marvin Swartz, The
Union of Democratic Control (Oxford, ).

78 Kenneth J. Calder, Britain and the Origins of the New Europe – (Cambridge,
), –; H. Weinroth, ‘Peace by Negotiation and the British Anti-War Movement,
–’, Canadian Journal of History, / (), –; Martin Ceadel, Semi-Detached
Idealists: The British Peace Movement and International Relations, – (Oxford, ),
–.



     

of this trend was the founding of the The New Europe by an academic
expert on central and south-eastern Europe, R. W. Seton-Watson.79

But fresh ideas also came from external sources. The Russian Provi-
sional Government that had succeeded the tsarist regime in March
 increasingly pushed for a revision of Allied war aims.80 And
revisions suggested by the latter were far less radical than those
of their Bolshevik successors, who campaigned on a platform of
‘peace without annexations or indemnities’, and planned to put
this credo into practice after signing an armistice with the Ger-
mans at Brest-Litovsk in mid-December . Another, less ominous
but potentially as disruptive, source of new ideas was the United
States. In December  President Woodrow Wilson, always eager
to play the mediator in international affairs, issued his peace ini-
tiative, calling on the belligerents to state their peace terms.81 This
had been met with a bland statement by the British and French
early in , but by the end of the year Wilson could no longer
be ignored. As he headed a state regarded as central to revitaliz-
ing the chance of victory, Wilson’s views needed to be considered
fully.

The result was Lloyd George’s speech of  January .82 The
prime minister’s outline of Britain’s war aims was essentially a re-
statement of earlier British positions. Belgium was to be restored,
Alsace and Lorraine returned to France, an independent Poland
(the nature of which was left conveniently undefined) created, and
the submerged nationalities of the Austro-Hungarian Empire gran-
ted independence.83 The principle of nationality was to be applied
to the Ottoman Empire, although again the exact details were left
vague in order to allow the fulfilment of what had been promised
to the various Allies. As to Russia, while Britain would be ‘proud to
fight to the end side by side with the new democracy’, a Bolshevik
policy of collaboration with Germany would lead to ‘catastrophe’.

79 For him and The New Europe see H. and C. Seton-Watson, The Making of a New
Europe: R. W . Seton-Watson and the Last Years of Austria-Hungary (Seattle, ).

80 Rex A. Wade, The Russian Search for Peace: February–October  (Stanford, Calif.,
), –.

81 For an introduction to this topic see John Milton Cooper, Jr., Woodrow Wilson: A
Biography (New York, ), –.

82 Compare David R. Woodward, ‘The Origins and Intent of David Lloyd George’s
January  War Aims Speech’, Historian, / (), –, and John Grigg, Lloyd
George: War Leader, – (London, ), –. Quotations are from the latter.

83 Harry Hanak, ‘A Lost Cause: The English Radicals and the Habsburg Empire,
–’, Journal of Central European Affairs, / (), –.



         

Lloyd George had also taken on board the liberal internationalist
thinking that had grown throughout the war.84 He called for the
formation of a new international system, one in which arms races
and militarism would be obsolete because of the creation of ‘some
international organisation [as] an alternative to war as a means of
settling international disputes’.While greater historical attentionhas
been paid to Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points, outlined three days
later on  January, the differences between his position and that of
Lloyd George were not substantial.85 British interests, Lloyd George
felt, could be achieved just as well by means of the new instruments
of diplomacy as by the old.

Eventual victory in  did not resolve the issues raised by the
British discussion of war aims during the war. What it did was to
eliminate the driving force of military necessity and replace it with
negotiation at Paris.86 This was particularly evident with regard
to the fate of Russia. After the armistice on  November, Russia
hovered uncertainly between being a Bolshevik state dangerous to
British interests and a major ally. Supporting the White forces, who
represented the chance of achieving the latter, was not something
that the British government was willing to do beyond a certain
point.87 The fate of Russia had, in fact, ceased to be part of war aims
and had become part of the peace settlement.

This ambiguity returns us to the issues raised at the beginning
of this study. What is clear is that Britain had no war aims beyond
winning the war.88 In the same way that Britain did not go to war in
an effort to head off a domestic crisis, in  Britain did not have

84 George W. Egerton, Great Britain and the Creation of the League of Nations: Strategy,
Politics and International Organization, – (London, ), –; Peter J. Yearwood,
Guarantee of Peace: The League of Nations in British Policy – (Oxford, ),
–; for deeper roots see David Blaazer, The Popular Front and the Progressive Tradition
(Cambridge, ), –.

85 Compare Grigg, Lloyd George, –, and John S. Galbraith, ‘British War Aims in
World War I: A Commentary on “Statesmanship”’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth
History, / (), –.

86 Erik Goldstein, Winning the Peace: British Diplomatic Strategy, Peace Planning, and the
Paris Peace Conference – (Oxford, ).

87 Keith Neilson, ‘“That elusive entity British Policy in Russia”: The Impact of
Russia on British Policy at the Paris Peace Conference’, in Michael Dockrill and John
Fisher (eds.), The Paris Peace Conference, : Peace without Victory? (Basingstoke, ),
–.

88 See A. J. P. Taylor’s quirky ‘The War Aims of the Allies in the First World War’,
in Richard Pares and A. J. P. Taylor (eds.), Essays Presented to Sir Lewis Namier (London,
), –.



     

war aims aimed at enhancing its own position.89 British war aims in
the First World War came about as a result of the primary goal of
winning the war. The need to promote Allied solidarity, to find allies,
and to deter other countries from either joining the Central Powers
or becoming malevolently neutral pushed London into a series of
decisions and agreements that were not, prima facie, war aims, but
merely the means to ensure victory. But as the casualties mounted,
so too did a desire to prevent a future conflict. This led to a search
for new means to ensure this outcome. The answers postulated were
not war aims as such, but their fusion with the policies required to
achieve victory created British decisions that were indistinguishable
from war aims. The amalgam of needs and desires became the
reason why the British were fighting the war and defined the goals
that they hoped to achieve. While Britain had not entered the war
with war aims, it emerged from it with a hotchpotch of obligations
and occupations that served as de facto war aims. The Paris Peace
Conference would decide which of them were realized.

89 David French, ‘The Edwardian Crisis and the Origins of the First World War’,
International History Review, / (), –.
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Russia’s War Aims

D S    O

And Sophia’s ancient vaults
In Byzantium reborn
Will again guard Christ’s altar!
Fall before it, O Tsar of Russia,
And arise as Tsar of all Slavs!

(  )

For A. J. P. Taylor Russia’s war aims in August  were straightfor-
ward: ‘to survive as a great power’.1 The fateful decision to prepare
for a confrontation was taken on  July , at a meeting of the
Council of Ministers in St Petersburg.2 That morning Count Frigyes
Szápary, the Austrian ambassador, visited Foreign Minister Sergei
Sazonov to deliver a copy of the harsh ultimatum his government
had just handed the Serbian government in response to the Habs-
burg heir’s assassination by a Serbian terrorist in Sarajevo nearly a
month earlier. Because of its close ties to the South Slav kingdom,
the demands also came as a major challenge to Russia’s prestige as a
great power.

After conferring with the British and French ambassadors over
lunch, Sazonov joined his colleagues at . p.m.3 As Foreign Mi-
nister he had the first word. Sazonov explained that Russia had
repeatedly been bullied by ‘arrogant’ German diplomacy since its
defeat in the Russo-Japanese War in . It had invariably yielded,

1 A. J. P. Taylor, ‘The War Aims of the Allies in the First World War’, in Richard
Pares and A. J. P. Taylor (eds.), Essays Presented to Sir Lewis Namier (London, ),
–, at .

2 Dates are given according to the Gregorian calendar. Russia still adhered to the
Julian calendar, which was thirteen days behind the Gregorian by the early twentieth
century. Thus in St Petersburg the council met on  July.

3 These paragraphs are largely based on Dominic Lieven’s account in Towards
the Flame: Empire, War and the End of Tsarist Russia (London, ), –, whose
manuscript he generously shared with me before its publication. See also Christopher
Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in  (London, ), –.



      

he said, but it was time to stop. Were the Empire to give way once
again, ‘it would be considered a decadent state andwould henceforth
have to take second place among the Powers’. The only alternative
was to stand by Serbia. But the minister warned that this might well
lead toa confrontationwithbothGermanyandAustria-Hungary. In-
deed, upon learning about the Austrian ultimatum earlier in the day,
Sazonov had exclaimed, ‘c’est la guerre européenne!’4 Nevertheless,
he clearly favoured firmness.

One by one the other ministers agreed with Sazonov’s logic, that
Russiamust take a strong stand.General Vladimir Sukhomlinov and
Admiral IvanGrigorovich, respectively responsible for the army and
the navy, pointed out that the military had not yet fully recovered
its full strength from the Far Eastern fiasco ten years earlier; it
certainly was nomatch for the combined forces of the twoGermanic
powers. Nevertheless, they concurred, ‘hesitation was no longer
appropriate’. Despite his concerns about the damage war might
inflict on the economy, Finance Minister Peter Bark acknowledged
that ‘the honour, dignity, and authority of Russia were at stake’.
The council’s members accordingly resolved to mobilize the Kiev
military district, which bordered directly on Austria, as well as
Odessa, Moscow, and Kazan.

The next morning, Emperor Nicholas II convened a second
Council of Ministers at Krasnoe Selo, a village near the capital
where the St Petersburg military district was conducting its sum-
mer manœuvres. Joined by the Chief of the General Staff, General
Nikolai Yanushkevich, and the district’s commander (as well as the
Tsar’s cousin once removed), Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, the
group confirmed the previous day’s decision for a partial mobiliza-
tion and tookmoremeasures to prepare the Empire for war.When it
was first ordered on  July in response toAustria’s declaration ofwar
against Serbia, the mobilization was directed only at the Dual Mon-
archy. Then two days later, after some hesitation, the Tsar ordered
a general mobilization and dismissed the demands of his German
cousin, Wilhelm II, to rescind the command. Within another two
days, on  August, Germany declared war on Russia.

Nicholas clearly understood that putting his armed forces on awar
footing risked a clash with the central European allies. Some his-
torians have detected an ulterior motive for the Emperor’s gamble.

4 ‘This means a European war!’, in A. I. Kuznetsov et al. (eds.), Ministerstvo
inostrannykh del Rossii v gody Pervoi mirovoi voiny: Sbornik dokumentov (Tula, ), .
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According to the patriarch of Leninist historiography, Mikhail Pok-
rovskii, ‘it must be clear to even moderately perceptive people that
theobjectiveofbothRussia’s autocracyand society for thewarof 
was Constantinople, a fight for the “Turkish inheritance”’.5 When
Soviet academe took a more nationalist turn under Joseph Stalin in
the s, Pokrovskii’s compatriots disavowed his thesis about tsarist
war guilt, and it now also finds little favour among scholars in the
West.6

The Emperor, many of his civilian officials, and much of civil
society certainly came to see possession of the Turkish Straits and
Constantinople as Russia’s just reward for defeating the Central
Powers when the Ottomans joined the confrontation that autumn.
But war aims are not always constant and can evolve over time. By
the same token, they are not necessarily synonymous with casus belli.
The most plausible explanation for the Emperor’s order to mobilize
his troops was his desire to salvage his Empire’s waning standing on
the Continent. While his manifesto of  August announcing the war
proclaimed: ‘Wehave now to intercede not only for a related country,
unjustly attacked,’ it added, ‘but also to safeguard thehonour, dignity,
and integrity of Russia, and her position among the great powers.’7

We will never know what truly motivated Russia to prepare for
war in July . However, divining its objectives once the fighting
began is more feasible. The autocracy’s own deliberations as well as
the relevant discussions with its allies are extensively recorded in the
many document collections and diaries that have been published in
the intervening century. What is particularly striking is that Russia’s
war aims were hardly unanimous; there were serious differences of
opinion about thewar’s priorities even at the highest levels. Nowhere
was the divide wider than between the generals and diplomats.

5 M. Pokrovskii, Drei Konferenzen (zur Vorgeschichte des Krieges) (Berlin, ), .
6 An American historian recently revived Pokrovskii’s Turcocentric thesis. See Sean

McMeekin, The Russian Origins of the First World War (Cambridge, Mass., ). Most
specialists, however, disagree with his conclusions. See, among others, the following
reviews: Ronald P. Bobroff, Revolutionary Russia, / (), –; Dominic Lieven,
Times Literary Supplement ,  June ; Josh Sanborn, American Historical Review, /
(), –; John Steinberg, Slavic Review, / (), –; Laurie Stoff, Journal
of World History, / (), –; Hew Strachan, International Affairs, / (),
–; David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, ‘Getting to Know the Unknown War’,
Russian Review, / (), –.

7 Nicholas, ‘Imperial Manifesto’, 〈https://archive.org/stream/documentsofrussi
mbp/documentsofrussimbp_djvu.txt〉 [accessed  Oct. ].



      

I

To understand how Russia’s Foreign and War Ministries saw the
world at the time, a good place to start is fourteen years earlier. In
 Nicholas asked its respective chiefs, Count Mikhail Muravʹev
and General Aleksei Kuropatkin, for their thoughts about the
Empire’s challenges in the next century. Muravʹev proposed an
assertive course for the Tsar’s diplomacy.8 He reminded him that
Britain, Russia’s principal rival for much of the post-Napoleonic
era, was thoroughly distracted by its struggle with the Boers in
Southern Africa. It was therefore opportune to take full advantage
of Albion’s difficulties overseas. The Count counselled Nicholas
first and foremost to ‘fulfil cherished Russia’s historical destiny
by securing the shores of Bosporus’, the northern portion of the
Turkish Straits. He added: ‘the inescapable necessity of this task is
so deeply embedded in everyone’s consciousness that it would be
entirely superfluous to describe the benefits that Russia would gain
from possessing the Straits.’9 Muravʹev did admit that, given the
potential complications, such a step required careful consideration
by all of the interested ministers. At the very least, the Tsar must
ensure that no other Great Power controlled them.

The Count also detected opportunities in Central Asia, long a
bone of contention with the British. Nicholas might consider ob-
taining a port in southern Persia and otherwise tighten Russia’s
hold on the venerable Oriental Empire. Meanwhile, if ever, now
was the time to extend Russia’s southern border to Herat in north-
ern Afghanistan, ‘one of the most important strategic points for
our future assault on India’.10 Nevertheless, Muravʹev concluded,
‘without a doubt we must finally resolve the most important . . .

8 M. N. Muravʹev to Nicholas II, memorandum,  Jan. , in ‘Tsarskaia
diplomatiia o zadachakh Rossii na Vostoke v  g’, Krasnyi Arkhiv,  (), –.
It was more recently republished in I. S. Rybachenok (ed.), Korennye interesy Rossii
glazami ee gosudartsvennykh deiatelei, diplomatov, voennykh i publitsistov (Moscow, ),
–. According to Rybachenok, the document was actually written by the minister’s
deputy, Count Vladimir Lamsdorff. The only leading diplomat to disagree with such
views during the prewar years was the ambassador to Washington, Baron Roman
Romanovich Rosen. See I. S. Rybachenok, ‘“Eta sistema soiuzov nosit v sebe semia
neizbezhniykh stolknovenii”: zapiska russkogo diplomata na vysochaishee imia za dva
goda do pervoi mirovoi voiny’, Istochnik,  (), –.

9 Muravʹev, memorandum, –.
10 Ibid. .
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question of how best to prepare our plans to occupy the Bosporus
Straits’.11

The Tsar’s War Minister saw Russia’s challenges in a very differ-
ent light from his colleague at the Choristers’ Bridge.12 Although
he proved to be a poor commander in the Russo-Japanese War,
General Kuropatkin was one of the brightest minds ever to head
Russia’s War Ministry, and his two-hundred-page memorandum
was a remarkably perceptive appreciation of the geopolitical land-
scape at the time.13 The general began by surveying the Empire’s
accomplishments over the past two hundred years. Since , Rus-
sia’s population had grown more than tenfold, he pointed out, from
 million under Peter the Great, to  million today. By now,
Nicholas possessed an enormous realm that extended over one-sixth
of the world’s surface. But this impressive growth had come at a
great cost, involving thirty-four foreign and three internal wars that
had taken nearly three million Russian lives.

Kuropatkin asked his master: ‘are we satisfied with our borders?’
In his own opinion, the answer was an unequivocal yes.14 Russia’s
sheer size made it vulnerable to attack by foreign powers. If in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the army’s primary goal
had been to expand the Tsar’s domains, in the twentieth it would
have to focus on protecting the lands over which he already ruled.
Conquering new ones would onlymake neighbouring states danger-
ously hostile. Furthermore, by now over half of Nicholas’s subjects
were non-Russians, and many of them were restive. Adding to this
alien population might very well exacerbate nationalist tensions
already current among minority nationalities. Taking issue with his
more expansionist compatriots, many of whom yearned to see all
Slavs united under the Tsar’s sceptre, he warned that even absorb-
ing Galicians and Austria’s other Slavic minorities had its hazards.
After all, ‘Austria’s Slavs have different aspirations and dreams [from

11 Ibid. .
12 This was the Imperial Russian Foreign Ministry’s nickname, since it stood near

the Choristers’ Bridge (Pevcheskii mostʹ) in St Petersburg.
13 A. N. Kuropatkin to Nicholas II, memorandum,  Mar. , Rossiiskii Voenno-

istoricheskii Arkhiv, fond [collection] , opisʹ [inventory] , delo [file] . The
memorandum has been published in Rybachenok, Korennye interesy Rossii, –, and
a brief summary appears in William C. Fuller, Jr., Strategy and Power in Russia –
(New York, ), –. For Kuropatkin’s thinking about the world more broadly
see David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, Towards the Rising Sun: Russian Ideologies of
Empire and the Path to War with Japan (DeKalb, Ill., ), –.

14 Italics in the original; Kuropatkin, memorandum, list [folio] .



      

Russians]’.15 As for Turkey, the War Minister acknowledged that
Russians had long yearned to control the maritime passage between
the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. Nevertheless, seizing this
would pit the army against an even more formidable coalition than
it had faced during the CrimeanWar forty-five years earlier. ‘We can
be satisfied with our current borders with Turkey,’ he concluded,
adding, ‘we do not need any more changes.’16

While they were written almost fifteen years before the start
of the Great War and neither of their authors was still in office,
these documents are important because they accurately reflect the
divergent views still held by leading officials in the ForeignOffice and
the army. Even at the highest levels, there were profound differences
about the Empire’s strategic objectives. And these disagreements
would continue as the war progressed. Of course, there had been
profound changes in Russia’s geopolitical landscape since the turn
of the century. St Petersburg’s priority then had been expanding its
influence over the Far East. However, the disastrous confrontation
with Japan in  had put paid to such ambitions and its attention
now returned to the Near East.

I I

‘Tsargrad’, as Russians popularly called Constantinople, had been
an obsession among both the Romanovs and many of their subjects
at least since the days of Empress Catherine the Great in the late
eighteenth century. Between the reigns of Peter the Great at the
turn of the eighteenth century and Alexander II in the latter half
of the nineteenth, Russia and Turkey had gone to war nine times.
The most traumatic clash had been in the Crimea in –, which
severely damaged Russia’s standing among the Great Powers. Their
leitmotiv had been establishing a southern maritime outlet. Peter
had already won his Empire’s way to the Baltic Sea during the Great
Northern War, but gaining access to the Black Sea and thence to the
Mediterranean would further help mitigate the Empire’s isolation
by land. The key here was the Ottoman capital, which guarded the
Straits that linked the two bodies of water.

Catherine, who twice fought the Turks, also began to develop
an ideological justification for her quest to possess ‘the keys to
our own home’ through her ‘Greek Project’. Although Catherine

15 Kuropatkin, memorandum, l. . 16 Ibid., l. .
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initially had little interest in her southern frontier, her victorious
first war over the Ottomans and the extensive gains she secured by
the subsequent Treaty of Küçük Kainarca in  opened her eyes
to potentials there. In addition to extensive new lands on the Black
Sea’s northern coast, the peace also accorded Russia the right to
protect Orthodox co-religionists under Turkish rule. Having carried
out her first partition of Poland two years earlier, the Empress now
began to entertain a similar fate for her enfeebled neighbour to
the south. Catherine’s enthusiasm for the scheme was evident when
she christened her second grandson Constantine in .17 Like
Peter, she too understood the region’s economic importance. As the
French diplomat Jean-Louis Favier put it in : ‘the war between
Russia and Turkey is first of all a trade war, because for Russia the
Black Sea trade has the same importance as the trade with America
for France, Spain, and England.’18

The stars never quite properly aligned among the other Great
Powers for Catherine to carry out her plan, and the Greek Project
remained unconsummated.19 Nevertheless, fulfilling ‘Russia’s his-
torical task’ in Turkey became the lodestone of tsarist diplomacy
during the next century. Nicholas I came closest in  when he
negotiated an alliance with theOttoman Sultan in  in the Treaty
of Hünkâr Iskelesi (Unkiar Skelessi), which obligated him to close
the Dardanelles at the Tsar’s command in exchange for military
support.20 However, rival British, French, and Austrian ambitions in
the region continued to frustrate Russian hopes for Constantinople
and the Straits. The ‘Eastern Question’, or how to benefit from the
Ottoman Empire’s terminal decline, was one of the most vexatious

17 Catherine also wrote a play and the libretto for an opera, The Beginning of Oleg’s
Reign, which recounts the Kievan prince’s raid on the Byzantine Empire’s capital in
. See Catherine de Madariaga, Russia in the Age of Catherine the Great (New Haven,
), .

18 Nicolas de Basily, Memoirs (Stanford, Calif., ), –.
19 Hugh Ragsdale, ‘Evaluating the Traditions of Russian Aggression: Catherine II

and the Greek Project’, Slavonic and East European Review,  (), –; G. A.
Sanin, ‘Problema Chernomorskikh prolivov vo vneshnei politiki Rossii v XVIII veke’,
in L. N. Nezhinskii and A. V. Ignatʹev (eds.), Rossiia i Chernomorskie prolivy (XVIII–XX
Stoletie) (Moscow, ), –. Some historians have questioned the Greek Project’s
authenticity. See Edgar Hösch, ‘Das sogennante “griechische Projekt” Katharinas II.’,
Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas,  (), –; O. I. Eliseeva, Geopoliticheskie
projekty G. A. Potemkina (Moscow, ), –. For a good overview of the background
up to  see Albert Sorel, La Question d’Orient au XVIII e siècle (Paris, ).

20 For the early nineteenth century see Alexander Bitis, The Eastern Question: Army,
Government and Society – (Oxford, ).



      

issues confronting Europe’s chancelleries right up to the outbreak
of the First World War.21

Tsargrad’s fate likewise intrigued Russia’s nascent civil society.
Especially in the wake of the Crimean War, many hoped to free
fellow Slavs from Turkish rule—albeit under the Tsar’s protection.
In his polemic of , Russia and Europe, Nikolai Danilevskii
proclaimed the pan-Slav credo:

Sooner or later, like it or not, a struggle with Europe is inevitable over the
Eastern Question: that is, over the freedom and independence of Slavdom,
over the possession of Tsargrad—over everything that Europe considers a
matter of Russia’s unruly ambition, but which every Russian worthy of the
name considers a necessary requirement of its historical calling.22

Pan-Slavism combined with another important development that
affected public thinking about foreign policy at the time, for in the
decades following the Crimean War—a military humiliation largely
brought about by the Empire’s backwardness—Russian society grew
stridently patriotic. Above all, the press and a number of civic groups
pressed for anactive policy in theBalkans.DietrichGeyer has termed
this need for society to establish Russia’s honour abroad to make up
for domestic malaise ‘compensatory imperialism’. Geyer suggests
that Emperor Alexander II’s decision to wage war with Turkey in
 despite serious misgivings was taken largely in response to
pressure from the pan-Slavic movement.23

After a brief flirtation with the Pacific Ocean at the turn of the
twentieth century ended in disaster in , the Eastern Question
once again began to take top priority at the Choristers’ Bridge. Tur-
key’s continued enfeeblement, nationalist passions among Balkan
Slavs, and the rival ambitions of Austria-Hungary and Germany
combined to recapture the educated public’s attention as well. In
the constitutional era this was an increasingly important factor in
Russian foreign policy.24 The Fundamental Laws of  that had
codified the Duma, or parliament, strictly forbade its deputies to

21 The classic English-language account remains M. S. Anderson, The Eastern
Question: A Study in International Relations (London, ). See also Nezhinskii and
Ignatʹev, Rossiia i Chernomorskie prolivy.

22 Nikolai Danilevskii, Russia and Europe: The Slavic World’s Political and Cultural
Relations with the Germanic–Roman West , trans. Stephen M. Woodburn (Columbus, Ohio,
), .

23 Dietrich Geyer, Russian Imperialism: The Interaction of Domestic and Foreign Policy,
–, trans. Bruce Little (New Haven, ), –.

24 Marc Szeftel, The Russian Constitution of April ,  (Brussels, ), , –;
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discuss diplomacy and war, which remained the Emperor’s exclusive
prerogative.Nevertheless, the legislature had to approve any budget-
ary increases, which invariably also involved it in other matters.25

Ministers such as Aleksandr Izvolʹskii and General Aleksandr Rödi-
ger and their officials did not hesitate to share their concerns with
politicians in order to gain their support.26 As Rödiger noted: ‘the
War Minister must be answerable not only to the sovereign but
also to the legislative institutions.’27 Russian foreign policy was
also the subject of lively debate in the press. Even such conser-
vative dailies as Novoe Vremia did not hesitate to criticize tsarist
diplomacy.

Liberals, both in the Duma and among the broader educated pub-
lic, were particularly keen advocates of a forward policy with regard
to Turkey.28 A number of leading voices within the public sphere,
such as Paul Miliukov, Prince Evgenii Trubetskoi, Petr Struve, and
the moderate conservative Aleksandr Guchkov, had been adoles-
cents during the Russo-Turkish War, and the new tensions in the
Balkans rekindled their youthful feelings of solidarity with the South
Slavs.29 Dubbed Liberal Imperialists, such men combined calls for
domestic reform with a more active diplomacy abroad, especially in
concert with the politically more progressive Entente partners, Bri-
tain and France. Actively promoting their cause both in the press and
in the Tauride Palace,30 such liberals also had strong ambitions for
Constantinople and the Straits. During a particularly impassioned
Duma debate over Turkey in early , one deputy thundered: ‘The

Lieven, Towards the Flame, –. For more detailed overviews see E. G. Kostrikova,
Rossiiskoe obshchestvo i vneshanaia politika nakanune pervoi mirovoi voiny (Moscow, ); and
Caspar Ferenczy, Außenpolitik und Öffentlichkeit in Rußland – (Husum, ).

25 Szeftel, Russian Constitution, .
26 William C. Fuller, Jr., Civil–Military Conflict in Imperial Russia, – (Princeton,

), , ; David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, ‘To Build a Great Russia:
Civil–Military Cooperation in the Third Duma’, in Eric Lohr and Marshall Poe (eds.),
Military and Society in Russian History (Leiden, ), –.

27 Aleksandr Rödiger, Istoriia moei zhizni: vospominaniia voennogo ministra,  vols.
(Moscow, ), ii. .

28 Liberal views about Russia’s role in the world at the time are well covered
in Uwe Liszkowski, Zwischen Liberalismus und Imperialismus (Stuttgart, ). See also
David Maclaren McDonald, United Government and Foreign Policy in Russia, –
(Cambridge, Mass., ), –; Martynna A. Fox, ‘The Eastern Question in Russian
Politics: Interplay of Diplomacy, Opinion and Interest –’ (Ph.D. thesis, Yale
University, ).

29 McDonald, United Government , .
30 The building in St Petersburg that housed the Duma.



      

Straits are the key to our house: we must therefore possess them
along with the lands on their shores.’31

I I I

Russia’s Balkan policy suffered a number of reversals in the years
leading up to . The first major setback came in autumn ,
when Austria-Hungary sought Russia’s acquiescence in formally
annexing the Turkish provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Al-
though nominally still Ottoman possessions, the territories had
come under the Dual Monarchy’s effective control in the after-
math of the most recent Russo-Turkish War. Count Alois Lexa von
Aehrenthal, the Habsburg foreign minister, met with his Russian
counterpart, Aleksandr Izvolʹskii, at Buchlau Castle in Moravia
to discuss the matter. The talks were carried out in the strictest
secrecy, and its participants subsequently gave conflicting accounts
of what had transpired. According to Izvolʹskii, he had agreed
to the Austrian’s request, provided the latter supported Russia’s
right to free passage through the Straits, a privilege that had been
revoked as a result of the Crimean War. As for Aehrenthal, he
publicly announced his government’s intention to annex Bosnia
and Herzegovina without mentioning any quid pro quo for Russia.
Despite considerable outrage, German support for its Austrian ally’s
move forced St Petersburg to accept it without any compensation.
The War Minister explained that the army simply was not strong
enough to take on both of the Teutonic powers.32 The liberal
daily Russkiia Vedomosti expressed the thoughts of many when it
characterized the fiasco as a ‘diplomatic Tsushima’.33

The following years did little to lessen tsarist anxieties about
the Eastern Question. In  both the Foreign Ministry and the
navy began to learn of Turkish plans to acquire dreadnoughts,
which would dramatically increase its hold on the Black Sea.34 A
year earlier, the Young Turks, a group of nationalist reformers,

31 In Maurice Paléologue, La Russie des tsars pendant la grande guerre,  vols. (Paris,
), i. .

32 William C. Fuller, Jr., ‘The Russian Empire’, in Ernest May (ed.), Knowing One’s
Enemies: Intelligence Assessment before the Two World Wars (Princeton, ), –, at .

33 In Bruce Menning, ‘War Plans and Initial Operations in the Russian Context’,
in Richard F. Hamilton and Holger H. Herwig (eds.), War Planning  (Cambridge,
), –, at .

34 Ronald Bobroff, Roads to Glory: Late Imperial Russia and the Turkish Straits (London,
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had effectively seized power from Sultan Abdul Hamid II, which
appeared to breathe new life into Europe’s ‘sick man’. St Petersburg
also grew alarmed at Kaiser Wilhelm II’s success in insinuating
his Empire’s influence in Turkey through railway concessions as
well as military and economic aid. Meanwhile, a war between Italy
and Turkey that had closed the Straits in spring  underscored
the Russian economy’s reliance on the maritime passage that was
the conduit for more than a third of all exports.35 Later that year
a second war erupted, between the Balkan League’s four south-
east European kingdoms and Turkey over what remained of the
latter’s European territories. Among his ambitions Tsar Ferdinand
of Bulgaria had publicly included Constantinople, which once again
raised hackles in St Petersburg.36

As Bulgarian troops advanced to within  kilometres of the
Turkish capital, Aleksandr Sazonov mooted the possibility of a
Russian military intervention. Despite two close calls, Ferdinand’s
troops were unable to breach Constantinople’s defences, thereby
obviating any need for a pre-emptive strike.37 This was not the
first time Nicholas II’s officials had considered seizing Tsargrad.
When within two years of the Emperor’s accession to the throne
an Armenian revolt began to menace the city, his ambassador
there, Aleksandr Nelidov, began to fear for the Ottoman Empire’s
imminent collapse. The diplomat argued that, were this to come to
pass, the navy must occupy the upper Bosporus. There would be
more. As for the ministerial council that convened to discuss the
matter in early December , while it concurred with Nelidov,
his scheme was subsequently abandoned in part because of French
objections.38

Not long after the Bulgarian threat to Constantinople waned,
a menace appeared from an entirely different quarter. Towards
the end of , St Petersburg learnt that a German military
mission to Turkey headed by General Liman von Sanders would

), –; Sean McMeekin, Berlin to Baghdad: The Ottoman Empire and Germany’s Bid
for World Power (Cambridge, Mass., ), –.

35 E. A. Adamov, Konstantinopolʹ i prolivy po sekretnym dokumentam b. Ministersta
inostrannykh delʹ,  vols. (Moscow, ), i.  n. ; Basily, Memoirs, –.

36 Bobroff, Roads to Glory, –; Adamov, Konstantinopolʹ, i. –.
37 Bobroff, Roads to Glory, –.
38 ‘Projekt zakhvata Bosfora v  g.’, Krasnyi Arkhiv, – (), –; Nicholas

Papastratigakis, Russian Imperialism and Naval Power: Military Strategy and the Build-Up to
the Russo-Japanese War (London, ), –.



      

be given broad powers, including command of Ottoman troops in
the capital. At Sazonov’s urging, the Emperor ordered a meeting,
on  January , of the council of ministers to discuss the
appropriate response. The Foreign Minister told his colleagues that
he was prepared to back up his demand that Germany withdraw
the mission with the threat of war, provided that he had French
and British support. While the War Minister supported him, the
council’s more cautious chairman, Count Vladimir Kokovtsov,
strongly opposed taking any such risks. As a result, the group agreed
to continue searching for a diplomatic solution to the impasse. It did
agree that more forceful steps could be taken in concert with the two
Entente partners. However, if Russia was left on its own, it should
refrain from any military actions. In the event, Berlin resolved the
matter by appointing Liman to a purely honorary position in the
Turkish army.39

For the first time since the confrontation with Japan ten years
earlier, a Russian Foreign Minister had been willing to countenance
war over the Eastern Question. Yet while the army reluctantly
supported him, it had very different concerns. These became evident
five weeks later, on  February, when Sazonov chaired a conference
to consider the longer-term challenge of controlling the Bosporus
and the Dardanelles.40 He told the group, which now consisted
solely of senior officers and diplomats, that ‘should Turkey lose
control over the Straits, in no case could another Power be allowed
to establish itself on its shores’, adding ominously, ‘for then we
would be obligated to occupy them ourselves’.41

The minister went on to ask the group for advice about how
best to prepare the army and the navy for such an eventuality.
The Chief of the General Staff, General Iakov Zhilinskii, estimated
that it would take at least a corps to carry out the first assault,
‘in other words , to , men’. He added that such an
operation could be contemplated only in the event of a ‘general
European war’. Furthermore, all would have to be quiet on the
Western Front.42 The head of military intelligence, General Iuri

39 Pokrowski, Drei Konferenzen, –; Ia. Zakher, ‘Konstantinopolʹ i prolivy’, pt. ,
Krasnyi Arkhiv,  (), –; Robert J. Kerner, ‘The Mission of Liman von Sanders’,
Part IV, Slavonic and East European Review, / (), –.

40 Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia v epokhe imperializma: Dokumenty is arkhivov tsarskogo i
vremenogo pravitelstv – (hereafter MOEI ), Series III: –,  vols. (Moscow
and Leningrad, –), i. –. 41 MOEI , i. .

42 Ibid. .
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Danilov, seconded his chief ’s assessment of the army’s priorities,
emphasizing that the army’s top priority was to defend against the
Central Powers: ‘The only good strategy is a strong strategy. The
war on our Western Front will require the utmost exertion of all of
the state’s resources, which won’t allow us to hold back an army
corps for any special operations. We must endeavour to be sure
of victory on the most important battlefield.’43 Not surprisingly,
the Naval General Staff senior officer responsible for the Black Sea,
Captain A. Nemits, disagreed. He reasoned that securing the Straits
would also benefit the fighting on the Western Front. Ultimately,
the council nevertheless resolved to assemble a strike force of army
troops as well as authorizing a major upgrade of the Black Sea Fleet.

Although he did not participate in the council, War Minister
General Vladimir Sukhomlinov categorically opposed any distrac-
tions on the Bosporus.44 Looking back to the various plans to seize
the Straits, Sukhomlinov recalled that it was quite evident ‘that all
of these fantastic escapades . . . could never yield any practical
results’.45 In the years leading up to the Great War, he clearly
understood that his primary goal would be to defend the Em-
pire against Germany and Austria-Hungary. It was a view shared by
most senior General Staff officers. In  twoGeneral Staff officers,
Major General Mikhail Alekseev and Colonel Sergei Dobrolʹskii,
outlined Russia’s strategic priorities in the light of the recent war
with Japan. Although the Far East still posed a danger, Russia’s prin-
cipal military challenge now was the Triple Alliance in the West.46

Subsequent assessments in the prewar period all confirmed that
the Empire would most likely fight Germany and Austria-Hungary.
Schedule , the mobilization plan adopted in  and modified
two years later, would be the basis of Russia’s call to arms in sum-
mer .47 According to its initial variant, Schedule  called for
seven armies to be placed on the Western Front, with an eighth on

43 Ibid. .
44 O. R. Airapetov, ‘Sudʹba Bosforskoi ekspeditsii v pravlenie Nikolaia II’, in id.
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Romania’s border. Together, the forces facing the Central Powers
would amount to , battalions,  squadrons, and over ,
guns.48 By contrast, three Caucasian corps, totalling  battalions,
 squadrons and  guns, were responsible for Turkey and the
Black Sea region.49

IV

Russia was the first among the allies to declare its war aims when
the guns began to fire in August . It made no mention of
the Straits for the very simple reason that Turkey was still at
peace. On  September, within six weeks of the outbreak of
hostilities, Sazonov had a ‘most friendly conversation’ with Sir
George Buchanan and Maurice Paléologue, the British and French
ambassadors respectively.50 He explained that he wanted to share
his ‘unofficial thoughts’ about how the three allies should plan for
the postwar order. Sazonov pointed out that their main objective
was to ‘break Germany’s power and its claim to military and
political hegemony’. At the same time, territorial changes would
have to respect the principle of nationality. The minister then went
on with some suggestions for redrawing the map in favour of the
victors. Needless to say, Alsace and Lorraine would be returned to
France, as would Schleswig-Holstein to Denmark, while Hanover
would be restored as an independent kingdom. Meanwhile, the
Dual Monarchy would be split up into three separate components,
Austria, Bohemia, andHungary, while Serbia would acquire Bosnia,
Herzegovina, Dalmatia, and northern Albania. There would also
be some adjustments to other Balkan borders, while Britain, France,
and Japan would divide Germany’s colonies among themselves.

Sazonov also divulged Russia’s desiderata. These included an-
nexing the Lower Niemen River basin from Germany and Eastern
Galicia from Austria. Meanwhile, the Kingdom of Poland would
also gain lands from the losers. The latter came in the context of an
unusual proclamation in early August by the army’s commander-in-
chief, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich.51 In a manifesto that had
been composed by the Foreign Ministry and was addressed to all

48 Menning, Bayonets, . 49 Zaionchkovskii, Podgotovka, .
50 MOEI , vi/. –. According to Paléologue, the Foreign Minister had already

discussed these ideas with him over lunch on  August: Paléologue, La Russie, i. –.
51 A. V. Ignatʹev et al. (eds.), Istoriia vneshnei politiki Rossii konets XIX–nachalo XX veka
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Poles under German, Austrian, and Russian rule, he called on them
to unite in an autonomous state ‘under the sceptre of the Russian
Tsar . . . free in faith, language and self-rule’.52 Although conservat-
ives opposed it, the GrandDuke’s appeal was designed to strengthen
the loyalty of a nation whose loyalty remained questionable.

When he learnt about the manifesto, the French president, Ray-
mond Poincaré, reflected: ‘I fear the sceptre of the Tsar will scarcely
suggest itself to the Polish eyes as an emblem of freedom.’53 Many
others also doubted the sincerity of Nikolai Nikolaevich’s summons,
but its authors at the Choristers’ Bridge were probably in earnest. In
January , well before the war’s outbreak, Sazonov had already
called on the Emperor to avoid short-sighted nationalism in the
interests of promoting Slav solidarity both at home and abroad.
He urged him to satisfy Polish desires for self-rule, schooling in
their own language, and the right to worship according to their
Catholic faith.54 As for its implementation, Russia’s ‘great retreat’
from Poland in  made the matter largely redundant.

Galicia and Poland were hardly at the forefront of most Rus-
sians’ thoughts about why they were fighting the Central Powers.
Even though Turkey was still at peace, some statesmen hinted that
Constantinople and the Straits might also be included among the
war aims. Almost as an afterthought, two weeks after Sazonov’s
chat with Buchanan and Paléologue about his wishes, Aleksandr
Krivoshein, Nicholas’s Minister of Agriculture, informed the am-
bassadors that Russia’s vision of the peace also included driving
the Turks entirely out of Europe and making Constantinople a
neutral city.55 Buchanan noted that Krivoshein even ventured ‘that
he would personally be glad if the Turks declared war on Russia, as
then the Turkish question would be finally settled’.56

Although theForeignMinister endeavoured to keep theOttomans
neutral, Krivoshein got his wish at the end of October when Turkish
warships shelled several Black Sea ports and laidminefields. Russia’s
declaration of war on  November almost immediately added Tur-
key to its war aims. In his proclamation, Nicholas declared: ‘along
with the entire Russian people we steadfastly believe that Turkey’s

(Moscow, ), –; Jeffrey Mankoff, ‘Russia and the Polish Question, –:
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reckless involvement in the conflict only hastens its inevitable fate
and opens for Russia the path to resolving the historical task our
ancestors bequeathed us on the Black Sea’s shores.’57

The Tsar did not exaggerate. The British ambassador recalled
that public opinion now ‘turned to Constantinople as the one great
prize to be won by the war’.58 The same issue of the business
daily Birzhevyia Vedomosti that published the text of Nicholas’s mani-
festo included Sergei Gorodetskii’s poem ‘Tsargrad’, which foresaw
Constantinople finally liberated and the ‘impudent half-moon’ on
Hagia Sophia replaced by the Cross.59 And PaulMiliukov, one of the
Duma’s leading liberals, announced that Turkey’s entry into the war
would help ‘fulfil the ancient goal of our Near Eastern ambitions’,
which consisted of ‘putting the Bosporus and Dardanelles entirely
under Russian control, together with Constantinople and enough
land on the shores to defend the Straits’.60

The sentiment was eagerly shared at the Choristers’ Bridge.
In November Nikolai Bazili, a senior diplomat with close ties to
Sazonov, wrote a lengthy memorandum about ‘Our Goals on the
Straits’, which explained in great detail both their economic and
their strategic importance. Without necessarily annexing them, he
explained, ‘the Question of the Straits can be definitively settled
only by establishing our complete and direct authority over the
Bosporus, the Dardanelles and some of the Aegean islands with
sufficient hinterland to provide for the stability of our possession’.61

Not surprisingly, many naval officers concurred. Captain Nemits,
who also served as the Admiralty’s liaison with the Foreign Ministry,
went further and pressed for more direct control in a memorandum
he wrote that month. His vision of the postwar settlement saw
the Ottoman capital under Russian rule, albeit as an autonomous,
neutral city.62

Meanwhile, Sazonov began to enlist the support of the two
allies. Despite its previous long-standing opposition to any Russian
privileges in Turkey, Britain readily agreed to his desires.63 Already

57 Adamov, Konstantinopolʹ i prolivy, i.  n. .
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on  November the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey,
informed the Russian ambassador that if the war ended in victory,
it would not object to tsarist control over the Straits. While this was
a major volte-face in Britain’s views on the Eastern Question, it had
already reconciled itself to this possibility some time ago. In  the
British government’s Committee for Imperial Defence had already
decided that the right of the tsarist navy to sail past Constantinople
would not jeopardize its interests in the Eastern Mediterranean. For
one thing, as Egypt was a British protectorate, the Royal Navy had
access to the Suez Canal. Furthermore, as King Edward VII and his
ambassador to St Petersburg suggested in , offering the Straits
to Russia might be a useful bargaining chip.64 France’s Foreign
Minister, Théophile Delcassé, was much less sanguine about the
matter. His republic had substantial investments in the Ottoman
Empire as well as interests in the Levant, which a strong Russian
presence might well endanger. It would take until April  for the
French also to accept Russia’s wishes.65

For the army, defeating the Teutonic foe remained top priority.
Throughout the struggle, its generals vehemently opposed anything
that might distract from their primary task. Oleg Airapetov points
out that ‘this was the only principle question on which [Grand
Duke] Nikolai Nikolaevich’s staff and its enemy—War Minster
Sukhomlinov—very likely entirely saw eye to eye.’66 When on 
December  Sazonov approached General Yanushkevich with
a request to detach a large contingent from the Western Front to
seize the Straits, the Chief of the General Staff’s negative reply was
categorical. ‘The current situation demands that we devote all of
our forces to the main theatre’, he wrote, adding that ‘the question
of reassigning troops to occupy the Bosporus cannot be considered
before we decisively vanquish our western foes’.67 Stavka68 never
deviated from its position. As the struggle with the Germans became
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more desperate in , General Alekseev even began to toy with
the idea of offering a separate peace to Turkey so as to free badly
needed troops from engagement on the Caucasian front.69

The army’s reluctance to be distracted by the Allied campaign
in the Dardanelles in  confirmed its insistence on devoting its
full attention to the Western Front.70 Ironically, the idea of the
Gallipoli Campaign was the brainchild of its commander, Nikolai
Nikolaevich. In lateDecember theRussian campaign againstTurkey
in Anatolia was not going well. The Grand Duke accordingly asked
Sir John Hanbury-Williams, the British liaison at Stavka, whether
his government might consider ‘a demonstration of some kind . . .
[to] alarm the Turks and ease our position on the Caucasus front’.71

Sir Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, had already
been contemplating an assault on the Dardanelles for some time,
and he readily consented to the Grand Duke’s request.72 However,
as General Nikolai Iudenich halted the Turks’ advance at Sarıkamış
in early January , he began to reconsider the idea. On 
January Sir John met again with the Grand Duke in Warsaw to
further discuss the Dardanelles campaign. Nikolai Nikolaevich’s
response was distinctly less enthusiastic. Not only was the Black Sea
Fleet far too weak to assist the Royal Navy, but he also stressed that,
in any case, he had never committed the army to any support for
the operation.73 Sazonov also put pressure on Stavka to support the
British, but was similarly rebuffed.74

Eventually,GeneralDanilov gave in to pressure from theEmperor
and in February agreed to order a corps from the Caucasus, should
the Allies be successful in their assault on Gallipoli.75 Even then,
Stavka’s participation was half-hearted. Within a month, it began
to divert some of the corps’s brigades for more urgent duties on the

August  it was located at the Belorussian railway junction of Baranovichi. The
German advance required its move further east to Mogilev.

69 Adamov, Konstantinopolʹ i prolivy, i. –, –.
70 Emets, Ocherki vneshnei politiki, .
71 John Hanbury-Williams, The Emperor Nicholas II: As I Knew Him (London, ), .
72 Winston S. Churchill, The World Crisis –,  vols. (London, ), i. .
73 Hanbury-Williams, The Emperor Nicholas II , –.
74 Adamov, Konstantinopolʹ i prolivy, i. .
75 Ibid. –; B. V. Kashirin, ‘Bessilie i lukavstvo u poroga Balkan: problema

primeneniia voennoi sily v strategii Rossii na Chernomorsko-Balkanskom Napravlenie
v –’, in id. (ed.) Velichie i iazvyi Rossiiskoi imperii (Moscow, ), –, at
–.
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Galician front. The generals were well aware of the need to placate
the Emperor , who remained enthusiastic about participating in the
Allied operation, and they resorted to subterfuge to deceive their
sovereign. Vasilii Kashirin points out that during the Tsar’s visit in
April to inspect the Odessa military district, which would be the
base of Russia’s mission to the Bosporus, he saw the Caucasus Corps
elaborately preparing for a mission its commanders knew it would
never undertake!76 By May, to shore up its effort against the Central
Powers’ counter-offensive there, the entire corps was retasked to
the west. Three brigades from the Odessa military district would
have to suffice for any mission to Turkey.77 Further reverses against
the Central Powers and the ultimate failure of the Allied Gallipoli
campaign later that year ended the need for Stavka even to feign
interest in the Straits.

V

Russia went to war in August  out of a sense of honour. Its
sovereign and his statesmen believed that the Empire’s credibility
was at stake. After a series of diplomatic setbacks over the previous
decade, they felt that they had no other option but to stand firm
when Germany issued its ultimatum. To back down once again
would have meant losing all respect of the other Great Powers.
Notions of honour remained important at the dawn of the twentieth
century, an age when duels were still occasionally fought among
aggrieved aristocrats. According to Dominic Lieven: ‘The nature
and psychology of the Russian ruling elite meant that there were
strict limits beyond which it was not willing to be pushed by its
desire for peace. It would not accept a clear and insulting demotion
to the ranks of Europe’s second-rate powers.’78

There is no question that Russia’s principal war aim after Turkey
entered the conflict in late October  involved fulfilling its
‘historical destiny’ on the shores of the Bosporus. For well over a
century, securing both the birthplace of its Orthodox faith and an
exit route from the Black Sea had been an important—if not almost
always the dominant—geopolitical objective of the Romanovs. It
was generally assumed at the Choristers’ Bridge that, given the
Ottoman Empire’s decrepitude, the Tsar would ultimately realize

76 Kashirin, ‘Bessilie i lukarstvo’, –. 77 Ibid. .
78 Lieven, Russia and the Origins of the First World War , .



      

his ambition. But the Empire did not provoke a war to obtain
them. Even a careful examination of the extensive records that the
Bolsheviks released in the early years of their rule makes this clear
to most scholars who have studied the matter—despite the desire of
Leninist historians to prove otherwise.

When in November  the Emperor and his diplomats put
Constantinople and the Straits front and centre of their expected
spoils, there was no unanimity on this score. The autocracy’s priori-
ties enjoyed broad support from the educated public; even after its
collapse in February , the Provisional Government’s first For-
eign Minister, Paul Miliukov, famously did not abandon them. And
during the Second World War Joseph Stalin also hoped to complete
the task of his imperial antecedents.79 Nevertheless, both before
and during the war the Tsar’s generals did not share their master’s
ambition and they did their best to avoid any adventures in the Black
Sea. To them, the Straits were a dangerous diversion, a ‘mirage’ as
one of them put it, that would only divert troops critically needed
for their overriding objective—defeating the Central Powers. That
there would be fundamental disagreements at the highest levels of
the Imperial Russian government comes as no surprise to those
familiar with its history.

79 Gabriel Gorodetsky, Grand Delusion: Stalin and the German Invasion of Russia (New
Haven, ), –; cited in Bobroff, Roads to Glory, .
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Jihad or Nationalist Uprising? Germany’s
‘Programme for Revolution’ in the Middle East

J  L. J 

In August  the halls of the German ForeignOffice hummedwith
activity as plans weremade to instigate revolutionary insurrection in
the far corners of the globe. Described by Fritz Fischer in Germany’s
Aims in the First World War , these activities belonged to ‘a far reaching
programme of revolution which was directed equally against the
British Empire and Imperial Russia. . . . These activities began
immediately on the outbreak of war. They were at first a means
of strategic warfare.’1 Run jointly by the Foreign Office and the
Political Office of the Reserve General Staff, what Fischer called
the ‘revolution programme’ aimed to foment unrest inside the
British, French, and Russian Empires. It had a truly broad scope.
‘Revolution was openly acknowledged as a means of warfare and as
an aim of war,’ Fischer wrote, ‘a fact admitted at the time only by the
leading German statesmen themselves.’2 Mobilizing diplomats at all
levels of the service, from the Wilhelmstrasse in Berlin to Legation
Secretaries in Cairo and Calcutta, the revolution programme also
established channels of communication with far-flung communities
of colonial intellectuals, attempting to recruit them as agents in the
service of Germany’s imperial aspirations.

The revolution programme was central to Fischer’s analysis. He
saw its speed, carelessness, and geographical reach as a microcosm
of the hubris and lust for power that animated Imperial Germany’s
foreign policy as a whole, but fifty years after the publication of
Germany’s Aims a good deal about the programme remains unknown.
This is particularly true with regard to the connections forged
between German agents and the local insurgents and nationalist
groups whom the Foreign Office sought as partners. This essay

1 Fritz Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the First World War (New York, ), .
2 Ibid. .
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takes up this topic by focusing on Germany’s revolution programme
during the war in the Middle East, specifically in Iran. How did
the Foreign Office reach out towards potential operatives in Tehran
and Tabriz? On what basis were they appealed to as partners
in the German war effort? In Germany’s Aims Fischer began his
exploration of the revolution programme with a discussion on
‘raising the Islamic world’. It is well known that in the early months
of the war the Foreign Office ardently pursued a policy of jihad,
or holy war, and Fischer analysed the revolution programme in the
Middle East under this heading, seeing the calls to jihad as vital to
the forging of the German–Ottoman alliance and in the outreach to
Persia. But the topic of jihad is a vexed one, particularly if one takes
seriously the perspective of local insurgents across the Middle East.
How successful was this policy? Did it change during the course
of the war, and how was it understood by constituencies on the
ground? Was the revolution programme in the Middle East solely
an effort to unleash ‘global jihad’, as a recent book has announced?3

In analysing the actions of German diplomats in Iran, and those
of the Persian revolutionaries working for the Foreign Office in Ber-
lin, this essay advances a perspective on the revolution programme
which retains Fischer’s political emphasis while bringing local inter-
locutors into focus. It also counters the reductive quality of much
of the current discussion of jihad, which takes an essentialist and
non-political view of what was an eminently political issue. It will be
argued here that viewing the revolution programme only through
the lens of jihad distorts our understanding of the reach and scope of
these actions. It also obscures our view of the political connections
that the Foreign Office tried to foster with insurgent groups, as well
as who these actors were and what they wanted. By the spring of 
jihad was on the wane as an overall strategy. As Fischer wrote, its
measures ‘were totally inadequate, and the effect produced by them
was practically nil’.4 Appeals to nationalism, by contrast, proved to
be a far more effective instrument in mobilizing insurgent groups

3 Sean McMeekin, The Berlin–Bagdad Express: The Ottoman Empire and Germany’s Bid
for World Power, – (London, ), gives a wide-ranging, but misleading and
incorrect, interpretation of the place and reach of jihad as an instrument in Germany’s
wartime foreign policy. A recent perspective is Wilfried Loth and Marc Hanisch (eds.),
Erster Weltkrieg und Dschihad: Die Deutschen und die Revolutionierung des Orients (Munich,
). The volume edited by Erik-Jan Zürcher, Jihad and Islam in World War I (Leiden,
), came out as this volume was going to press. Its findings could thus not be
included here. 4 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, .



             

than were calls to holy war. This is clearly illustrated in the case
of Iran. As a Shia majority nation divided into Russian and British
‘spheres of interest’ in , Iran was a hot zone of imperial conflict,
a site of German strategic interest, and an outlier with regard to holy
war. Pan-Islam had limited resonance in the country in , but
following Iran’s unsuccessful Constitutional Revolution from 
to , and its subjugation to both Russian and British imperial
aims, the desire for national liberation moved many.5

Calls to Holy War

As stated above, Fischer began his analysis of the revolution pro-
gramme with the topic of jihad. Not only was Islamic revolution
discussed as a catalyst for the revolution programme in general, but
Fischer emphasized the centrality of jihad for the development of
Germany’s overall strategy vis-à-vis the Middle Eastern theatre of
war.6 He set out the chain of decisions as follows. On  July,

Bethmann Hollweg had offered Turkey definitive terms for an alliance
guaranteeing Turkey’s territorial integrity vis-à-vis Russia if Turkey would
place her army under German military command in case of war and would
further bind herself to take Germany’s side if Russia entered the war as a
belligerent. . . . On July  the negotiations were resumed more intensively
with the aim of making Turkey the base for a war of revolution in the grand style
against Britain. . . . On July  and  preparations began to stir up revolt
in the Caucasus and especially Poland, and thus to initiate the revolution against the
conservative imperial power of the Romanovs which ended in the revolutionising of
east-central Europe. The strategy of ‘utilising to the full all means of harming

5 On Iranian politics in the period before , Homa Katouzian, State and Society
in Iran: The Eclipse of the Qajars and the Emergence of the Pahlavis (London, ), is sharp
and insightful.

6 Useful historical works on the jihad strategy and its limits include Tilman Lüdke,
Jihad Made in Germany: Ottoman and German Propaganda and Intelligence Operations in the
First World War (Münster, ); Donald McKale, War by Revolution: Germany and Great
Britain in the Middle East in the Era of World War I (Kent, Ohio, ); Martin Kröger,
‘Revolution als Programm: Ziele und Realität deutscher Orientpolitik im Ersten
Weltkrieg’, in Wolfgang Michalka (ed.), Der Erste Weltkrieg: Wirkung, Wahrnehmung,
Analyse (Munich, ), –; and H. Landolin Müller, Islam, Gihâd (‘Heiliger Krieg’)
und Deutsches Reich: Ein Nachspiel zur wilhelminischen Weltpolitik im Maghreb –
(Frankfurt a.M., ). Mustafa Aksakal, ‘“Holy War Made in Germany”? Ottoman
Origins of the  Jihad’, War in History, / (), –, gives the vital Ottoman
perspective. For a historiographical analysis of this aspect of Fischer’s work see Jennifer
L. Jenkins, ‘Fritz Fischer’s “Programme for Revolution”: Implications for a Global
History of Germany in the First World War’, Journal of Contemporary History, /
(), –.
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the enemy’ which Germany, in Moltke’s words, felt herself ‘entitled to adopt
without any reservation’, was consistently executed.7

The Kaiser enthusiastically supported the revolution strategy, fa-
mously writing that in the event of war ‘our consuls in Turkey and
India, agents, etc. must inflame the whole Mohammedan world to
wild revolt against this hateful, lying, conscienceless people of hag-
glers; for if we are to be bled to death, at least England shall lose
India’.8 By early August themilitary had signed on to the jihad plans,
pushing them forward. The programme took on a global scope. ‘On
August ’, Fischer wrote,

Moltke sketched out to Bethmann Hollweg the outlines of Germany’s plans for
revolution: Turkey was to be made the basis of operations in India, Egypt and
Persia, Japan was to be supported and induced to ally herself with Germany
in return for recognition of the Far East as a Japanese sphere of interest, the
Union of South Africa was to be subverted and Scandinavia neutralised, if
not drawn into alliance with the Central Powers.9

In a memo of  August Moltke confirmed the holy war strategy, stat-
ing that ‘revolution in India and Egypt, and also in the Caucasus . . .
is of the highest importance. The treaty with Turkey will make it
possible for the Foreign Office to realize this idea and to awaken the
fanaticism of Islam.’10 In Fischer’s reading, the drive for holy war
sat at the centre of the  August military alliance with the Ottoman
Empire. As he wrote, it ‘was concluded with an eye to the unleashing
of a pan-Islamic movement’.11

The official jihad declaration followed several months later. On
 November , twelve days after the Ottomans’ official entrance
into the war, the declaration rang out in Istanbul. It was made
by the Caliph, the Ottoman Sultan Mehmed V, who ‘appealed to
the Muslim subjects of the Entente powers to join in a common
struggle with the Ottoman Empire’.12 To counter the exclusively
Sunni character of the  November declaration, the desirability of

7 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, , emphases added. 8 Ibid. .
9 Ibid. . 10 Ibid. .

11 Ibid. . See Mustafa Aksakal, The Ottoman Road to War in : The Ottoman Empire
and the First World War (Cambridge, ), for a close reading of the German–Ottoman
alliance. Ulrich Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire – (Princeton, ),
is still valuable.

12 David Gaunt, Massacres, Resistance, Protectors: Muslim–Christian Relations in Eastern
Anatolia during World War I (Piscataway, NJ, ), . See Gottfried Hagen, Die Türkei
im Ersten Weltkrieg (Frankfurt a.M., ), for details on the declaration.



             

attaining a separate Shia declaration was discussed. The Austrian
Foreign Minister Count Berchtold, among others, recommended
sending an expedition to the Shia holy cities of Kerbala and Najaf,
‘in order to win over those spiritual superiors, the clerics, who are
highly influential in all of Persia, as well as in the surrounding Shia
territories, for an action against the Entente powers’.13 Germany
duly dispatched amission to these cities in February  and secured
a declaration of jihad from the Persian ulama.

Fischer’s argument placed Iran in this context.As hewrote, ‘during
thewholewarGermany tried to secure Persia as an ally and to induce
her to enter the war by extending the holy war to the Shiites, from
their spiritual centre in Baghdad’.14 This was, however, incorrect,
or at least incomplete. A review of documents on the revolution
programme in Iran from the German Foreign Office reveals that
jihad was only the first of Germany’s strategies vis-à-vis this country.
Calls to jihad were notoriously complex, and their effects varied
widely. Already by the winter of , the jihad strategy had run
up against the realities of regional and local politics; it crossed the
Sunni–Shia divide, running along the border between Ottoman
Anatolia and Persian Azerbaijan, with difficulty. As will be discussed
later in this essay, the Ottoman declaration had complicated effects
in Iran. Rather than bringing the two countries into common cause
against the Russians and the British, as Ottoman authorities and
Germanmilitary officers had hoped (Freiherr Colmar von der Goltz
chief among them), it inflamed the tension between them.15

13 Political Archive of the German Foreign Ministry Berlin (hereafter PA AA Berlin)
R , A : Notice from the Austro-Hungarian Embassy,  Aug. .

14 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, .
15 Ottoman–Persian tensions were volatile and complex. The articles collected in

Touraj Atabaki (ed.), Iran and the First World War: Battleground of the Great Powers (London,
), take up this difficult topic. German–Ottoman tensions were the bane of their
military alliance, and the tensions came in several different forms. German protests
regarding the killing of the Ottoman Christians, in the actions known as the Armenian
genocide, were only one area of tension. The documents collected in Wolfgang Gust
(ed.), Der Völkermord an den Armeniern /: Dokumente aus dem Politischen Archiv des
deutschen Auswärtigen Amts (Springe, ), and Johannes Leipsius (ed.), Deutschland und
Armenien –: Sammlung diplomatischer Aktenstücke (Potsdam, ), provide copious
information on German unease and protest regarding the killing of the Armenians.
Ulrich Gehrke, Persien in der deutschen Orientpolitik während des Ersten Weltkrieges,  vols.
(Stuttgart, ), gives a detailed accounting of the divisions between German and
Turkish war aims, locating the divisions, however, in the latter part of the war. The
wartime memoir by military attaché and later Minister in Tehran in the s, Wipert
von Blücher, Zeitenwende in Iran: Erlebnisse und Beobachtungen (Biberach an der Riss,
), covers the significant tensions in the alliance from the autumn of  onward.
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Following the  November declaration, consternation reigned
in Tehran. The Ottoman call to jihad directly jeopardized Iran’s
recent official declaration of its neutrality and its fragile national
political state. On  November  the young and powerless Qajar
ruler, Ahmad Shah, had announced his country’s neutrality and
demanded the removal of foreign troops from Persian soil. The pre-
sence of Russian troops in Iranian Azerbaijan, in the north and west
of the country, provided the official foundation for the neutrality de-
claration, but it was spurred forward in the autumnof  by specific
Turkish actions in Azerbaijan, which were seen as atrocities in the
eyes of both the Tehran government and the nationalist opposition.
TheTehran government was, in addition, under great pressure from
both London and St Petersburg; it could not allow calls to holy war to
cross its border. It forbade the dissemination of the Ottoman fatwa
on its territory. The jihad declaration therefore circulated informally
in Iran—it was impossible to block it completely—but with deci-
dedly mixed results. Rather than an anti-imperialist call to arms,
in which all Muslims would make common cause against European
imperialism, for many Persians the Ottoman declaration signalled a
renewal of Turkish territorial aggression across their western border.
Even the Shia-specific declaration was not straightforward. Many
saw it as tainted and as a product of European coercion. Friedrich
Sarre, the Foreign Office’s Liaison Officer for Persia, wrote that the
breaching of the shrines by German officers in their pursuit of the
declaration had had costly effects. Days of cleaning had followed,
and the disrespect shown to the holy places had created much bad
blood. Rather than support, Sarre worried, it would bring payback.

Jihad had complicated meanings on the ground in western Iran,
the specifics of which will be discussed in the last section of this
essay. Moreover, even Max von Oppenheim, chief theorist for jihad
in the German Foreign Office and the author of the initial memo
on the topic in , did not privilege this strategy with regard to
Iran. He pointed instead to the deep desire for national liberation
animating Persian politics. ‘In all of Persia’, he wrote to Bethmann
Hollweg, ‘there is an enormous desire to free the country from
foreign influence.’ He also viewed Iran through a geopolitical lens,
writing that ‘with its  million people, Persia will be in a position
to play a definite role in the current global struggle’. If the Persians
‘throw the British out of the country’, Oppenheim stated, ‘this would
make an enormous impression in India, which would naturally be



             

further strengthened if simultaneously the Persians marched against
the Russians’.16 As such statements indicate, Germany’s attempts
to bring Persia into the war on the side of the Central Powers,
and the related plan to raise the country in revolt, including hopes
for a revolution in Tehran in November , had little to do with
jihad. They focused instead on a strategy of national revolt. This
involved the mobilization of nationalist politicians, the steering of
public opinion towards the German war effort, and the spinning of
intelligence networks across the country.

Persian Strategies

Starting in the autumn of , Iran was mobilized politically by
the German Foreign Office.17 Because of its failed Constitutional
Revolution (–) and the inconclusive civil war that followed
in its wake (–), the country was deeply divided politically.
Anger at the invasive tactics of foreign powers was rife, and anti-
Russian feeling ran particularly high. St Petersburg had backed
the autocratic and brutal Shah Mohammad Ali in his quest to
destroy the revolution, deploying troops at the Shah’s request
which bombarded Tehran’s parliament in June . Starting in
 tens of thousands of Russian troops occupied their ‘sphere of
interest’ in northern Iran—the latter a result of the Anglo-Russian
Convention of —where they suppressed the nationalist aims of
the revolution and pursued the outright annexation of the territory.
Russian troops laid siege to the north-western city of Tabriz, a
constitutionalist stronghold, hanging its leaders and terrorizing
opponents. On  January  (the Shia religious day of Ashura,

16 PA AA Berlin R  A : Oppenheim to Bethmann Hollweg,  Sept. .
17 On Germany’s wartime strategies in Persia, Gehrke’s Persien in der deutschen

Orientpolitik is extremely thorough on military operations. The political actions run by
the German Foreign Office receive less attention. McKale’s War by Revolution is a useful
account, particularly on the implementation of jihad by powers other than Germany.
The Persian situation is, however, given in brief rather than in depth. British reactions
to German policies, which read most German actions as expressions of ‘jahad’ (sic)
whether they were or not, are collected in the official war reports published as Operations
in Persia, –, compiled by F. J. Moberly (London, ). On the specific political
mobilization of Persia, memoirs by two Foreign Office operatives deeply involved in
the project, Rudolf Nadolny, Mein Beitrag: Erinnerungen eines Botschafters des Deutschen
Reiches, ed. Günter Wollstein (Cologne, ), and von Blücher, Zeitenwende in Iran,
contain vital information. The voluminous Aufwiegelung records on the war held at the
Political Archive of the German Foreign Ministry are the most important source of
information for these actions and have not been fully investigated by the secondary
literature to date.
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akin to Good Friday in the Christian calendar) the respected cleric
Sikat-ul-Islam, the ‘chief ecclesiastic of Azarbaijan’, was hanged by
order of the Russian consul. A military band played and Russian
colours adorned the gallows.18 Clerics were not the only targets
of Russian aggression. Writers for the constitutionalist newspaper
Dawn were executed on Russian orders; the mutilated bodies of
agricultural labourers who sympathized with the revolution were
hung from gibbets in the bazaar.19 The Foreign Office wished to
capitalize on the depth of this anti-Russian feeling, vetting plans
early in August  for instigating a national uprising in Iran as a
way of striking against Russia. ‘Persia is to be encouraged’, stated
a General Staff memorandum of  August, ‘to avail itself of the
favourable opportunity to shake off the Russian yoke and, when
possible, to advance together with the Turks.’20 Whether the latter
would be possible remained to be seen. Oppenheim also pointed to
nationalist politicians and tribal chieftains as possible collaborators
in a liberation struggle, claiming that a successful uprising in Iran
would powerfully resonate across the region.21

In the autumn of  and the winter of  the Foreign Office
dispatched a row of agents to the country, several of whom also
belonged to the Afghanistan Expedition. They were to establish
intelligence networks, make contact with tribal leaders, and assess
the level of support for Germany among the population at large.
The Wilhelmstrasse sought out prominent secular interlocutors:
nationalist politicians, journalists, diplomats, and members of the
intelligentsia who had been active in the Constitutional Revolution
and were members of Iran’s Democratic Party. ‘With regard to
a rebellious movement in Persia’, wrote Germany’s Minister in
Stockholm and a central organizer of the revolution programme,
Franz von Reichenau, to Bethmann Hollweg, ‘it must start with
the simple people. The current political rulers are owned by either
the English or the Russians.’22 The nationalist committees in the

18 Edward G. Browne, The Reign of Terror at Tabriz: England’s Responsibility (London,
), .

19 Ibid.; id., Letters from Tabriz: The Russian Suppression of the Iranian Constitutional
Movement , ed. Hasan Javadi (Washington, ), .

20 PA AA Berlin R  A : ‘Wünsche des Grossen Generalstabs betreffend
Persien’,  Aug. .

21 PA AA Berlin R  A : Oppenheim to Bethmann Hollweg,  Sept. .
22 PA AA Berlin R  A : Reichenau to Bethmann Hollweg, ‘Russisches

und Persisches’,  Sept. .



             

larger cities and towns presented opportunities for contact. Editors
of nationalist newspapers, such as the Tehran newspaper Thunder
(Raad ), were approached, for they were seen as potentially pro-
German.23 Iranian students studying in Germany were drawn
into the project. One example was Ezzadullah Hedayat, the son
of former Finance Minister Sani ed Douleh. A central figure in
the Constitutional Revolution and ‘a reputed Germanophile’—as
Finance Minister he had been engaged in negotiating loans from
Germany—Sani ed Douleh had been murdered by the Russians in
.24 While the father had had friendly connections to Germany,
in the autumn of  the son wrote articles for Thunder in which he
exhorted his audience to support the German narrative of the war.
Writing against ‘the news reports from Reuter and Havas, which
disseminate only lies’, Hedayat publicized German victories and
exhorted his countrymen to attach their hopes for national liberation
to Germany.25 The agent Wilhelm Wassmuss, whose successful
organization of the southern PersianTengistani tribe earned him the
sobriquet ‘the German Lawrence’, praised Hedayat’s articles. It was
necessary,Wassmuss wrote, ‘in regard towartimematters that public
opinion in Persia be enlightened and directed in a German sense
and in the most energetic way’.26 All agreed that military victories
spoke most powerfully to Persian ears. The German Minister in
Tehran, Prince Heinrich Reuss XXXI, and his Legation Secretary,
Radolf von Kardorff, reported to Berlin on the upsurge of pro-
German sentiment in the Persian population as news spread about
Germany’s early victories at Tannenberg and theMasurian Lakes.27

Opinion in Berlin was divided on Iran’s usefulness to Germany.
Baron Langwerth von Simmern, head of the Political Division and
initially responsible for Persienpolitik in the fall of , sniffed that
it was a ‘weak land with no military capabilities’.28 Others fol-
lowed a different strategic calculus based on geopolitical positioning
and political aspirations. Such a man was Rudolf Nadolny, who
became head of the Political Office of the Reserve General Staff
in December . Appointed by General Erich von Falkenhayn,
Nadolny partnered with Otto von Wesendonk at the Foreign Office

23 Ibid.
24 Browne, Letters from Tabriz, . The Russians worked through two Georgian

assassins.
25 PA AA Berlin R : Wassmuss to Bethmann Hollweg,  Sept. .
26 Ibid. See also Christopher Sykes, Wassmuss: The German Lawrence (London, ).
27 Blücher, Zeitenwende in Iran, . 28 Simmern as quoted ibid. .
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in running Germany’s Persian policy. Fischer saw Nadolny, an East
Prussian career diplomat and close friend of Under-Secretary Zim-
mermann, as a central figure in the revolution programme, which
he was. But he was no friend of Oppenheim’s ideas. As one of the
Foreign Office’s new Oriental experts—he had been sent to the
Ottoman–Persian border zone in  to analyse the movement of
Russian and Turkish agents before being sent on to the Balkans—
Nadolny was not interested in jihad. He was, however, a strong
supporter of appealing to nationalist groups, from the Finns to the
Georgians, Poles, Persians, Indians, and Crimean Tatars, as ‘fields
for subversion’.29

Nadolny was responsible for co-ordinating the actions of the
Afghanistan Expedition and for the work of the German agents in
Iran. In February  he sent a new group of operatives to Persia:
Friedrich Sarre, a career Orientalist scholar, Lieutenant Johann
Waldmann, on loan from the military, and Count Georg von Kan-
itz, previously the military attaché in Tehran. As Under-Secretary
Zimmermannwrote to theGerman Embassy in Istanbul: ‘Sarre and
Waldmann, on a mission from the General Staff, are travelling to
the Persian–Turkish border . . . in order to establish connections
between the military attachés in Istanbul and Tehran and our ex-
peditions in Persia and Mesopotamia. Eventually such connections
will include Persian gendarmes andTurkish troops active in Iraq and
northern Persia.’30 Waldmann was also to write a general report on
Iran’s military effectiveness.31 With regard to the latter, the Foreign
Office specifically targeted the Persian gendarmerie, Iran’s approxi-
mation of a standing army, as a potential ally. It had the reputation
of democratic sympathies, had Swedish officers in command who
were known to be pro-German, and was stridently anti-Russian.32

An emerging network of intelligence agents—Max Schünemann in
Kermanshah and Wassmuss in Shiraz—contacted the gendarmes
as well as seeking connections to Iran’s many tribal leaders, who
commanded large swathes of territory along the emerging fronts in

29 Fischer spoke of organizing nationalist groups as ‘fields for subversion’: Germany’s
Aims, .

30 PA AA R  A : Under-Secretary of State to Constantinople Embassy, 
Feb. .

31 PA AA Berlin R  A : Nadolny to Foreign Office,  Feb. , and the
attached ‘Arbeit des Leutnants der Reserve Waldmann über Persien’.

32 Stephanie Cronin, ‘Iranian Nationalism and the Government Gendarmerie’, in
Atabaki (ed.), Iran and the First World War , –.



             

the north, west, and south. Count Kanitz proved particularly adept
at making connections to the tribes. By late  he had received
pledges for thousands of mounted fighters from the Qashqai, Shah-
sevan, Lurs, and even from the traditionally pro-British Bakhtiari
tribe.

By the summer of  agents in the Persian cities of Shiraz,
Kermanshah, Bushehr, and Isfahan had made notable progress
in establishing cells of German influence. The agent Wipert von
Blücher, who would serve as Nadolny’s military attaché, wrote that
‘Isfahan, Shiraz, Yazd, Kerman, and Kermanshah subordinated
themselves to the national movement and gave it the broad ter-
ritorial foundation that it had heretofore lacked’.33 Oskar Ritter
von Niedermayer, a leader of the Afghanistan Expedition, con-
fidently reported in July  that Isfahan ‘stands completely on
our side, similar to the majority of Persian cities in which Ger-
man representatives have been active’.34 The political strength of
Iran’s pro-GermanDemocratic Party was also on the rise, capturing
thirty seats in the parliament in December . In August  the
nationalist politician Mustolfi el Memalak became Minister Presi-
dent and opened direct talks between Germany and the Tehran
government on the possibility of Persia entering the war and what
Germany would pledge to it if it did. Although the talks foundered
on the details of a possible alliance and broke off in September ,
Germany’s plans to instigate a national uprising in Iran continued.35

The ‘movement in the country has developed to such an extent’,
wrote Blücher, ‘that the forces in the country which have now been
released can no longer be held back’. In addition to Kanitz’s tribal
fighters, ‘the gendarmes and thousands of freedom fighters from
the cities stand ready’. Iran, he wrote with excitement, was ready
to ‘go up in flames’.36 Actions on  November  showed where
the German–Iranian collaboration could lead. Local nationalists
in Shiraz, supported by the Germans and the gendarmes, seized
control of the city, expelling the British. ‘On  November’, in the
words of historian Stephanie Cronin, ‘the Gendarmerie, under the
command of Major Ali Quli Khan Pasyan, and the Committee for
the Protection of Iranian Independence, took control of Shiraz. . . .

33 Blücher, Zeitenwende in Iran, .
34 Hans-Ulrich Seidt, Berlin, Kabul, Moskau: Oskar Ritter von Niedermayer und Deutschlands

Geopolitik (Munich, ), –.
35 Blücher, Zeitenwende in Iran, . 36 Ibid.
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He ordered Captain Mas‘ud Khan Puladin to take over the British
consulate, the bank and the telegraph office and to arrest the British
residents of Shiraz. . . . All the available notes and silver coin in the
local branch of the Imperial Bank of Persia were confiscated.’37

While the capital Tehran simmered on the verge of an uprising,
at least in the imagination of the German agents and their Persian
collaborators, Russian troops moved into action. From their gar-
rison at Kazwin, north and west of Tehran, Grand Duke Nikolai
Nikolaevich’s forces marched on the capital on  November, caus-
ing Germany’s partners, the Iranian Democrats, to flee. Forming a
Committee of National Defence, they left Tehran, along with Count
Kanitz and the German Consul Prince Reuss, for the holy city of
Qom. Organizing themselves further into a Provisional Govern-
ment, they signed a contract with Kanitz (leaving Reuss to return
to the capital and the Shah and his court, who stayed behind) and
fled further, into the mountain passes of western Iran. As Cronin
has written, the events in Tehran and Qom set off a series of revolts
across the country: ‘Gendarme officers in various towns in southern
and western Iran took action similar to that taken in Shiraz.’ She
continues:

The Gendarmes came out in open revolt and took possession of Hamadan,
Kirmanshah, Sultanabad, Isfahan, Yazd and Kirman, forcing allied nationals
to evacuate these places. In Hamadan, for example, the Gendarmerie, under
the command of Major Muhammad Taqi Khan Pasyan, took control after
forcibly disarming a local Cossack detachment. After their surrender Major
Pasyan made a patriotic speech to the Cossacks, exhorting them to join the
Gendarmes in fighting to defend the independence of Iran.38

From his vantage point in the mountain passes of western Iran in
early , Blücher began to see Iran’s emerging front as Germany’s
own.During the fighting, he wrote, ‘we realized that we—positioned
on the furthest reaches of Germany’s eastern front [deutsche Ostfront]
which extended from the Baltic to the Iranian plateau—were to
carry out the great task of preventing, by all means possible, the
meeting of the British and the Russian armies in Mesopotamia.’39

In this endeavour, one set of organized efforts had already been
coming from outside the country. With the Provisional Government
on the run, and the victories of the gendarmes fragile and soon

37 Cronin, ‘Iranian Nationalism’, . 38 Ibid. –.
39 Blücher, Zeitenwende in Iran, .



             

overturned by the inexorable advance of the Russian military, who
pursued Kanitz’s fighters through the mountains, the defence of
Iran’s national sovereignty also came from a group of exiled Iranian
politicians and intellectuals in Berlin. Called the PersianCommittee,
their leader was the well-known constitutionalist revolutionary, the
Iranian Democrat Sayyed Hassan Taqizadeh, a fierce anticlerical
who wanted nothing to do with an Islamic jihad.

The Persian Committee and the Question of Jihad

The Persian Committee was established by the German Foreign
Office in the winter of  and stood formally under Nadolny’s
direction. In the late autumn of  the ForeignOffice had set out to
find reliable operatives, intending to organize them into a nationalist
committee similar to those, such as the Indian and the Irish, which
had already been established. Nadolny and Wesendonk sought
connections to Iranian diplomats and intellectuals, journalists and
students, many of whom had been driven into exile by political
developments in Iran. Such a man was Taqizadeh, chosen by the
Foreign Office to lead the committee. Taqizadeh was a radical
constitutionalist and leader of the revolution who had been a
member of the first and second Persian parliaments. Born in 
in Tabriz as a cleric’s son, he had rejected his religious upbringing
in favour of secularism and the natural sciences. As a young man
he had taught physics at the reformist Dar es Forun School in
Tehran and had been active in progressive clubs that translated
scientific works and French authors—Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand
Leagues under the Sea was a favourite—into Persian. A leader of the
emerging Democratic Party, Taqizadeh fled Iran in  following
the death of the cleric Behbehani, who had been a leader of the
Moderates and was a political rival. Under suspicion of having
had a hand in the cleric’s death, Taqizadeh, who had been hailed
as the Persian revolution’s ‘Danton’ by the Cambridge Orientalist
Edward Browne, was forced out of the parliament, driven from the
country, and excommunicated.40 The Foreign Office located him in
New York City in December , and Nadolny and Wesendonk
arranged for him and a companion, Mirza Reza Khan, to travel to
Berlin to establish the Persian Committee.41

40 Tim Epkenhans, Die iranische Moderne im Exil (Berlin, ), –.
41 PA AA Berlin R  A : Report of the General Consulate New York, 

Dec. .
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Following Taqizadeh’s instructions, the Wilhelmstrasse brought
Iranian intellectuals and politicians to Berlin from locations across
Europe. They included Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh, who left Iran
in  following the murder of his father, a radical cleric who
had been allied to the constitutionalists. He had studied law in
Dijon and was brought to Berlin from Lausanne. After the war
he became one of Iran’s foremost modernist writers. A further
example was the diplomat Hussein Kuli Khan Nawab, who had
served in the Persian Consulate in London and was a committed
constitutionalist. Appointed as Foreign Secretary in Tehran, he
had been forced out in  by Russian and British pressure.
Travelling to Europe and living in Paris with his Irish wife, Hussein
Kuli Khan responded to Taqizadeh’s request, went to Berlin, and
joined the Committee.42 The student Ezzadullah Hedayat and the
intellectual Hasan Kazemzadeh joined the group, the latter coming
from London, as did the radical constitutionalist Hadar Khan, who
travelled to Berlin from Istanbul. The grandson of the regentKhazin
ul Mulk and Gulam Reza Khan, who had studied law in Brussels
and edited a Persian newspaper, also went to Berlin.43 Responding
to the requests of the Foreign Office, Persian ministers in several
European capitals—Mirza Mahmoud Khan at The Hague and
Mirza Mustafa Khan Safa el Meinelek in Vienna—went against the
wishes of their own government, which was officially neutral and
under the thumb of the Entente, by agreeing to serve the Berlin
Committee as representatives (Vertrauensmänner ).44

Defining themselves in their programme of March  as ‘the
union of Persia’s patriotic elements . . . and the country’s moral,
political, and spiritual influences’, they pledged themselves to the
liberation of Iran and the protection of its sovereignty.45 Practically
speaking, the Committee was plunged into intelligence and propa-
ganda work. Wesendonk spoke of sending ‘nationalistic missions to
Constantinople, Baghdad, Tehran, and Shiraz’ to work with the
population, both Turks and Persians, promote co-operation with

42 PA AA Berlin R  Zu A : Oppenheim to Wesendonk,  Jan. .
43 Ibid. Gulam Reza Khan was said to have published a Persian newspaper in

Brussels.
44 PA AA Berlin R A : Draft of secret telegram no. , Foreign Office

Berlin to German Legation in The Hague,  Jan. ; R  A : draft of
telegram no. , Foreign Office Berlin to Constantinople Embassy,  Jan. ; R
 A : Report from Wesendonk to Vienna Embassy,  Feb. .

45 Epkenhans, Iranische Moderne, .



             

Germany, and support the gendarmes, all of which was done. Costs
were estimated at one million marks, , of which were to sup-
port the Persian Committee for four months.46 Nadolny agreed,
proposing a budget of up to one million marks for ‘propaganda
purposes in Persia alone’.47 Jamalzadeh was dispatched to the
Ottoman–Persian border in March  to observe developments
and establish connections to the nationalist opposition. Along with
the poet Pur Davuud, a fellow Committee member, Jamalzadeh
edited the pro-German newspaper Uprising (Rastahiz) in Baghdad
for sixteenth months, returning to Berlin in August .48

This border region, and the relationship between Persia and
the Ottoman Turks, was of particular importance to the Persian
Committee and the Foreign Office. Nadolny had been tasked with
establishing the Committee at the same time that the Foreign
Office began developing an independent strategy vis-à-vis Iran, a
decision that arose ‘out of the moments of conflict, that emerged
already at the end of , between the German and Turkish
positions regarding actions in Iran’.49 At issue was a developing
conflict with the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) regarding
Turkish war aims in western Iran, specifically in Iranian Azerbaijan.
Turkish actions, and the violence of Turkish troops towards Persian
civilians in these areas—in the absence of any official declaration
of hostilities—were of vital importance to the members of the
Persian Committee. Their reactions to the Turkish occupation give
a different reading of the local meanings of jihad in –, and
cast light on its unpredictability and volatility for Germany as a
political strategy.

Calls to jihad in Iran, particularly in the Ottoman–Persian bor-
der zone of Iranian Azerbaijan, resonated with specific meanings
in . Ethnically and religiously diverse, Iran’s westernmost pro-
vince was home to Persians, Turks, Kurds (both Ottoman and
Persian), Azeris, Armenians, and Georgians. Its cities—Tabriz, Ur-
mia, and Kermanshah in Persian Kurdistan—housed Shia and
Sunni Muslims, a large number and variety of eastern Christian
communities (Nestorians, Chaldeans, Syrians, Armenians), Jewish

46 PA AA R  A : Wesendonk note,  Mar. .
47 PA AA R  Zu A : Nadolny response.
48 Epkenhans, Iranische Moderne, , .
49 Gehrke, Persien, i. , cited in Epkenhans, Iranische Moderne, . See also the

analysis in Hew Strachan, The First World War , i. To Arms (Oxford, ),  ff.
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communities, and a small but significant number of Europeans: mis-
sionaries, diplomats, doctors, engineers, bankers, businessmen. The
cutting edge of what became the Armenian genocide ran through
the region in the autumn of  and winter of , as the de-
struction of the region’s Christians—the ‘forgotten genocide’ of the
Nestorians and Chaldeans—pre-dated the onset of the large-scale
killings and deportations in Anatolia in the spring of .50 The
killings on Persian territory, extensive and organized as they were,
happened under cover of the Turkish military occupation of the
area, which started in the late autumn of . Persian governors
and residents in Azerbaijan reported that the killings were driven by
Turkish plans and carried out by a combination of Turkish troops
and Kurdish irregulars. For the Persian nationalists in Berlin, who
protested about the killings to the Turkish government in Istanbul,
this was a form of jihad.

In Persian Azerbaijan the war started early and ended late.
‘Persia is not in the war, but the war has been in Persia ever since
the beginning’, stated the American missionary William Shedd
in his written testimony on the mass killings of Christians in the
area to the Toynbee and Bryce Commission, an effort by the
British Foreign Office to gather eyewitness testimony on Ottoman
atrocities, in .51 Prior to the official declarations of war between
the Ottoman and Russian Empires in early November , a ‘de
facto state of war’ had unfolded in the region.52 Clarence Ussher, an
American physician in Van, had reported on ‘bands of volunteers’
headed by the Turkish official Jevdet Bey, the Vali of Van, moving
‘across the border to stir up the Persians against Russia and, by
destroying and plundering many Christian villages, to arouse their

50 Gaunt, Massacres, is the best source on this topic. Contemporary accounts, such
as Yonan Shahbaz, The Rage of Islam: An Account of the Massacre of Christians by the
Turks in Persia, rd edn. (Philadelphia, ), and Mary Lewis Shedd, The Measure of
a Man: The Life of William Ambrose Shedd, Missionary to Persia (New York, ), give
important information. Shedd testified on the killings in Urmia in western Iran to the
Toynbee and Bryce Commission. The documents, reports, and testimonies from the
war published in Lepsius’s Deutschland und Armenien are invaluable.

51 Shedd’s report to the Toynbee and Bryce Commission: Document no. ,
‘Urmia: Statement by the Rev. William A. Shedd, D.D. of the American (Presbyterian)
Mission Station at Urmia; Communicated by the Board of Foreign Missions of the
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A.’, in Arnold Joseph Toynbee, The Treatment of
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire: Documents Presented to Viscount Grey of Fallodon (London,
), .

52 Gaunt, Massacres, speaks of a ‘de facto state of war’ in the region in September
and October .



             

lust for blood so that they might be incited to join a holy war’.53

In Saujbulakh (now Mahabad) in Persian Kurdistan jihad calls had
surfaced in , part of the face-off between Turkish and Russian
expansionism in the town.54 They reappeared in September .

From the testimonies of Shedd and others, one can see that
what transpired in western Iran, and specifically in the town of
Urmia in October , revealed the shape of the coming mass
murder of Iran’s Christian minorities. ‘After descending into the
plain of Urmia’, reported the Catholic missionary Abel Zayia, ‘the
Turco-Kurds burned all the Christian villages they found in their
way . . . and massacred the columns of refugees.’55 As the historian
Gaunt reported, theRussianVice-Consul inTabriz, Vvendski, ‘after
surveying the damage to the Christian villages and considering the
destruction of Orthodox and Catholic churches . . . found the term
“jihad” appropriate’.56

Turkish troops moved illegally into Iranian Azerbaijan on 
January , as Russian troops, compelled by the declaration of
Persian neutrality, were forced to withdraw. Between January and
May  mass killings of Persian Christians were carried out under
cover of occupation. As Jevdet Bey, the CUP member in charge
of the actions, was reported to have said to a group of Turkish
notables after returning to Van from the Iranian town of Salmas in
February : ‘We have eliminated [wir haben reinen Tisch gemacht]
the Armenians and Syrians fromAzerbaijan (North Persia); wemust
now do the same with the Armenians in Van.’57

The Ottoman-directed killing of the region’s Christians inflamed
tensions between all of the parties—between Persians and Turks
in particular, but also between Turks and Germans—which would
prove to be lasting. In February  Mirza Mustafa Khan Safa el
Meinelek, Persian Minister in Vienna, emphasized in a confidential
discussion in Berlin that ‘the actions of the Turks in Azerbaijan have
called forth great concern in Persia’s nationally minded circles’.58

One of the first actions of the Persian Committee in Berlin was

53 Ussher as quoted ibid. .
54 John Tchalenko, Images from the Endgame: Persia through a Russian Lens, –

(London, ).
55 Quoted in Gaunt, Massacres, . 56 Ibid. .
57 Quoted in Lepsius, Deutschland und Armenien, .
58 PA AA R  A : Zimmermann to Constantinople Embassy, confidential

draft,  Feb. . A later document mentioned the Persian Committee’s disquiet
regarding ‘das herrische Auftreten der Türken in Aserbeidschan’ and that this



    .   

officially to protest about these killings to Istanbul. A memorandum
from Taqizadeh and the Committee, dated  January, pointed to
the facts of the case. It stated that

from various sources, and particularly from letters arriving to Nestorians in
America, we learn that the irregular troops of [the] Turkish Government as
well as a few officers disguised in Kurdish costumes during their entrance to
Urumiah city have destroyed the belongings of the people and killed them.
At the time when the Russians left the said city the Kurds came down from
the mountains and began to plunder all the villages both of the Mahomedans
and Christians.59

Following their ‘march into Azerbaijan’, it was reported that the
Turks had set up an ‘Ottoman civil administration’, further tramp-
ling on Persian sovereignty. Indeed, the CUP’s interest in taking
western Iran was not a secret. Scouting parties had been sent to
the region in , which Nadolny had kept track of as a young
diplomatic operative. The intent of the CUP to annex western Iran
had also been included in the secret clauses to Germany’s military
alliance with the Ottomans from  August. In the aftermath of the
occupation in , Turkish newspapers were reported as having
given ‘repeated notice of the racial kinship between the residents of
Azerbaijan and the Ottomans’, an idea that the Persian Committee
decisively rejected.60 Taqizadeh and the Committee emphasized in
their note to Istanbul that the actions of Turkish troops in Azerbaijan
would have the effect of driving Persian sympathies away from the
Turks and towards the Russians, particularly if the Russians were
those who protected the people from violence. ‘Consequently the
people begged the Russian Consul to call back the Russian soldiers
to protect their property and life, which he did’, the memo stated,
continuing that ‘naturally this action of the Turkish irregulars gives
an advantage to the Russians to gain the people’s sympathy’. The
Committee emphasized that ‘we believe it is very urgent and ne-
cessary to call attention of the Turkish authorities and to ask them
to be very cautious and friendly everywhere in Persia, and to stop

information must be kept confidential: PA AA R  A : handwritten report
from Wesendonk to Pourtalès/Vienna,  Feb. .

59 PA AA R  A : ‘Memorandum by Mr. Taquizade and his Persian
Friends’,  Jan. . The copy of the memorandum in the German Foreign Office
files is in English. It was sent as telegram no.  to Istanbul on  Jan. .

60 PA AA R  A : Zimmermann to Constantinople Embassy, confidential
draft,  Feb. .



             

their irregulars in future from maltreating the Persian citizens’.61

The German Foreign Office likewise sent a telegram to the Turk-
ish government in Istanbul, stating that the ‘Persian nationalists,
who have just arrived here from America [by which Taqizadeh was
meant] . . . request that the Turkish government work to avoid the
excesses of the Turkish irregular troops (mainly Kurds), in particular
those against the Nestorians in Urmia. Rumours are circulating in
the United States about the atrocities committed by Baschi-Bozuk
in the advance on Urmia.’62 German politicians also took notice.
Reichstag member Hartmann von Richthofen, who had served as
Legation Secretary in Tehran during the Constitutional Revolution,
asked Under-Secretary Zimmermann in February  ‘if the Turk-
ish advance into Azerbaijan was done only after securing the under-
standing of the Persian government. If this was not the case’, he
wrote to Zimmermann, ‘I would find that to be a very great error.’63

* * *

In conclusion, the complex encounters and ongoing relationships
between local insurrectionary groups and the German state were
generally omitted from Fischer’s analysis of the revolution pro-
gramme. Yet the view from the ground, together with an analytical
approach that foregrounds the dialogue between the German For-
eign Office and the local agents they sought to mobilize, provides a
changed view of the scope and reach of the programme itself. It also
guards against an overestimation of the scope of the jihad strategy,
which Fischer used as the framework for discussing Germany’s ap-
proach to Iran. Recent discussions of Germany’s jihad programme
have not taken the view from the ground. As a result, they create the
false impression not only that the missions were successful, but that
they created a framework for the further development of policy.64

This is incorrect. As a result, we know a good deal about the interest
in jihad; we know less about what happened afterwards and how
German strategies adjusted in the wake of its failure.

The latter point is important, asGermany’s revolutionprogramme

61 PA AA R  A : ‘Memorandum by Mr. Taquizade and his Persian
Friends’, . Jan. .

62 PA AA R  zu A : handwritten draft of a telegram to the Constantinople
Embassy,  Jan. .

63 PA AA R  A : Richthofen to Zimmermann,  Feb. .
64 McMeekin’s Berlin–Baghdad Express claims that the jihad strategy was a great

success.
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was many strategies in one, and diplomats were capable of changing
course midstream. Turkish actions in Iranian Azerbaijan had com-
plicated effects on Germany’s Persia policy, and they certainly put
paid to easy thinking about the possibility of exporting jihad to that
country. A report by Liaison Officer Sarre from the field in 
stated that the actions of the Turks in Iran had radically transformed
sentiment in the region, supporting the idea that it was now ‘better to
be Russian than Turkish’ (lieber russisch als türkisch), which amounted
to a wholesale shift in Persian sympathies.65 By the summer of 
and Sarre’s report on the errors in Germany’s Persienpolitik, another
approach was being vetted for inducing Persia to side with Ger-
many. After the failure of both the jihad strategy and the attempt to
foment nationalist revolution, Persienpolitik turned in a more discip-
lined and military direction with the establishment of the military
formation—the newGerman–IraqGroup—inAugust .Discus-
sions with the Persian Committee in Berlin continued, which had
one outcome in Article  of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, put there by
Rudolf Nadolny, that pledged Germany to the protection of Persian
sovereignty. The relationship between the Persian nationalists and
the German Foreign Office would also continue into the s with
surprising results, one of which was the opening of the door for the
intensive involvement of Germany in the industrialization of Iran
between  and .66

65 PA AA R  A : Report by Major Friedrich Sarre,  July .
66 My forthcoming book on German–Iranian relations between  and ,

Weltpolitik on the Persian Frontier: Germany and Iran in the Age of Empire, explores this long
and interesting history.
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The Peace at Brest-Litovsk: Forgotten
or Precedent-Setting Peace?

J W. S 

Until recently, the vast majority of the historiography on the First
WorldWar has either overlooked the Eastern Front or relegated it to
a secondary role in the war. The omission from this literature of the
Eastern Front as a significant theatre of operations followed through
into studies of the peacemaking process that occurred at Versailles in
. While exceptions to this broad generalization exist, the classic
literature on Versailles focused on such broad topics as the im-
pact of Wilsonian idealism on European diplomats and diplomacy,
territorial challenges, and, of course, the German question.1 The
failure of British, French, and US political leaders in the immediate
aftermath of the First World War to consider what happened in
the east in the winter of –, and then to take into account
what was happening in Russia as they sat at Versailles in ,
clearly exhibits their shortcomings. The negotiations between the
Central Powers, the nascent Soviet state, and the broad assortment
of national groups who met at Brest-Litovsk reveal that a consistent
peacemaking agenda existed which, after it had been orchestrated
and engineered in the early to mid s, demonstrated that the
former belligerents were not very interested in a long-lasting peace.
Instead, because of the cost in both human and material assets, by
the autumn of  all combatants needed to terminate the war in
order to recover from the death and destruction that had shredded
the social, political, and economic fabric of the ancien régime.

1 See Margaret Macmillan, Paris : Six Months that Changed the World (New
York, ), for the best and most recent assessment of the Treaty of Versailles.
Her bibliography provides an outstanding guide to the voluminous literature of
peacemaking in . An important discussion of the historiography of the conference
is in Manfred F. Boemeke, Gerald Feldman, and Eliszabeth Glaser (eds.), The Treaty of
Versailles: A Reassessment after Seventy-Five Years (Cambridge, ). For the status of the
Bolsheviks at Versailles see J. M. Thompson, Russia, Bolshevism, and the Versailles Peace
(Princeton, ).
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No complete history of the First World War can overlook the
strategic impact of Russia’s exit from the war, or the economic
consequences of the harsh terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on
central Europe and the Soviet Union’s western borderlands. Sir
John W. Wheeler-Bennett, in what remains the best, indeed classic,
English-language study of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, subtitled his
study ‘The Forgotten Peace’, to show how contemporaries largely
forgot the outcome of the events of March . Wheeler-Bennett’s
conclusion that Brest-Litovsk was a forgotten peace, however, is
not entirely correct.2 Events in Paris/Versailles in the spring of
 dominated world history, thus rendering the outcomes at
Brest-Litovsk secondary to the emerging new world order being
engineered by Wilson, Clemenceau, and Lloyd George. This essay
seeks to make it clear that, combined, the events surrounding the
signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk warrant a shift in our historical
understanding from describing this event as a forgotten peace to
something more appropriate, such as ‘the first peace between
Empires of the First World War’. There is no need for voluminous
original research to make such a suggestion because the Bolsheviks
insisted on holding negotiations in a public forum, which made
records from both the Russian and the German side available from
the moment the events occurred.3 The immediate publication of
meetings and proceedings, first in newspapers and then in official
government documents, was followed by the printing of thememoirs
of many significant participants.4 Based on these sources and a small

2 John W. Wheeler-Bennett, Brest-Litovsk: The Forgotten Peace, March  (; repr.
New York, ).

3 See Pravda and Izvestia from  Oct.  (the date of the Decree on Peace) to 
Mar. , when the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed, for the Soviet version of events
as they unfolded. The treaty negotiations can also be followed in other international
newspapers, such as the New York Times and Le Monde.

4 The study of peacemaking at Brest-Litovsk was further enhanced with the
publication of US government documents that present a comprehensive overview of the
negotiations and the complete English text of the treaties. The US Government Printing
Office started publishing these documents in ; thus they were contemporaneous
with the Soviet newspapers as sources valued by historians in the immediate aftermath
of the First World War. This information was disseminated in two ways. First, a
confidential document for official government use was printed as Proceedings of the
Brest-Litovsk Peace Conference (Washington: US Government Printing Office, ). A
reprint edition of this document was published, under the same title, as vol.  of a series
entitled the ‘Inquiry Handbooks’ (Wilmington, Del., ). The other set of documents
is United States Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United
States, : Russia,  vols. (Washington: US Government Printing Office, ). All three
volumes are available, as of  Sept. , online at 〈http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/cgi-
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but determined body of historiographical literature, this essay seeks
to demonstrate that Fritz Fischer’s Germany’s Aims in the First World
War still offers scholars and general readers alike an in-depth study
of the conflict between Germany’s diplomatic and military leaders
that occurred throughout the peacemeetings.5 To better understand
the environment in which German leaders resolved their internal
dispute(s), this essay will assess Soviet conduct both internally and
in the international arena, as the events of the winter of –
determined much about the future of Russia. Within this context,
Fischer’s instant classic remains the best barometer by which to
gauge how the Germans used Brest-Litovsk firmly to exhibit both
the contours of Germany’s war aims and the power of the military

bin/FRUS/FRUS-idx?type=header&id=FRUS.FRUSv〉 [accessed  Sept. ].
Significant memoirs start with Leon Trotsky’s My Life: An Attempt at Autobiography (New
York, ). See also Count Ottokar Czernin, In the World War (New York, );
D. G. Fokke, ‘Na stsene I za kulisami Brestskoi tragikomedii (memuary uchastnika
Brest-Litovskikh mirnykh peregovorov)’, Arkhiv Russkoi Revoliutsii,  (), –; and
A. A. Joffe (ed.), Mirnye peregovory v Brest-Litovske (Moscow, ), a stenographic report
compiled by the editor. For the German vantage point see Max von Hoffmann, The
War of Lost Opportunities (New York, ); Erich Ludendorff, Ludendorff ’s Own Story, 
vols. (New York, ); Richard von Kühlmann, Thoughts on Germany (London, ).
Three collections of documents that offer significant insights into this event include the
classic James Bunyan and H. H. Fisher, The Bolshevik Revolution – (Stanford,
Calif., ); Judah L. Magnes, Russia and Germany at Brest-Litovsk: A Documentary History
of the Peace Negotiaions (New York, ); and Dokumenty vneshnei politiki SSSR (Moscow,
).

5 Two important Western assessments of Brest-Litovsk, written well after Wheeler-
Bennett, are Richard K. Debo, Revolution and Survival: The Foreign Policy of Soviet Russia,
– (Toronto, ), –; and W. Bruce Lincoln, Passage through Armageddon: The
Russians in War and Revolution – (New York, ), –. The Soviets never
forgot the humiliation imposed on them by the Germans, and their historiography,
although not abundant, consistently defined, especially in the post-Stalin period,
the events that occurred at Brest-Litovsk as a ‘predatory’ peace driven by German
capitalists seeking imperial aims through conquest. English readers can find such
conclusions in numerous sources, such as Andrei Gromyko et al., History of Soviet Foreign
Policy, – (Honolulu, ), –. Standard examples of Soviet historiography
that put forward the same type of interpretation include A. O. Chubarʹian, Brestskii mir
(Moscow, ); and S. M. Maiorov, Borbʹba sovetskoi rossii za vykhod iz imperialisticheskoi
voiny (Moscow, ). Perhaps the strongest assertion of the Soviet point of view is I. I.
Mints, ‘Brestskii mir’, in V. P. Potemkina, Istoriia diplomatii,  vols. (Moscow, ), ii.
–. An excellent post-Soviet study, more nuanced in its analysis but positing the
same conclusion, is I. Felʹshtinskii, Krushenie mirovoi revolitutsii (Moscow, ). An irony
concerning Brest-Litovsk is that both the Soviets and supporters of the restoration of
the monarchy treated the treaty with nothing but scorn and abuse. And as a further
irony, even the Soviets’ bitterest enemies, the leaders of the White forces, despised
the Germans for imposing draconian terms at Brest-Litovsk. For examples see A. I.
Denikin, Brestʹ-Litovsk (Paris, ), an intelligent voice from the émigré community on
the events that transpired at Brest-Litovsk.
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establishment in setting state policy in the waning days of the
First World War. Finally, this essay will examine the proceedings of
Brest-Litovsk largely through the lens of both the Germans and the
Soviets in order to demonstrate how both sides struggled to achieve
their goals.

Background

The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, signed on  March  between
the Central Powers and the infant Soviet Republic, while often
overlooked or relegated to a footnote in history, represents at the
very least a culminating point in the emergence of a new actor, the
Soviet Union, that was determined to transform relations among
nations in the twentieth century. Not surprisingly, historians have
drawn heavily on the writings of Leon Trotsky and the collected
works of V. I. Lenin to gain further knowledge and insight into
the peace process and the internal machinations of party politics
that resulted in the Bolsheviks’ decision to sign the treaty.6 On
the question of peace, Lenin displayed his absolute determination
to prevail and emerge all-powerful in Russia when he insisted on
breaking with every European socialist and accepting the idea
of a separate peace with Germany. Moreover, at the same time,
Lenin used his iron fist to force the Party to accept his position
towards the Central Powers. In doing so, Lenin’s conduct and
actions during the Brest-Litovsk negotiations in fact represent a
key moment in his campaign to consolidate personal power as the
authoritarian ruler over the Bolsheviks and Russia. Meanwhile, as
the fledgling Soviet regime struggled to consolidate its power, from
its inception, and mostly under Trotsky’s direction, a propaganda
campaign was waged aimed at the soldiers on the front and the
workers in the rear. Throughout the meetings at Brest-Litovsk,
therefore, the Bolsheviks used all possible means of communication

6 See Trotsky, My Life, –. The numerous publications by and on Lenin begin
with his collected works, which were published in English by Progress Publishers under
the title Collected Works between  and . This body of work is now available online
in its entirety at 〈http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/index.htm〉 [accessed
 Sept. ]. For Lenin specifically on Brest-Litovsk, see V. I. Lenin, Collected Works,
th edn. (Moscow, ), vols. xxvi–xxvii. His writings on Brest-Litovsk are scattered
throughout these volumes in the form of telegrams, articles, and speeches. See also a
combination of Lenin’s speeches and articles that appeared in the press and were later
published under the title The Revolutionary Phase: Left-Wing Communist Mistakes on the
Brest Peace (Moscow, ).
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to disseminate the idea through the international community that
corrupt capitalists dominated theworld solely to exploit both human
and material resources by conflict and occupation. Of course, such
agitation was designed to politicize and encourage rebellion by the
lower classes in the capitals of all of the war’s belligerents, aiming
to spark a worldwide revolution that would allow a group of radical
Russian revolutionary intellectuals to remake the world in their
image.

Instead of being known to history as ‘the forgotten peace’, per-
haps Brest-Litovsk should be known as ‘the ironic peace’, because
as soon as the Bolsheviks came to the peace table, they launched a
propaganda campaign which gave all belligerents common ground
to stand upon: common because all powers, but especially the
British, French, and Germans, had much to fear from Bolshevik
agitation. The Bolshevik campaign, aimed at sparking world revolu-
tion, started as soon as they came to power; fraternization designed
to teachGerman soldiers about revolutionary consciousness, or per-
haps just rebellious activism, had immediately to be suppressed by
the OHL, the GermanHigh Command. Even more telling, another
Bolshevik front launched by Trotsky before agreeing to an armistice
came in the form of invitations to the British, French, and Ameri-
cans to join the Soviet Republic at the peace table and end the war
on all fronts. This gambit, born out of the crafty minds of creative
revolutionary intellectuals, revealed the extreme weakness of the
Bolsheviks at Brest-Litovsk because Russia had no reliable military
force. Even worse, as the spring of  unfolded, it clearly had to
confront a simmering social struggle that was about to explode into
a civil war across the territory it sought to govern.

Because of the tumultuous course of global events in  and
, the terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk may have been over-
looked, but their significance would haunt the European landscape
at least until the end of the Second World War, if not beyond. When,
in early January , the Germans demanded the annexation of
huge patches of Russian territory to ‘protect’ the right to national
self-determination of indigenous populations, President Woodrow
Wilson responded with his Fourteen Points. Thus, the idea of no
annexation, no indemnities, and the right of all peoples to national
self-determination gained international attention for the first time
as a direct consequence of the peacemaking process in the east.7

7 Arno J. Mayer, Political Origins of the New Diplomacy – (New Haven, ).
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Wilson published his utopian concepts to the world in an effort,
if not to contain German expansionism, then to demonstrate that
the German idea of defending the rights of people who lived in
the borderlands between the German and Austro-Hungarian Em-
pires and the Russian Empire was very different from his own
views and from what he hoped the other Entente powers would
adopt. Yet neither his allies nor his enemies were prepared to
transform his idealism into practice. Thus the Fourteen Points
raised false hopes and complicated the peacemaking process in
–. The expectations that emerged in the aftermath of this
publication were never met, and in fact, as a result the peace-
making process was transformed into a war termination exercise,
leaving Europeans and other global citizens with numerous griev-
ances that would not be resolved until the Second World War, if
ever.

No group could have been more pleased than the German civil/
military leadership when the Entente powers refused to participate
in the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk. The Germans had strong
reasons to support a separate peace in the spring of . In
strategic terms every member of the Central Powers wanted an
immediate peace, which was expected to offer a desperately needed
solution to a ubiquitous food crisis that had become especially acute
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. For the Germans, the issue was
to obtain peace specifically in order to transfer the bulk of its forces
to the Western Front, where they would be used in a grand offensive
to complete Germany’s victory in the First World War. Time had
become a key factor in this calculation because everyone knew that
the USA was mobilizing and training an army numbering at least a
million men, and, not surprisingly, the Germans wanted to achieve
victory before they had to fight fresh new troops on the fields of
Flanders. But the Germans were not willing simply to succumb to
Bolshevik propaganda, agitation, and demands for a peace without
annexation and indemnities. Thewar on the Eastern Front had been
long and brutal. In contrast to the Western Front, in the east the
German army had fought a war of movement and by the winter of
– occupied huge parts of former tsarist Russia. Negotiations
were going to be complicated simply because the last thing the
Bolsheviks wanted was to be forced to sign a peace that exhibited
the extent of their weakness through surrender of huge stretches
of Russia’s western borderland territories. Lenin understood better
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than anyone that Germany’s military leadership would seek to keep
as much territory as possible. The desire to obtain, occupy, and
ultimately annex such territory stood at the heart of the conflict’s
raison d’être. Moreover, Lenin did not expect the Allies to join the
peace talks; nor did he have faith in the possibility of workers
throughout the world uniting and rebelling. Thus, gaining control
of territory and, more importantly, the resources of conquered
lands was at the heart of German war aims. Yet while they found
themselves engaged in dubious diplomatic negotiations with the
Russians, they also engaged in sharp disputes among themselves
over questions such as the boundaries of territory they should
control and the process of who would govern these new lands, and
how, in the postwar world.

Fritz Fischer and Germany’s War Aims

There is little question that, during this last tumultuous period
of the Great War, the German policymaking establishment was,
unsurprisingly, coping with a host of worldwide crises in the midst
of seeking to resolve the First World War. The fluidity of the
situation is best revealed when considering how, in March , the
Germans effectively annexed Russia’s western borderlands, only to
capitulate to the Western powers eight months later, in November
. Precursors of this capitulation existed in the spring of ,
largely in connection with the weakening of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire in terms of its military effort and in the firestorm that
surrounded the biggest question in regard toRussia’s, now the Soviet
Union’s, western borderlands. The Austro-Hungarian situation was
not complicated. The Danubian Empire was materially exhausted,
especially in the area of foodstuffs. No history of this period fails to
bring up the issue of the food crisis in the Habsburg Monarchy. In
simple terms, the Austro-Hungarians had reached breaking point,
and their food supplies were going to run out some time in the
spring of  (estimates vary). Because of this critical shortage,
their Foreign Minister, Ottokar Czernin, made it plain that Austria-
Hungary would no longer continue fighting to helpGermany obtain
its war aims in the east. The Austrians made this clear when, in
the early spring of , they recognized a Ukrainian government
of questionable legitimacy and signed the infamous Bread Treaty
on  February . So desperate had the food situation become in
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Emperor Charles’s world that his government was no longer going
to wait for the Germans to sort out their goals while sparring with
the Bolsheviks and themselves over how much territory would be
enough to create a Germano-centric Central European Federation
of one sort or another.

But the bigger question, the challenge of how the borderlands
were to be governed if occupied by Germany, was the issue over
which theKaiser and his policymaking establishment would splinter
in the winter/spring of .8 The result of Fischer’s prodigious re-
search on this question gives western readers the best prism through
which to understand not only the extent but also the resolution of the
question of German occupation policy in the borderlands of eastern
Europe/Russia.The cleavage that occurredwithin the policymaking
establishment, true to form in most civil–military disputes, centred
on theoretical goals and practical application. In other words, the
military wanted to create a world where the Kaiser and the army
would rule over the entirety of the borderlands, while the civilians
sought from themilitary a feasible occupation plan for the territories
in question. The military, led by the twin demigods Hindenburg
and Ludendorff, had been operating an occupation regime called
‘Ober Ost’ since their successful Tarnów–Gorlice offensive during
the spring and summer of . They sought nothing less than to
transform their occupation regime into a colonial administration
based on models of imperialism.9 The Foreign Ministry, under
the direction at this time of Richard von Kühlmann, understood
that such a policy would alienate Germany from both the affected
peoples and the international community, and offered a more mo-
derate voice, whichnonetheless never disputed that Germans would
gain control over vast amounts of the borderland territories as
Russia exited the war. Instead of annexation and occupation, the
diplomats in the Foreign Ministry advocated defending the freedom
of the borderland peoples by offering them self-determination as
long as all emerging nations bonded within a new Central Euro-

8 For the long-term scope of the difference between Germany’s civil–military
establishment as the First World War progressed see Fritz Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the
First World War (New York, ), –.

9 See Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National Identity,
and German Occupation in World War I (Cambridge, ), –, for the role and
operations of Ober Ost. Liulevicius offers further comment on the idea and the role
of the East in id., The German Myth of the East:  to the Present (Oxford, ),
–.
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pean Federation that acknowledged absolute German control over
economic matters.10

The extent and limits of this debate inevitably centred on the
question of Germany’s war aims. By dint of the scope and level of
authority that Fischer demonstrates over archival sources, there is
little doubt that he remains the master of this topic, even though
his book was published some fifty years ago. His point of departure
on the question of Germany’s war aims is General Friedrich von
Bernhardi’s  publication Deutschland und der nächste Krieg . In this
work Bernhardi offered a three-point plan for Germany’s war aims
that consisted of () the elimination of France from the face of
the earth; () the creation of a Germano-centric Central European
Federation in which Germany would economically dominate the
territory east of the Fatherland; () the continued effort to make
Germany a world power by building alliances with any other power
that would support its ambitions and by the outright seizure of
power wherever possible.11 What Fischer, much later in his book,
demonstrates is that in the winter/spring of – German poli-
cymakers were occupied with defining the second question and with
the pressing and immediate need to transfer supplies and soldiers
from their Eastern Front to the west in order finally to destroy
France and, by extension, Britain and the USA. While no one in the
spring of  was speaking directly about destroying France and
constructing a Central European Federation as a means of adding
to Germany’s overseas possessions, the idea cannot have been too
far from the minds of German policymakers, who thought in terms
of a worldwide empire. The outcome of the so-called peacemaking
exercise that occurred at Brest-Litovsk clearly reflected the fact
that German militaristic/nationalist opinion had carried the day.
Fischer asserted this, and the history of Brest-Litovsk is for ever
associated with the idea that the German military dictated dra-
conian peace terms which later provided justification for Germany’s
harsh treatment at Versailles.12 While Fischer brings much to the
historiography on Brest-Litovsk, his presentation and assessment of
the intense debate that was waged at the highest levels of the Ger-
many policymaking establishment, especially after the beginning of

10 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, . See also David Stevenson, The First World War in
International History (Oxford, ), –, for a summary of why the military would
ultimately prevail in this civil–military dispute.

11 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, –. 12 Ibid. .
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, are his vital contribution to the literature on the event that
ended the First World War between Russia and the Central Powers.
Fischer effectively demonstrates that German diplomats did not
disagree with the military’s idea about how much territory should
be acquired; rather, the question that led to disagreements within
decision-making circles was how the conquered lands were going to
be administered.

The Bolsheviks and World History in 

When the Bolsheviks seized power on  October , the
Germans—indeed, the international community as a whole—knew
that Lenin and his supporters were adamant in their insistence that
the first order of business would be to withdraw Russia from the
war. The citizens of the infant Soviet Republic were not disap-
pointed: on the first night of its existence the new government of
the Soviet Union passed a ‘Decree on Peace’ that demanded an
immediate armistice for the specific purpose of facilitating the end
of the First World War.13 The Bolsheviks, moreover, as professional
revolutionary agitators, sought to use their nascent status to reset
the diplomatic process employed by established powers when, at the
same time as passing the Decree on Peace, they made it known that
they intended to conduct all negotiations between themselves and
the representatives of the Central Powers in an open forum, and that
they were also seeking to involve the British, the French, and the
USA in an attempt to end the conflict immediately on all fronts.14

While anyone familiar with Lenin and his tactics could not have
been greatly surprised by his brashness or by the Bolsheviks and their
demands, no one was particularly prepared to consider global peace
in the spring of . Moreover, as already noted, most left-wing

13 For the the ‘Decree on Peace’ see James Bunyan and H. H. Fisher, The Bolshevick
Revolution –: Documents and Materials (Stanford, Calif., ), –. Because of
the Bolshevik policy of open diplomacy, there is still much to be gained from reading
Pravda and Izvestia, from  Oct.  (the date of the Decree on Peace) to  Mar.
, when the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed. By the middle of December, short
incisive articles signed by Trotsky appeared on most days on page  of Izvestia.

14 On the US reaction to the Bolshevik invitation to participate at Brest-Litovsk see
Norman E. Saul, War and Revolution: The United States and Russia, – (Lawrence,
Kan., ), –; George F. Kennan, Russia Leaves the War: The Americans in Petrograd
and the Bolshevik Revolution (Princeton, ), –. For the British take on the situation
in Russia at the time of the peace negotiations, see Richard H. Ullman, Anglo-Soviet
Relations, –, i. Intervention and the War (Princeton, ), –.



     -  

thinkers were stunned when Lenin broke with international solidar-
ity and proclaimed that Russia would participate in separate peace
talks with the Germans if the Allies did not send representatives
to the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk. Perhaps he alone among his
peers understood that there were still plenty of soldiers and bullets
to expend before any First World War belligerent could be obliged
to resolve all their differences.15 In the west, while the thought of
losing Russia as an ally caused much anxiety, the entry of the USA
was a source of hope and renewed enthusiasm for the war. The
Germans, on the other hand, desperately wanted to end the war
in the east in order to force their will on the British and French
before the USA could bring its strength to bear on the European
battlefield.

The Bolsheviks, however, were working from a position of ex-
treme weakness. Their central accomplishment of  had been to
undermine the command structure of the Imperial Russian Army.
This process started as a result of the revolutionary turmoil that
dated back to actions taken immediately in the wake of the collapse
of tsarism. Specifically, inMarch  the first executive action of the
newly formed legislative body, the Soviet or ‘Council of Workers’
and Soldiers’ Deputies’, was its now famous Order No. , which
aimed to undermine the command authority of the tsarist officer
corps based on the principle that their power to give orders came
from an oath they had sworn to their Tsar; since the Tsar was no
more, his officers’ orders no longer carried any authority. While
Order No.  was not a Bolshevik creation, it served their purposes
well. By October , after the debacle of the June offensive and the
failure of the Kornilov revolt, command authority within the army
had disintegrated and now rested with popularly elected soldiers’
committees. Thus, with German and Austro-Hungarian forces en-
camped all over Russia’s western borderlands, the body politic of
revolutionaryRussia wilfully destroyed the command authority of its
professional army, thereby leaving the nation in a pitifully weakened

15 With Lenin’s writings as a point of departure, the historiography on him is also
quite large (see n. ). For a theoretical analysis of Lenin’s thought see Neil Harding,
Lenin’s Political Thought ,  vols. (New York, –); on Brest-Litovsk see ibid. ii.
–. For Lenin as a political activist see Robert Service, Lenin: A Political Life,  vols.
(Bloomington, Ind., –); on Brest-Litovsk see ibid. ii. –. And for a fine study
of the Bolshevik party at the time of Brest-Litovsk see Alexander Rabinowitch, The
Bolsheviks in Power: The First Year of Soviet Rule in Petrograd (Bloomington, Ind., ),
–.
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military position. The Bolshevik strategy of eliminating the com-
mand authority of the Imperial Army was essential to their seizure
of power. But it was also extremely short-sighted, because when
they achieved power and began to sue for peace, they could not
have been in a weaker position to assert their own agenda, which
was designed to achieve war aims commensurate with Russia’s war
effort.16

The Germans, therefore, accepted the Bolsheviks’ immediate
proposal for an armistice, but did not seriously consider their
initial suggestion of a peace without annexations or indemnities.
Perhaps better than most, the Germans understood and accepted
that the Bolsheviks had a radical agenda which included not only
revolutionizing international affairs, but also completely reworking
Russia’s existing social structure, a process that, ultimately, would
undermine the state’s authority. As far as Bolshevik agitation went,
the biggest concern for all German political and military leaders
was how far this left-wing infection might spread among their
own workers and soldiers. Germany’s leaders understood that in
conventional terms the Russians represented no threat to their
security: no Russian military force was going to invade Germany
in the foreseeable future. Moreover, at least in the late winter and
early spring of –, the German military authorities remained
confident that they could contain Bolshevik agitation among their
troops on the Eastern Front without significantly damaging their
morale or force structure.17 Thus, from their first days in power,
when the Bolsheviks called for a global peace process designed to
end the conflict throughout the world, the Germans did not take
them seriously. In fact, the prevailing view among the Germans was
something akin to thinking of the Bolsheviks as a group they could
manipulate to end the FirstWorldWar in the east. TheGermans did
not see the Bolsheviks lasting in power much longer than the spring
of .18 They viewed the objective of the coming negotiations as
a separate peace on the Eastern Front so that they could transfer

16 For the disintegration of the Russian army in  see Allan K. Wildman, The
End of the Imperial Army,  vols. (Princeton, –).

17 On the status of the Germans from the Eastern Front perspective see Hoffmann,
The War of Lost Opportunities, –.

18 A recent anti-Bolshevik assessment of peacemaking in  that nonetheless offers
some cogent comments on German attitudes towards the Bolsheviks can be found in
Yuri Felshtinsky, Lenin, Trotsky: Germany and the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (Milford, Conn.,
), –.
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their resources to the west in time for a massive spring offensive.
But for the Germans to express their will over eastern borderland
territories, they first had to define what they were ultimately seeking
to achieve by their efforts in the conflict they had waged in Russia
since August .

Perhaps the strongest argument about Germany’s motives in Rus-
sia in the spring of  can be based on its refusal to consider
Russia’s, and later its ally Austria-Hungary’s, suggestion that in-
ternational boundaries be returned to their  status and that
the three empires use this moment to reconsider their economic
relationships.19 Throughout the peace process, the tension on the
German side of the negotiating table reflected a deep divide within
its policymaking establishment about the extent of a zone of occupa-
tion, and about who would govern it and how. Not surprisingly, the
Foreign Ministry had its eye on the bigger picture and was consider-
ing how the borderlands would look and, more importantly, how
the international community would view Germany as a result of
this peacemaking process once the conflict had ended. At the same
time, the military sought to gobble up as much territory as possible
while it still could, regardless of what the rest of the world or, for
that matter, the rest of the German policymaking establishment,
thought.20 Although Soviet aims for this peace process seemed
clear—that is, they sought a permanent peace and a withdrawal
from the war—they too would suffer serious birth and growing pains
as the Bolshevik Party itself grappled with the question of how much
of the state’s territory they could cede to German expansionist de-
mands. Surprisingly, a so-called left-wing element emerged within
the Party that demanded the adoption of a policy of revolutionary
warfare to resist the Germans’ draconian terms. This crisis within
the Party would never go away, and when it became acute, the only
thing that kept the Bolsheviks at the peace table was Lenin’s threat
to resign as leader of the Party and state. Thus, the peace process
remained alive throughout the negotiations because both sides had
a need to stop the fighting on the Eastern Front so that they could
pursue other pressing aims—for the Bolsheviks political, and for the
Germans military.

19 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, .
20 Ibid.  for more information on Ludendorff’s conduct in the autumn of ,

when the army sought to consolidate its hold on the peacemaking process as discussions
between the Germans and the Soviets started.
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Between the Bolsheviks initiating the peace process and the
representatives of both Russia and the Central Powers finally sitting
down at Brest-Litovsk and starting to negotiate seriously, much had
transpired to reveal that negotiations were a secondary concern for
the nascent Soviet Republic. Instead, the Bolsheviks first had to
consolidate their authority to the point where they could finally put
together a delegation of representatives to agree to meet with the
Central Powers’ diplomats. Then the Bolsheviks would invest time
and energy in appealing to the West to join them at the peace table
with the Germans. And, as the appeal for worldwide solidarity was
being made in support of the peace process, the Bolsheviks were
simultaneously infuriating the Tsar’s Western allies by publishing
secret treaties and renouncing all wartime debts.21 These actions,
combined with the persistent call for workers of the world to unite
under the banner of worldwide revolution, did little to endear the
infant Soviet Republic to anyone. Bold Bolsheviks therefore made
no effort to hide their intention to use the peace process to further
their revolutionary agenda, while exposing the imperial capitalists
as people interested only in furthering their own power at the
expense of whoever was in their path. Thus, with some relief, most
likely on all sides, the Soviet and Central Powers’ delegations sat
down and got to the formal business of peacemaking at Brest-Litovsk
on  December to negotiate a formal peace.22

The Negotiations

The opening statement by Adolf Joffe, leader of the Russian delega-
tion, restated the Bolshevik position, which Russian leaders hoped
would attract the support of the masses all over the world. In sum,
the Bolshevik programme featured no indemnities for any warring
nations, political independence for all nationalities and colonies,

21 See Izvestia,  Nov. , p. , for Trotsky’s proclamation on secret treaties.
Through open diplomacy, the Bolsheviks intended to create a new way of conducting
international relations on the basis of ‘an honourable, popular, and really democratic
foreign policy’. Then, in the same issue of Izvestia, the Bolsheviks published the Treaty
of London, which in  had promised Russia Constantinople and the Straits, and
the Sykes–Picot Agreement.

22 For the opening moments of the peace conference, and especially for the stark
differences in the socio-economic origins of the Soviet and Central Power delegations,
see Hoffmann, The War of Lost Opportunities, –; Czernin, In the World War ,
–.
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and no territorial annexations.23 With the presentation of these
demands, the Central Powers for the first time had to grapple with
Bolshevik reality. This began with the composition of the Bolshevik
delegation. While Joffe was a former tsarist diplomat, the rest of the
Soviet delegation consisted of a rag-tag group of professional re-
volutionaries and representatives from all social classes. This group
was so off-putting that the Central Powers had little confidence in
anything they said or did. As time would tell, their initial assessment
of the first Soviet delegation was not far from the truth. At the
very least, neither side started the peacemaking process with much
reason to trust the other.24 And adding a layer of confusion to
the process, which infuriated the Germans because they could not
control it, was that members of the Soviet delegation openly spoke
to the press and made it clear that they expected journalists to have
access to all aspects of the peace negotiations as they occurred, in
real time.

The Central Powers’ immediate response to the Bolshevik pro-
posal was to endorse Joffe’s plan on condition that the Allies would
also agree to the terms. Joffe interpreted this to mean that the
Germans had accepted the core of the Soviets’ peace plan and that
the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk were going to turn out well.25 The
Germans, however, really meant they would work with the Soviet
plan only if all of Russia’s allies—that is, Britain, France, and the
USA—agreed to join the discussions at Brest-Litovsk. Yet by the
end of December no one in the West had agreed to recognize the
Soviet government or the peace negotiations at Brest-Litovsk. Thus
while the Bolsheviks initially thought the Germans were going to
accept their negotiating terms, the day after Joffe presented them,
General Hoffmann, the army’s chief representative at Brest-Litovsk,
made it emphatically clear that the German government had no
intention of withdrawing from the territory it had occupied and
that it also had no intention of annexing these same territories.

23 For Joffe’s memoirs of this event see Mirnye peregovory v Brest-Litovske (see n. 
above). This stenographic report, compiled and edited by A. A. Joffe, represents
his memoirs of the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk. Another important memoir source,
especially for the pre-Trotsky period of the negotiations, is D. G. Fokke, ‘Na stsene
i za kulisami Brestskoi tragikomedii (memuary uchastnika Brest-Litovskikh mirnykh
peregovorov)’, Arkhiv Russkoi Revoliutsii,  (), –.

24 Czernin, In the World War , –.
25 See Fischer, Germany’s Aims, , for a copy of the Bolshevik peace plan that Joffe

presented at the end of December . More can be read about this document in
Debo, Revolution and Survival , .
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Instead, and in an ironic twist of meaning, Hoffmann spoke of how
the Germans had no plans to withdraw from Poland, Lithuania,
and Courland (in Latvia) because their role was to protect the
right of national self-determination of the people who populated
these territories.26 Thus the initial misunderstanding between the
Soviet and Central Powers’ delegations resulted in the emergence
of the German idea of national self-determination, which was
something akin to suggesting that the peoples of Russia’s western
borderlands needed German protection to ensure their freedom
from Russian tyranny. This turn of events caused much despair
within the Soviet delegation. In many ways, from this point for-
ward there was no doubt that the Germans intended to annex
huge parts of the borderlands, and without a military force to
guard the frontier, the Soviets could do nothing to stop them. With
this depressing realization undeniable, especially after Hoffmann’s
adamant presentation of Germany’s territorial expectations, Joffe
asked for the conference to be suspended on  December so
that he could return to Petrograd for further consultation with his
government.27

By the time the conference reconvened in early January ,
the dynamics were in process of being transformed by two main
international developments. () A group of Ukrainian politicians
representing an autonomous Ukrainian Rada had obtained support
from Austria-Hungary and were on the verge of gaining recogni-
tion as an independent state. Needless to say, the emergence of
autonomous states in the borderlands would radically transform
relations throughout the region. () On  January US President
Woodrow Wilson shared his Fourteen Points with the international
community, much to the shock or chagrin of almost everyone. And,
while it was true to its title ‘Fourteen Points’, there was little question
over the main thrust of the document. This was to present a liberal
idea of the meaning of the right to national self-determination, in
direct contrast to what the Germans were proposing for the affected
peoples of the borderlands. Contrary to theGerman idea of national
self-determination as a process by which they exercised political and
eocnomic dominion over the peoles of eastern Europe, Wilson’s

26 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, .
27 Hoffmann, The War of Lost Opportunities, –; see also Alexander V. Prusin,

The Lands between Conflict in the East European Borderlands, – (Oxford, ),
–.
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idea was to establish democratically elected governments, or at least
some form of political pluralism, everywhere in the world, starting
with the subject nations of eastern Europe.28

Stirring the cauldron of revolution in Russia, but especially in-
ternationally, Commissar of Foreign Affairs Leon Trotsky, the one
Bolshevik whose pragmatism rivalled Lenin’s and whose prowess
as an orator outshone everyone in the Party, took over from Joffe
as the leader of the Soviet Union’s delegation at Brest-Litovsk.
When Trotsky arrived at Brest-Litovsk, he would use his consider-
able oratorical skills to appeal to the USA, Britain, and France
to join the peace process there with the aim of ending the war
immediately, and to encourage the workers of the world to rebel
against their political leaders and spark a global revolution that
would reorder the world and put an end to the First World War.
At this moment in the negotiations, Trotsky was not at all con-
cerned with demands for territory or anything else the Germans
sought to discuss. Instead, he pursued an international agenda de-
signed to thwart German expansionist aspirations. He got away
with this because in the early part of  the Germans were
dithering over whether their policy should be determined by the
military or the diplomatic establishment. In fact, in late Janu-
ary and early February the Austrians had taken the most active
role in the peace process by their recognition of, and negoti-
ations with, the Ukrainians. For Trotsky and the Bolsheviks the
outcome of this endeavour transformed the series of events un-
folding from what was largely a campaign of agitation and pro-
paganda into loss of control over the peace process and having

28 ‘Voluminous’ only begins to describe the amount of literature on Wilson’s Fourteen
Points. Perhaps the best place to start for a good discussion of the timing and impact
of his presentation of the Fourteen Points during the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk
is Macmillan, Paris , –. A good source that focuses on Wilson is Arthur
Walworth, Wilson and his Peacemakers: American Diplomacy at the Paris Peace Conference, 
(New York, ). A direct statement about Wilson and his Fourteen Points can be
found in Trygve Throntveit, ‘The Fable of the Fourteen Points: Woodrow Wilson and
National Self-Determination’, Diplomatic History,  (), –. In addition, readers
should consult the following: for a concise and well-nuanced discussion of the idea of
the Wilsonian moment see Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the
International Origins of Anticolonial Nationalism (Oxford, ), –; for a solid discussion
of Wilson and national self-determination see Allen Lynch, ‘Woodrow Wilson and the
Principle of “National Self-Determination”: A Reconsideration’, Review of International
Studies,  (), –. See also Borislav Chernev, ‘The Brest-Litovsk Moment:
Self-Determination Discourse in Eastern Europe before Wilsonianism’, Diplomacy and
Statecraft ,  (), –.
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the infamous terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk imposed upon
them.29

The series of events that ultimately forced the Bolsheviks’ hand
at Brest-Litovsk started with the signing of a treaty between the
emergent Ukrainian People’s Republic and the Central Powers on
the night of – February . Known as the ‘Bread Treaty’,
in it the Ukrainians promised the Central Powers large amounts
of their grain harvest in return for recognition and protection.
The problem with this arrangement was that civil war was break-
ing out in Ukraine at the moment when representatives from the
new Ukrainian nation were negotiating at Brest-Litovsk, and the
Bolsheviks were in the process of forcing the Ukrainian govern-
ment, the Rada, to flee Kiev. Of course, because the Bolsheviks
were invading Ukraine, it made a great deal of sense for the
Ukrainian delegates to seek the recognition and protection of the
Central Powers in February . But in the long run, this treaty
would be a disaster for them. To provide protection, the Germans
and Austrians sent forces into Ukraine, who, however, were far
more interested in seizing foodstuffs than protecting the indige-
nous population. By the end of April, Ukrainians saw the Germans
as occupiers and considered that the politicians of the Rada had
given away both their food and their independence. Regardless
of the disastrous long-term consequences of the Bread Treaty for
the Ukrainians, it set a precedent that the Germans now ruthlessly
brought to the peace table; they demanded that the Soviet Union
recognize the independence not only of Ukraine, but also of Poland
and the Baltic states.30 Trotsky, exasperated by the turn of events
in Ukraine and frustrated over the Germans’ continued and in-
creasingly adamant demands for territory, unilaterally proclaimed a
universal cessation of the conflict and walked out of the conference.
His proclamation ‘No war, no peace’ forced everyone to decide
how much longer they were going to listen to Trotsky and Soviet

29 Trotsky, My Life, –.
30 See Irina Mikhutina, Ukrainskii Brestskii Mir (Moscow, ); Clifford F. Wargelin,

‘A High Price for Bread: The First Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and the Break-Up of
Austria-Hungary, –’, International History Review, / (Nov. ), –;
Oleh S. Fedyshyn, Germany’s Drive to the East and the Ukrainian Revolution – (New
Brunswick, NJ, ), –; and Stephan M. Horak, The First Treaty of World War I:
Ukraine’s Treaty with the Central Powers of February ,  (Boulder, Colo., ). For
the complete text of what would become known as the Bread Treaty see Text of the
Ukrainian Peace, with Maps (Washington, ).
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propaganda, and the results of this debate did not take long to
surface.31

For the Germans, as spring advanced their situation became ever
more complex with regard to the rest of the war. The debate that
had been raging throughout  between the military and civilian
elements of Germany’s decision-making defence establishment had
finally come to a head, not only over Trotsky’s aggressive agitation,
but also over the fundamental question of whether or not to
resume offensive operations on the Eastern Front. The parameters
of this debate had been established at a Conference of State
which met at Kreuznach on  October .32 With Russian power
on the verge of collapse, the German Military High Command,
or Hindenburg and Ludendorff, forcefully insisted that the army
had the administrative mechanisms in place to occupy, annex,
and economically exploit the eastern borderlands. They focused
specifically on the future threat that a re-established Polish state
would pose for the German homeland if nothing was done to check
the activities of the Bolsheviks. As a result, as early as October
 the army insisted that the situation in the east had to be
resolved with firmness and speed in order to free up all military
resources to confront the Entente on the fields of Flanders.33 The
diplomats, led by State Secretary for Foreign Affairs Richard von
Kühlmann, empathized with the army but stood firm in their
efforts to make the Kaiser understand that Germany had to be
mindful of the position it would occupy in the world after the war.
Even by October , Kühlmann understood that the entry of
the USA into the war had changed all previous considerations.
The policy of unrestricted submarine warfare had backfired and
a fresh new power had entered the war. This could compromise
Germany’s military efforts while regenerating French and British
morale and, by extension, infusing the Entente’s war efforts with
new energy and enthusiasm. By the time of the negotiations at
Brest-Litovsk, Kühlmann was especially sensitive to the prospect of
Germany completely alienating itself in the borderland territories
and throughout the international community by its conduct.34

31 On Trotsky’s actions in regard to ‘No war, no peace’, see Trotsky, My Life,
–; Baruch Knei-Paz, The Social and Political Thought of Leon Trotsky (Oxford, ),
–; and esp. the classic treatment by Isaac Deutscher, The Prophet Armed: Trotsky, i.
– (New York, ), –. 32 Fischer, Germany’s Aims, .

33 Erich Ludendorff, Ludendorff ’s Own Story,  vols. (New York, ), ii. –.
34 Richard von Kühlmann, Thoughts on Germany (London, ), –.
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When Trotsky walked out of the negotiations, making his absurd
pronouncement that the war was over because the Bolsheviks no
longer cared to participate, the Germans responded after debating
their next move at another crown council meeting that took place
in Homburg on  February . The burning issue of the day
was whether or not to seize control of the entire situation on the
Eastern Front by resuming the offensive. According to the terms of
the original armistice that was signed between the Central Powers
and the Soviet Union on  December , the ceasefire was to
last twenty-eight days and could be renewed if both sides agreed.
At Homburg, in February , Germany finally agreed to let the
military run operations on the Eastern Front. This meant that
military operations would be resumed after the Bolsheviks were
informed, and German troops became active again, starting on the
night of – February. With the disintegration of the Imperial
Army as their major accomplishment in , the Bolsheviks had
no means of halting the progress of the German army once they
restarted the war on the Eastern Front. In his memoirs Hoffmann
would lament that this offensive moved as fast as the railways
could carry the troops.35 The Bolsheviks, still deeply divided over
the draconian German terms, now had to accept that the longer
they held out, the more territory the Germans would occupy. The
situation became so dire that the Bolsheviks evacuated Petrograd
and moved the capital to Moscow out of fear that the German
army might capture their government and end the Revolution by
force. Thus, as the Bolsheviks retreated deeper into Russia, they
also contacted the Germans with the news that they would accept
their harsh terms and sign what became known to history as the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.

The resumption of military operations forced Lenin and Trotsky
into very different positions. Trotsky, realizing that all of his revolu-
tionary machinations had failed—Russia’s Western allies refused to
get involved, choosing continued warfare over peace; the workers of
the world did not unite and throw off the chains of oppression; and,
above all else, the Germans had completely dismissed all Bolshevik
rhetoric in regard to a peace without annexation or indemnities—
gave up on diplomacy and devoted his considerable energy to
building a Red Army to confront the emerging class enemies who
would spend the next three years in a desperately brutal yet decisive

35 Hoffmann, The War of Lost Opportunities, .
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civil war. Lenin, who never thought the Allies would get involved,
had little faith in a worker-sparked worldwide revolution, and never
thought theGermanswould buy into anyBolshevik propagandizing,
had to manage strong internal Party opposition to Brest-Litovsk.
Clearly demonstrating that he cared little about the reaction of
Russia’s general population, which was predictably negative, Lenin
used the moment of capitulation at Brest-Litovsk to lay down the
basic tenets of Soviet foreign policy that would be used throughout
the history of the regime, and to consolidate his personal power over
the Party and the state, thereby helping to define the contours of
the political dictatorship that would exist for much of the history of
the Soviet Union.36

When the core terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk became
known in Bolshevik circles—namely, that the Soviet state was going
to have to recognize the independence of Finland, Ukraine, Belarus,
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, and then also cede the territories
of Ardahan, Kars, and Batumi to the Ottomans—the infant regime
faced a strong internal challenge from left-wing elements within
its governing Party. This situation was further exacerbated when
the Germans made it clear that they intended fully to exploit
the economic assets of these territories and to establish Germano-
centric governments, to be led, it was hoped, by scions of theGerman
nobility.37 The notion of a German-led, aristocratic empire on their

36 For Lenin’s thinking on this key moment in Soviet history see V. I. Lenin, ‘Report
on Ratification of the Peace Treaty March ’, in Collected Works, xxvii. –, esp.
–.

37 According to the terms of the treaty, the Germans demanded that the Soviets
recognize the independence of Finland, Russian Poland, Estonia, Livonia, Courland,
Lithuania, Ukraine, Bessarabia, and Georgia. In addition, the Bolsheviks also had to
cede to Turkey the provinces of Ardaham, Kars, and Batumi. The stripping of economic
assets from the Soviet Union as a result of this treaty was catastrophic. In terms of
sheer size, Russia lost some , square miles of territory and approximately  per
cent of its prewar population, some . million people. In addition,  per cent of its
best agricultural land (much of it in Ukraine) was ceded to the Central Powers. With
all this land, the Germans acquired  per cent of Imperial Russia’s prewar industrial
capabilities,  per cent of its iron ore output, and  per cent of all of the Soviet Union’s
coal mines. In addition to all of these loses, the Soviet Union was cut off from the
Black Sea and nearly cut off from the Baltic, which altogether meant that the Treaty of
Brest-Litovsk imposed a radical geopolitical/strategic transformation of the borderland
regions. The complete text of the treaty can be found online at 〈http://avalon.law.
yale.edu/th_century/bl.asp#treatytext〉 [accessed  Sept. ]. For a paper copy
of the treaty see Proceedings of the Brest-Litovsk Peace Conference. A reprint edition of
this document was published under the same title (see n.  above). This book is an
important source for the treaties that were signed throughout  because it includes
all of the appendices that the Germans kept tacking on to the treaty of  March. Since
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western frontier generated sufficient opposition for the debate over
the terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk to provide Lenin with
what proved to be a key moment in his personal consolidation
of power as well as that of the Party over the Soviet Union.
Confronted with a strong outcry from left-wing Communists, led by
no less a luminary than Nikolai Bukharin, for waging a continuous
asymmetrical conflict against regular German armed forces, Lenin
had to stand his ground and insist on the Party accepting the
treaty. Through this insistence, Lenin laid out the fundamental
Soviet foreign policy tactic of accepting the draconian terms of
the treaty in order to provide the state with a breathing space, a
period when it could consolidate power. Yet this rationale proved
specious in the collective mind of the Party, and it required Lenin’s
forceful insistence, backed by his threat to resign from the Party and
revolution if his revolutionary bedfellows did not accept the terms
of the treaty, for it to go through. Clearly, Lenin understood that
the Germans were going to rid the world of Bolsheviks if Russia did
not capitulate over Brest-Litovsk. Given that the Germans not only
resumed the offensive but proceeded to add the territory occupied
in the offensive operations of February  to their list of conquests
at Brest-Litovsk, Lenin’s assessment of the situation was, by all
accounts, correct.

Conclusions

In the short run, the events surrounding the negotiations and Treaty
of Brest-Litovsk almost destroyed the Soviet regime. The dispute
over Brest-Litovsk exposed the stark differences that were emerging
within the infant Soviet state. The German peace demands led
to an explosive confrontation within the Party between Lenin
and radical left-wing socialists whom he would later diagnose
as suffering from an infantile disorder.38 The left wing of the
Party truly believed that they could take on the might of the

this publication is a compilation of a series of documents it does not have continuous
pagination. The second half of the handbook is a reprint of supplemental text entitled
Texts of the Russian ‘Peace’ , which was also published by the US Government Printing
Office in . The actual financial terms, detailing what the peace was going to cost
Russia, are located in a document entitled ‘Financial Agreement Supplementing the
Russ-German Supplementary Treaty to the Treaty of Peace between Russia and the
Central Powers. Signed at Berlin  August ’, pp. –.

38 For a copy of ‘Left-Wing Communism: An Infantile Disorder’ see 〈http://www.



     -  

Imperial German war machine with revolutionary agitation and
slogans, while waging some version of an endless guerrilla-style war.
Indeed, without Lenin’s pragmatism in February–March , the
Bolshevik revolution could easily have been buried in the dustbin
of history by the German army. More significantly, the terms of
the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk were pronounced null and void during
the peacemaking process as it unfolded in western Europe after the
armistice of  November .39 Lenin had proved to be right when
he forced the intransigent elements of his Party to accept a separate
peace with the Germans; its draconian terms would not stand the
test of time. The infant Soviet state, in desperate need of ‘breathing
space’, could and did absorb the disgrace of Brest-Litovsk so long as
the treaty’s terms did not form the new status quo in Europe after
the First World War. Signing the treaty gave the Bolsheviks enough
stability in the international world to concentrate on fighting their
class enemies in their civil war. And, by the end of the civil war,
Brest-Litovsk was seen by the Soviets as a temporary setback that in
the end had little effect on their history.

For the Germans, in the short run, while on the surface Brest-
Litovsk appeared to be a great victory, it was in fact the first step
in both the demise of the Kaiser’s Empire and the disintegration of
Austria-Hungary. Richard von Kühlmann’s insistence that the issue
was genuinely about governance—that is, how all of this newly won
territory, that was already in the midst of a sweeping power vacuum
because of the collapse of Imperial Russia, would be administered
for the rest of the war and in its aftermath—was, in fact, the
key question that had to be resolved before there would be any
peace in the borderlands. Hindenburg and Ludendorff, the iconic
duo whose names symbolized victory and Germanic dominance,
especially in the east, insisted that Germany must gain control over
as much territory as possible while it had the chance. Both sides

marxists.org/archive/lenin/works//lwc/〉 [accessed  Sept. ]. This pamphlet
actually publishes a collection of Lenin’s responses to the activities of left-wing
Communists during the revolutionary period. Brest-Litovsk was only one occasion on
which they did not support Lenin and the Party.

39 While the Germans broke off relations with the Soviet Union in November ,
thereby breaking the terms of their own treaty, the Allies formally sanctioned the death
of Brest-Litovsk in article  of the Treaty of Versailles. For a copy of article  and a
link to an online version of the entire treaty see 〈http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_
of_Versailles/Part_III#Section_XIV_Russia_and_Russian_States〉 [accessed  Sept.
].
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had viable positions, but no one was surprised that, in the end, the
army prevailed when the final decision was made. The draconian
terms that the military insisted on at Brest-Litovsk, however, were
deemed necessary because once the treaty was signed, the German
High Command could start the process of transferring men and
materials to the Western Front.40 Yet, regardless of von Kühlmann’s
perceptive vision of the future, or the demands of the military, no
one who participated in strategic decision-making doubted that
Germany was going to occupy a large amount of territory in the
east; annexation of territory was at the core of Germany’s war aims
and international conduct.

As Fischer correctly concluded,Germany’s decision to impose the
harsh terms of Brest-Litovsk on an already desperately weakened
Russia resulted in the alienation of Woodrow Wilson, and, by
extension, the rest of the peacemakers whomet in Paris after the war,
from all things German. Wilson, having barely challenged influence
in France in , played a vital role in the peacemaking process
not only because of his ideas, but mainly because of the growing
power of the USA. Wilson viewed the Germans as hypocrites for
attempting to twist the idea of national self-determination into
something other than people gaining national political freedom.
The German modus operandi at Brest-Litovsk therefore became
the blueprint for peacemaking in ; it justified the imposition
by the victors of harsh, draconian peace terms on the defeated
powers.41 Such ideas and practices represented the last gasp of the
great European imperial powers in justifying the human carnage
andmaterial costs of the First WorldWar. Regardless of how the war

40 Since Germany ultimately lost the war, it is easy to conclude that the army failed
to bring its resources on the Eastern Front to bear on the Western Front. Estimates
vary of what the occupation cost the Germans in terms of manpower, but most seem
to rely on the numbers given by Gordon Craig, viz.  divisions or . million men.
See Gordon A. Craig, Germany – (New York, ), ; and id., The Politics of
the Prussian Army – (Oxford, ), –. The bottom line is that, as predicted
by von Kühlmann, maintaining stability in the east proved to be a much larger task
than the army anticipated.

41 The Germans applied the same principles of a punitive peace to the Romanians
at the Treaty of Bucharest, which was signed on  May . Then, after the Entente
forced Versailles on the Germans, they imposed a similar victors’ peace on Austria
with the Treaty of Saint-Germain-en-Laye on  September ; on Bulgaria with
the Treaty of Neuilly-sur-Seine on  November ; on Hungary with the Treaty of
Trianon on  June ; and on the Ottoman Empire with the Treaty of Sèvres on
 August . The argument can be taken further, with the boundaries the Poles
imposed on the Soviets at the Treaty of Riga,  March .
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started and progressed, regardless of how each belligerent suffered
as a result of the destruction of the conflict, the collective aim of the
belligerents was to gain control over new territories specifically to
enhance the size and, by extension, the strength of their respective
empires. The Germans exercised such thinking at Brest-Litovsk at
Russia’s expense because they had the power to impose their will on
a prostrate Soviet government. The Entente did it to the Germans at
Versailles simply because they could, and that is how peacemaking
occurred among the Great Powers at the beginning of the twentieth
century.

Regardless of the romantic notion of all people having equal
political, economic, and social rights, Brest-Litovsk set in motion
a peacemaking process based on the principle that the victorious
powers would occupy and then annex territory. The goal of such
conduct for all belligerents was to make their respective empires
stronger at the expense of their rivals. In this fashion, Brest-Litovsk
set a precedent for peacemaking that would be adopted at Versailles
the following year. Only in this case, the British and the French
were not nearly as interested in annexing German territory, at least
in Europe, as in rendering Germany harmless through reparations
and strategic dismemberments designed to make a nation such as
Poland viable. Thus the consequences of Brest-Litovsk and Ver-
sailles were the alienation of the Soviet Union and then of Germany
from the international community. As a result, no one should be
surprised that the two outcasts, Germany and the Soviet Union,
found each other and formed their own alliance at Rapallo in April
. Both had suffered defeat and humiliation at the hands of the
international community, and their mutual experience gave them
common ground from which to jump-start a new international rela-
tionship. Peacemaking in – did little to resolve international
grievances and actually laid the foundations of the road to the
Second World War.
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From One War to the Other: The Impact of
the First World War on the Second World War

G H

The starting point of comparative history, in the inviting phrase used
by Ian Kershaw and Moshe Lewin in the enlightened introduction
to their collection of essays, Stalinism and Nazism, is surely ‘the
impression, realisation, or certainty that two (or more) societies
have sufficient in common to invite—even demand—analysing
them as part of a single set of questions’.1 If we look not at different
societies, countries, or political systems but at political and military
events and the ensuing results in both world wars, there seems
to be enough ‘common ground’—not sameness—for a successful
comparative approach.

This essay will therefore begin by establishing some ‘common
ground’ regarding the nature of the two wars. Both were industrial-
ized mass wars characterized by a common and lasting experience
of excessive and uncontrolled violence, death, and destruction. Both
saw an increase in military means and methods of warfare that
included new and powerful technology and weapons, but also a
general expansion, or perhaps transgression (Entgrenzung ), of the war
into all areas of human life. With regard to the First World War,
a large number of occurrences and developments spring to mind:2

the deployment and use of chemicals and toxic gas on most mili-
tary fronts; the bombardment of enemy towns by heavy artillery
and aeroplanes; Germany’s unrestricted U-boat warfare; the British
sea blockade of German ports, causing hundreds of thousands of
civilians in Germany to starve and suffer endemic diseases; the

1 Ian Kershaw and Moshe Lewin, ‘Introduction’, in eid. (eds.), Stalinism and Nazism:
Dictatorships in Comparison (Cambridge, ), –, at .

2 See Alan Kramer, ‘Martial Law and War Crimes’, in Gerhard Hirschfeld, Gerd
Krumeich, and Irina Renz (eds.), Brill’s Encyclopedia of the First World War (Leiden,
), –; see also Kramer’s impressive account, Dynamic of Destruction: Culture and
Mass Killing in the First World War (Oxford, ).



  

systematic destruction of a country’s infrastructure and landscape,
following a ‘scorched earth’ policy, as happened with the withdrawal
of two Russian armies in early  after their defeat at theMasurian
Lakes, or the German retreat from the Somme (Operation Alberich)
behind the Siegfried Line after February . Mention should also
be made of the often appalling treatment of millions of prisoners of
war, especially on the eastern and southern European fronts: the
mortality rate of German and Austrian POWs in Russian captivity
was almost  per cent; the same figure applied to Italian prisoners
in Austro-Hungarian captivity; and by far the highest death rate
was that of Romanian POWs (almost  per cent). Transgression
certainly reached its apogee during the First World War with the
deportations and mass killings of the Armenian population in ,
while the Holocaust, the genocide of European Jews, presented yet
another aggravation during the Second World War.

The term transgression (Entgrenzung : that is, knowing no limits
or boundaries) seems particularly appropriate for reflecting on the
realities of both world wars, as well as on the cultural and social
conditions that shaped and determined the war experience of
occupiers and occupied:3

• the extension of military force, its means and methods, under
conditions of industrialized warfare;

• the spatial expansion of war (territorial expansion and what
should be referred to as a globalized view of the war);

• transgression as social and mental processes that influenced the
realities of war as much as the ensuing interpretations of the
war experience.

To these three comparative levels two more should be added: the
erosion of all distinctions between soldiers and civilians, or, to
be more precise, between combatants and non-combatants; and,
finally, the spread of ideologies and propaganda in preparing and
executing the war, to include both prewar phases—that is, the
pre- years and the interbellum. Volker Berghahn has pointedly
referred to this kind of prewar propagandistic expansionism as the

3 I am here partly following the military historian Bruno Thoß’s lucid introduction
to the anthology edited by the German Military Research Institute in Potsdam: ‘Die
Zeit der Weltkriege: Epochen als Erfahrungseinheit?’, in Bruno Thoß and Hans-Erich
Volkmann (eds.), Erster Weltkrieg — Zweiter Weltkrieg: Ein Vergleich. Krieg, Kriegserlebnis,
Kriegserfahrung in Deutschland (Paderborn, ), –.



      

spiritual preparation for war in peace.4 Path-breaking, too, was the
way in which the war became medialized and how all sides used
propaganda.5

The concept of expansion or transgression in both world wars
stretches further than the concept of ‘total war’, which in recent years
has provided a kind of role model (some historians would add, an
almost inflationary one) for comparative approaches to the histories
of modern wars.6 According to Stig Förster, the characteristics of
‘total war’ are as follows:

• total mobilization, concerning the complete exploitation of
material and human resources for the war effort;

• total war objectives, extending beyond the unconditional sub-
jugation of the enemy by even seeking his extermination;

• total methods of warfare, disregarding all rules governing
human rights in order to break the adversary’s will to resist;

• total control, allowing the state to intervene in all societal and
economic areas.7

Although, according to Förster, most of these features or ‘tenden-
cies’ failed or remained in the ‘planning stages’ during the First
World War, they came to the fore in the course of the Second
World War. While the concept of ‘total war’ is intrinsically linked
with the dominant role of the state and the military, the concept of
transgression, while paying attention to state-controlled agencies and
institutions, also comprises the social, cultural, andmental processes
that developed before and during both world wars. Regarding mili-
tary or any other form of occupation during both wars, transgression
was as much an integral part of the occupier’s rule as of the possible
reactions and answers presented and given by the occupied—for
instance, the extent of accommodating and collaborative behaviour
among the defeated and conquered nations.

Of course, it is easier to define general concepts and categories
4 See Volker Berghahn, Europa im Zeitalter der Weltkriege: Die Entfesselung und Entgrenzung

der Gewalt (Frankfurt a.M., ), –.
5 See Peter Buitenhuis, The Great War of Words: British, American, and Canadian

Propaganda and Fiction, – (Vancouver, ); David Welch, Germany, Propaganda
and Total War, –: The Sins of Omission (London, ).

6 Roger Chickering and Stig Förster (eds.), Great War, Total War: Combat and
Mobilization on the Western Front (Cambridge, ).

7 Stig Förster, ‘Total War’, in Hirschfeld, Krumeich, and Renz (eds.), Brill’s
Encyclopedia of the First World War , –; see also Jürgen Kocka, Facing Total War:
German Society – (Leamington Spa, ).



  

concerning the totality or the transgression of social and mental
processes in both world wars than to draw direct parallels between
the military and administrative structures of occupational regimes
and their respective practices. Take for example, the establishment
of the military state of Ober Ost, the occupied north-eastern
territories (Lithuania) named after the military title of the German
Supreme Commander in the East. Vejas Liulevicius, author of
an impressive study of this ‘military utopia’, a bureaucratic and
technocratic showcase ofGermanoccupation during the FirstWorld
War, is right to stress the exemplary function of Ober Ost after the
war.8 For many Freikorps fighters and mercenaries in the Baltic
countries Ober Ost became an integral part of their new political
mission during the s. But Liulevicius’s interpretation goes astray
when he tries to turn Ludendorff’s largely failed occupational
experiment into a kind of laboratory of the Nazi empire in eastern
Europe during the Second World War. Despite some parallels—the
establishment of a German police and military apparatus; political
indoctrination and cultural dominance; strict censorship of the
press; and the suspension of fundamental rights, to name just a few—
there were also considerable differences between the self-appointed
German ‘pioneers of Kultur ’ who tried to control the ethnicities
of the areas by restricting movement and imposing programmes
of German culture, and the instigators and practitioners of Nazi
population policies who did not shrink from the mass murder of
millions of men, women, and children. The differences may be
illustrated in the semantic shift from the descriptive term ‘lands and
peoples’, as used during the First World War, to ‘spaces and races’,
as introduced by those social engineers and theorists who helped
to design and promote the racist–ideological construction of a Nazi
realm in eastern Europe.

Nonetheless, many German soldiers harboured other powerful
images and perceptions of the First World War, in particular, the
Cossack invasion of East Prussia in August  and the ensuing
widespread fear of Russian soldiers, the oft-quoted Russengefahr .
Similarly negative images of the Bolsheviks that had been produced
during and after the Russian Revolution of  and even more dur-

8 Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National Identity, and
German Occupation in World War I (Cambridge, ), ch. : ‘The Triumph of Raum’;
id., The German Myth of the East:  to the Present (Oxford, ), ch. : ‘Nazi Visions
of the East’.



      

ing and after the short-lived Bavarian Soviet Republic led by Kurt
Eisner were evoked again after the German attack on Russia in .
A number of German generals and troop commanders used these
images to confront their experiences during the Second World War
with those from the previous war and from other military conflicts
fought in the east, such as the Free Corps battles in the Baltic and
Upper Silesia after .9 One Wehrmacht general who did this
was Georg von Küchler, commander of the th German Army
that had been involved in the long siege of Leningrad. The First
World War officer and member of the Free Corps Kurland Brigade,
defending the ‘German Baltic’ against ‘Bolshevik hordes’, to quote
his war diary, was responsible for the merciless conduct of war and
brutal occupation of this region that caused the deaths of more than
a million Russian civilians in and around Leningrad.10 On several
occasions Küchler had strictly forbidden his subordinates to give
any food to the starving civilian population. He also ordered the
‘mercy killing’ (euthanasia) of more than  Russian patients (‘use-
less eaters’) from a psychiatric hospital that had fallen into German
hands. According to his biographer Johannes Hürter, Küchler was
not a convinced Nazi or an ideological stirrer. During the Polish
campaign he had on occasion even criticized and reprimanded his
soldiers for assaults on Polish civilians. This, however, had changed
after the invasion of Soviet Russia. The actions and deeds of this
‘typical representative of a conservative German officer’s mentality’
(Hürter) were largely determined by a combination, not uncommon,
of traditional perceptions of the enemy, established cultural preju-
dices, utilitarianmilitary considerations, and ideological paradigms.
Recent research on Nazi perpetrators’ biographies and careers sug-
gests that a conservative (and at times even critical) attitude could
well be reconciled with an active and engaged participation in Nazi
atrocities and war crimes.11

Once the military campaign against Russia was underway, how-
ever, previously contrasting views seem to have merged into one

9 See e.g. the diaries of General Gotthard Heinrici, Ein deutscher General an der
Ostfront: Die Briefe und Tagebücher des Gotthard Heinrici /, ed. Johannes Hürter
(Erfurt, ).

10 Johannes Hürter, ‘Konservative Mentalität, militärischer Pragmatismus, ideolo-
gisierte Kriegführung: Das Beispiel des Generals Georg von Küchler’, in Gerhard
Hirschfeld and Tobias Jersak (eds.), Karrieren im Nationalsozialismus: Funktionseliten zwi-
schen Mitwirkung und Distanz (Frankfurt a.M., ), –.

11 See Frank Bajohr, ‘Neuere Täterforschung, version: .’, in Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte
〈http://docupedia.de/zg/〉 [accessed  June ].



  

overriding image: eastern Europe as the mere object of German
desires and the eastern peoples as racially inferior and culturally
deprived, their economic and human resources at the disposal of
the German Reich. The Wehrmacht’s expansionist war against
Poland, the Soviet Union, and adjacent countries was fought first
and foremost along racial lines, whereby political and economic
goals provided the rationale for Hitler’s ‘war of annihilation’ in the
east. But long social and cultural prejudices, inherited feelings of
superiority, and negative historical images acquired earlier, some
clearly dating back to the First World War, among ordinary soldiers
and their officers facilitated their participation in a war of complete
and utter destruction that many of them had neither anticipated
nor desired.

Apart from featuring in soldiers’ private and collective memories,
what role did the First World War and its legacies generally occupy
within the sphere of the Third Reich? After  the Great War
was instrumentalized for political purposes and intentions as never
before. Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels solemnly declared
that the National Socialists were the true heirs to the ‘ideas of ’
and that the ‘German revolution’ of  was even going to undo
the effects of the French Revolution of .12 The alleged euphoria
of national unity at the beginning of the First World War became a
firm ingredient of the idea of the Nazi Volksgemeinschaft . According
to Reich Minister of Labour Robert Ley, the Nazi revolution of 
had its very beginnings ‘in those August days of . There in the
western and the eastern trenches this people found itself again; the
grenades and the mines asked not whether a man was high-born or
low-born, whether rich or poor, to which denomination and which
estate he belonged, but rather here was the great, resounding test
of the meaning and spirit of community.’13

For Hitler himself the Great War always remained a corner-
stone of his private and political referential system. But though his
speeches and utterances were larded with general comments about

12 See Gerhard Hirschfeld, ‘“The Spirit of ”: A Critical Examination of War
Enthusiasm in German Society’, in Lothar Kettenacker and Torsten Riotte (eds.), The
Legacies of Two World Wars: European Societies in the Twentieth Century (New York, ),
–; Thomas Nipperdey, ‘ und die Kontinuität der deutschen Geschichte’, in
id., Nachdenken über die deutsche Geschichte (Munich, ), –, at –.

13 Speech delivered to the diplomatic corps on  Mar.  in Berlin, quoted in
Tim Mason, Sozialpolitik im Dritten Reich: Arbeiterklasse und Volksgemeinschaft (Opladen,
), .



      

the war, particularly on his generation’s shared experience of the
front, it was clearly the end of the war and Germany’s ‘undeserved’
defeat in  that Hitler was concerned with, especially during
his earlier career as (in his own words) the Nazi party’s ‘drummer
and rallier’. ‘War guilt’, ‘November treason’, ‘stab in the back’ with
strong anti-Semitic references, and, above all, the ‘shameful treaty of
Versailles’ were his most frequently used and favoured catchphrases
during the s. After his appointment as Chancellor and Führer
of the German Reich, Hitler’s political language underwent certain
changes: his still frequent references to the First World War became
less aggressive, at times even moderate, though he left no doubt
about his intention to revise or even undo the ‘dictated Versailles
peace agreement’.14 This, of course, changed again after Septem-
ber , when Hitler triggered another world war with even more
terrible consequences.

Hitler’s seizure of power and the intellectual Wehrhaftmachung (lit.
‘strengthening the ability to defend oneself ’) of German society
after  led to an almost mystical conjuring up of battlefields
such as Tannenberg, Langemarck, and Verdun. The Battle of the
Somme, however, the most atrocious and devastating battle of the
entire war with more than . million dead and wounded soldiers
on all sides, remained to some extent in the background.15 While
Tannenberg and Verdun, though for different reasons, evoked hero-
ism and emotions, the Somme remained a mere symbol, a kind
of writing on the wall, of the destructive and uncontrollable forces
set free in a modern and increasingly total war.16 Instead, Lange-
marck (originally Langemark), a small village in Flanders, where
in November  young and only briefly trained units, ‘student
regiments’ (‘schoolboy corps’) according to official propaganda,
had put up a heroic fight against superior British forces, took the
stage for all kinds of public remembrances and celebrations. The
Hitler Youth organized an annual Langemarck Day with public
marches by uniformed girls and boys and a display of flags and

14 See Gerhard Hirschfeld, ‘Der Führer spricht vom Krieg: Der Erste Weltkrieg
in den Reden Adolf Hitlers’, in Gerd Krumeich (ed.), Nationalsozialismus und Erster
Weltkrieg (Essen, ), –.

15 See Gerhard Hirschfeld, ‘Die Somme-Schlacht von ’, in id., Gerd Krumeich,
and Irina Renz (eds.), Die Deutschen an der Somme –: Krieg, Besatzung, Verbrannte
Erde (Essen, ), –; rev. and extended edn. (Essen, ), –.

16 See Gerd Krumeich‚ ‘Die deutsche Erinnerung an die Somme’, ibid. –;
–.



  

banners throughout the entire Reich, while the Langemarck myth
gave birth to numerous dramas and recitations (some using the
war letters of fallen students taken from Philipp Witkop’s famous
anthology Kriegsbriefe gefallener Studenten of ). From September
 onwards Langemarck provided the name for a special student
scholarship scheme, which was directed at successful students from
underprivileged families of workers, peasants, and craftsmen. The
earlier romantic notion of the young dying young for the Fatherland
had finally been replaced by an educational concept with clear-cut
ideological–racist ideas.17

From  on Heroes’ Memorial Day (Heldengedenktag), now
publicly acknowledged and officially recognized by Reich law, re-
placed the annual Day of National Mourning (Volkstrauertag). The
responsibility for arranging the official ceremony was taken away
from the German War Graves Commission (Volksbund Deutscher
Kriegsgräberfürsorge), founded inDecember , and handed over
to the state. It is remarkable that Hitler often chose this particular
day (or the days leading up to it) to announce some of his most
far-reaching political and military decisions: the reintroduction of
military conscription (in ); the reoccupation of the demilitarized
zones of theRhineland (in ); and the Austrian Anschluss in .
All these decisions were in blatant violation of the Versailles Peace
Treaty, which in  had formally ended the state of war between
Germany and the Allied Powers. The official memorial speeches
given on Heldengedenktag were no longer delivered by Volksbund
functionaries, but by prominent military and political leaders of the
newGermany: ReichWarMinisterWerner von Blomberg (between
 and ); Reich Marshal Hermann Göring (); Admiral
Erich Raeder, chief of the German Navy (); Hitler himself
(–); and, finally, by Hitler’s chosen successor for the last days
of the Third Reich, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz (). A recurrent
central theme in these public addresses was the successful recon-
struction of the German Volksgemeinschaft out of the spirit of the
‘national war society’ between  and . All speakers there-
fore paid regular and special tribute to the front soldiers of the
Great War, whose sacrifice, an oft-repeated term, had spearheaded

17 Bernd Hüppauf, ‘Schlachtenmythen und die Konstruktion des “Neuen Men-
schen”’, in Gerhard Hirschfeld, Gerd Krumeich, and Irina Renz (eds.), ‘Keiner fühlt sich
hier mehr als Mensch . . .’: Erlebnis und Wirkung des Ersten Weltkriegs (Frankfurt a.M., ),
–.



      

the Third Reich.18 In his Heroes’ Memorial Speech of  Hitler
declared that the German people had finally restored what they had
once forfeited ‘in insane blindness’. This was a clear reference to,
and also the long overdue absolution of, the German home front
during the previous war that Hitler had often accused of having
stabbed the military in the back.

The official site for the state ceremony held on Heldengedenktag
was the Berlin Zeughaus Unter den Linden, the Prussian Army’s
former War Museum. After  the Museum Zeughaus was the
venue for the central memorial exhibition (which occupied about a
third of the museum) and for thirteen special world war exhibitions
(between  and ). Rather than displaying captured pieces of
artillery and other military trophies, as had been the case during the
Prussian era and the First World War, the military objects on view
showcased the latest stage of technical developments andGermany’s
newly acquired ability to defend itself against any enemy. Among
the artillery pieces on display was a true replica (without, however,
this fact beingmentioned) of the legendaryDicke Berta (Big Bertha),
a  cmmortar gun built by the Krupp Factories in Essen in order to
destroy Belgian and French fortresses from a distance of as much as
 kilometres. Just a few white pillars in the courtyard (Schlüterhof)
of the Zeughaus remained ostentatiously empty to draw visitors’
attention to the Allies’ removal of big guns after  as a provision
of the Versailles Treaty.19

The political concept of the world war exhibitions and the
messages they contained were unambiguous: military defeats were
generally turned into propaganda victories or simply excused by
pointing to the enemy’s numerical or technical supremacy, while
soldierly life at the front, and especially the notion of comradeship,
was totally romanticized. The exhibited war heroes included Field
Marshal Hindenburg, whose death mask was prominently displayed
at the museum, the combat pilot Hermann Göring, and, of course,
‘the unknown world war corporal’, as the Führer liked to call
himself. German politicians and other civilians whose defeatism
had, in Hitler’s eyes, considerably contributed to the collapse of the
home front and the military defeat of  were generally excluded.

18 See Jan-Henrik Meyer, ‘Die Reden auf den zentralen Veranstaltungen zum Volks-
trauertag bzw. zum Heldengedenktag, –’ (MA thesis, Humboldt University
Berlin, ), , .

19 For this and the following see Christine Beil, ‘Kriegsausstellungen während des
Nationalsozialismus’, in Krumeich (ed.), Nationalsozialismus und Erster Weltkrieg , –.



  

So were women, with the exception of the familiar female images
of the caring and devoted nurse on the front or the dutiful and
loving wife at home. In sum, the Zeughaus portrayed a war without
paying much attention to the military rear or life at home, except
for the economic misery of the later war years that always figured
prominently. An accompanying pamphlet listed those responsible
for the subsequent misery and the spread of defeatism, referring in
particular to Social Democrats and independent socialists who had
objected to, and agitated against, the government’s concept of a
Siegfrieden (victorious peace).

The military victories over Belgium and France in the summer
of  were celebrated by the Nazi regime as the true end of the
First World War. The armistice with France was signed in Hitler’s
presence on  June in the forest at Compiègne, in the same railway
carriage in which the German delegation had signed the armistice
agreement on  November . Two weeks before France officially
conceded defeat, the Nazi newspaper Völkischer Beobachter carried
on its front page an illustration of aWehrmacht soldier ramming the
German war flag, sporting a swastika, into French soil. The caption
above contained the names of three famous battles familiar to all
contemporaries: ‘Somme—Marne—Verdun’; belowwas a sentence
which a new Wehrmacht soldier addressed to three old imaginary
German front soldiers of the First World War: ‘Und ihr habt doch
gesiegt’ (‘You did win this war after all’).20

The Nazi regime and Hitler personally could be sure that most
Germans would agree with this message. Never before and never
again was the Führer more popular than after the capitulation
of France in the summer of . Even liberal and conservative
opponents of the regime took personal pride and satisfaction in the
victory over the French ‘arch-enemy’. For the generation of former
front soldiers it was mere justice brought back by history after the
apparent injustice committed in November  by the military
capitulation and, again, in the summer of  by the Schandfrieden
(shameless treaty) of Versailles.

During the Second World War, the war of – continued
to be instrumentalized for political and military goals. From the
beginning Hitler and his regime felt that they had to act decisively
not to repeat the mistakes of the previous war. There appear to be

20 For this illustration see Susanne Brandt, Vom Kriegsschauplatz zum Gedächtnisraum:
Die Westfront – (Baden-Baden, ), .



      

five areas where these decisions met the German memory of the
First World War.21

Propaganda. In his book Mein Kampf as well as in numerous
speeches Hitler had criticized the failure of German propaganda
during the Great War, attributing almost demonic powers to Al-
lied, especially British, war propaganda ‘in mobilizing the entire
world against the innocent and naïve Germans’.22 The enormous
propaganda machine built up after  by Goebbels’s Berlin mi-
nistry and other government and party institutions was the dir-
ect outcome of this widely believed deficit. During the winter of
– Hitler ordered the introduction of ideological instructors
(NS-Führungsoffiziere) for all Wehrmacht units. Their task was to
fight off any signs of mental erosion at the front and at home in
order to avoid a situation like that of  arising again.23

War economy. The Allied naval blockade put a particular strain
on the hard-hit German home front during the First World War,
although the situation was made worse by the government’s ineffi-
cient handling of the economy. One of the most incisive collective
memories had been the ‘hunger winter’ of –, when consump-
tion had been reduced to about  per cent of its normal level.
Illness and death caused by starvation and food shortages remained
a regular feature of everyday life, especially in Germany’s larger
cities, right until the end of the war.24 Hitler’s constant fear of a
repeat of  and the alleged collapse of the home front led him
to secure sufficient supplies for the civilian population. The system
was, by and large, successfully maintained until  because of
the systematic economic exploitation of occupied Europe, which in-
cluded the forced recruitment and labour of more than ten million
foreign slave labourers.

Military strategy. In order to avoid the stalemate of trench warfare
Hitler and his generals insisted on combined mechanized and
motorized operations (Poland , western Europe , Russia

21 For the following see Alan Kramer, ‘First World War and German Memory’, in
Heather Jones, Jennifer O’Brien, and Christoph Schmidt-Supprian (eds.), Untold War:
New Perspectives in First World War Studies (Leiden, ), –, at –.

22 Ibid. .
23 See Jürgen Förster, ‘Weltanschauung als Waffe: Vom “Vaterländischen Unterricht”

zur “Nationalsozialistischen Führung”’, in Thoß and Volkmann (eds.), Erster Weltkrieg —
Zweiter Weltkrieg , –.

24 See Hans-Peter Ullmann, ‘Kriegswirtschaft’, in Hirschfeld, Krumeich, and Renz
(eds.), Brill’s Encyclopedia of the First World War , –.



  

). After the first retreats of – on the Eastern Front, however,
and especially after the loss of a whole army at Stalingrad, Hitler
ordered German troops to return to the defensive doctrine of :
to defend every metre of occupied ground at any cost, thereby
rebuffing some of his highest generals.25

War aims. Some political and military goals that Nazi Germany
tried to achievewere certainly influencedby the events and outcomes
of the previous war (notably the defeat of France), while others
clearly resulted frompurely ideological ideas andmotivations.While
Hitler clearly wished to revise the political result and outcome of
the First World War, his far-reaching war aims, and especially his
radical intentions for ruling and exploiting eastern Europe, were
as much dictated by megalomaniac, imperialistic designs as by a
primitive and brutal racism.26

Anti-partisan warfare. There are strong indications that the image
of the Freischärler or franctireur, as the real or imagined irregular
civilian fighters against German troops in Belgium and northern
France in  were called, also greatly influenced the policies and
methods of the German security forces (the police and SS) and the
Wehrmacht during the initial phase of the Eastern Campaign. As
in Belgium in  (where more than , civilians fell victim to
German reprisals against assumed franctireur activities), there was
hardly any civilian resistance in Poland in , but the language
and the line of reasoning and justification nevertheless were just the
same. As early as  September Himmler had ordered his SS and
police units to shoot all insurgents (franctireurs) who threatened
German life and property, while Heydrich justified the rounding up
of Jews in big cities by arguing that Jews were ‘prevalent in franc-
tireur attacks and in pillaging’.27 The stirred-up paranoia of Polish
franctireurs was reflected in numerous Feldpostbriefe (letters from the

25 See Gerhard P. Gross, ‘Das Dogma der Beweglichkeit: Überlegungen zur Genese
der deutschen Heerestaktik im Zeitalter der Weltkriege’, in Thoß and Volkmann (eds.),
Erster Weltkrieg — Zweiter Weltkrieg , –.

26 For the question of continuity see also Fritz Fischer, ‘Weltpolitik, Weltmachtstreben
und deutsche Kriegsziele’, Historische Zeitschrift ,  (), –; Hagen Fleischer,
‘Nationalsozialistische Besatzungsherrschaft im Vergleich: Versuch einer Synopse’, in
Wolfgang Benz, Gerhard Otto, and Johannes Houwink ten Cate (eds.), Anpassung,
Kollaboration, Widerstand: Kollektive Reaktionen auf die Okkupation (Berlin, ), –,
at –.

27 Quoted in Gerhard Weinberg, A World at Arms: A Global History of World War II
(New York, ), . See also Christopher R. Browning, The Origins of the Final Solution:
The Evolution of Nazi Jewish Policy, September –March  (Lincoln, Nebr., ),
–.



      

front), such as that of aWehrmacht corporal who informedhis family
during the early fighting that franctireurs had attacked his unit:
‘therefore we have come to the conclusion that we have been far too
generous’ (i.e. to the Poles).28 Waffen-SS units and the Wehrmacht
entered Poland with ‘a violent mix of racist mentalities, criminal
orders, nervousness, and the institutional memory of ’.29 During
three weeks of fighting in September, approximately , Polish
civilians were executed for allegedly acting as franctireurs or simply
for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.30 There were twice
as many victims here as in the Belgian campaign of August ,
clearly representing a new and radical element in German methods
of warfare, finally escalating in the ensuing all-out partisan war
along the Eastern Front.

These five areas of Hitler’s ‘second war’ would certainly have
been incomplete without the existing German memories and in-
terpretations of the Great War: a distorted perception of the war
guilt issue of , collective anti-Versailles sentiments as well as a
divided party political memorization of the war during the s,
and, finally, the Nazis’ largely successful instrumentalization of the
previous war for political purposes. On the other hand, German
society of the s witnessed a certain—generationally caused—
alienation from the Great War that gradually lost its dominant
position in memory. This process was enhanced by the experience
of the following war with hecatombs of lives, cut-off biographies,
and an enormous scale of destruction. The even greater number of
victims, especially among the civilian population, a radical trans-
gression of massive violence reaching its apogee with the murder of
six million European Jews, made the First World War appear to be
a mere prologue to the cataclysm of the Second World War.

28 Gefreiter (Corporal) W. K. (Wehrmacht postal no. ),  Sept., Collection
Sterz, Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte (Library of Contemporary History), Stuttgart.

29 Kramer, ‘First World War and German Memory’, .
30 Jochen Böhler, Auftakt zum Vernichtungskrieg: Die Wehrmacht in Polen  (Frankfurt

a.M., ), .
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Kennedy, Paul M. , 
Kershaw, Ian , 
Kessler, Harry, Graf, German writer

and patron of the arts 
Kiderlen Bridge 
Kiderlen-Waechter, Alfred von, For-

eign Secretary , –
Kiel Canal , , –, –,

, 
Kießling, Friedrich 
Kincaid-Smith, Malcolm, Liberal

MP for Stratford-upon-Avon
 n., –, 

Kitchener, Lord, British Secretary
of State for War –

Kliuev, Nicholas Alekseevich, Rus-
sian lieutenant general ,
–

Knox, Macgregor 
Kokovtsov, Count Vladimir

Nikolaevich, Russian Prime
Minister , ,  n.,
–, –, –, 

Kraus, Jakob 
Kress von Kressenstein, Friedrich,

Freiherr, German general,



 

member of the Liman von
Sanders mission 

Krivoshein, Aleksandr, Russian Mi-
nister of Agriculture 

Kronenbitter, Günther –, ,


Krueger Telegram 
Krumeich, Gerd , , –, 
Krupp, arms production , ,


Kübel, Theodor, German major


Küchler, Georg von, member of

Free Corps Kurland, Wehr-
macht general in the Second
World War 

Kudashev, Nicholas Aleksandrovich,
Russian chargé d’affaires in
Vienna 

Kühlmann, Richard von, German
diplomat and Secretary of
State for Foreign Affairs  n.,
, , –,  n.

Kuropatkin, Aleksei, Russian ge-
neral and Minister of War
–,  n.

Lambert, Nicholas –, –, ,
, , ,  n.

Lambi, Nicolai 
Langemarck –
Lazarević, Vasil, chief of police in

Belgrade 
Lenin, Vladimir I. , , ,

 n., –, –,  n.,
, , –,  n.

Leo XIII, Pope 
Leonhard, Jörn , 
Le Queux, William 
Leslie, John 
Lewin, Moshe 
Lexa von Aehrenthal, Count Alois,

Austro-Hungarian Foreign Mi-
nister –, , , 

Ley, Robert, NS Reich Minister of
Labour 

Libya(n)/Tripolitania , , ,
, 

Italian seizure of Libya , ,
, , , , 

Lichnowsky, Prince, German ambas-
sador to the United Kingdom
, 

Lieber, Ernst 
Liebermann, Käthe ,  n.
Liman von Sanders, Otto Viktor

Karl, General, German mili-
tary adviser and commander
in Ottoman Empire , ,
, , , 

Lloyd George, David, British Prime
Minister , , , ,
–, –, –, –,


Lois de Trois Ans: see conscrip-
tion/general conscription/
compulsory military service

London Maritime Conference
() , 

Louis, Georges, French ambassador
in St Petersburg 

Lovat, Lord 
Ludendorff, Erich, German general

, , , ,  n., ,
, 

Ludwig III, King of Bavaria 
Ludwig, Emil 
Lusitania , 
Lützow, Heinrich, Count of, Aus-

trian retired Foreign Office
official 

Lyncker, Moriz von, Chief of the
Kaiser’s Military Cabinet ,




 

Macedonia , ,  n.,  n.
McKale, Donald   n.
Mackensen, August von 
McMahon, Sir Henry, British High

Commissioner in Egypt 
McMeekin, Sean , , –
MacMillan, Margaret , ,  n.
McMurray, Jonathan 
Magrini, Luigi 
Mahan, Alfred Thayer  n., ,

, , ,  n.
Mahmud Shevket Pasha, Ottoman

Grand Vizier ,  n., 
Makarov, Alexander

Aleksandrovich, Russian
Minister of Internal Affairs


Maltzahn, Curt Freiherr von 
Marinetti, Filippo Tommaso ,

, 
Marker, Colonel 
Maxse, Leopold , , 
Mediterranean/Mediterranean

(war) theatre , , , ,
, –, –, , ,
, , , 

Memalak, Mustolfi el, Iranian Mi-
nister President 

merchant navy , –, –,
 n.

merchant cruisers (German
armed) , , 

merchantmen , –
see also navies

Mesopotamia ,  n., , ,
, , 

Messimy, Adolphe, French Minister
of War , –

militarism  n., , 
German/Prussian –, , ,

, 
Turkish , , –

military intelligence: see intelli-
gence/Secret Service infor-
mation/espionage

Miliukov, Paul, Russian liberal
politician, founder of the Con-
stitutional Democratic Party
, , 

Millerand, Alexandre, French Mi-
nister of War –, – n.

Milner, Alfred, Lord, British politi-
cian and colonial administrator


Mirza Mustafa Khan Safa el
Meinelek, Iranian Minister
in Vienna , 

Mitteleuropa/Mitteleuropaplan ,
–, ,  n.,  n.

mobilization , 
Austria-Hungary , , ,

, , –, , 
Britain 
Germany , , –, ,

, –, 
Ottoman (of manpower for war)


Russia , , –, –, ,

, – n., –, ,
–, –, , , 

mobilization crisis () –,
–, 

Molden, Berthold 
Moltke, Helmuth von (the elder),

German field marshal ,
 n., , –, , 

Moltke, Helmuth von (the younger),
Chief of the German General
Staff , , , –, , –
, –, –, , –,
,  n., –, –, ,
, –, , 

Mombauer, Annika , , , 
Mommsen, Wofgang J. , ,

 n.



 

Monkevits, Nicholas Avgustovich,
Russian major general, head
of General Staff Special Office
, –

Morocco/Moroccan Crises , 
First Moroccan Crisis () ,

, 
Second Moroccan Crisis () ,

, , , , 
Mosse, George 
Mühlmann, Carl, staff officer and

aide to General Liman von
Sanders , 

Müller, Admiral Georg Alexander
von , –, , , 

Münkler, Herfried , 
Muravʹev, Mikhail, Russian Foreign

Minister 
Mussolini, Benito, Italian dictator

–, –,  n., –
Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), founder

of the Republic of Turkey ,


Musulin von Gomirje, Alexan-
der Emil Maria von, Austro-
Hungarian envoy to Switzer-
land 

Nadolny, Rudolf, German diplomat
and head of the Political Of-
fice of the Reserve General
Staff –, , , , 

Nägler, Frank 
National Service League , ,

, , –, , 
nationalism/nationalist:
French 
German , , , , 
indigenous/minorities in British/

Russian/Ottoman Empires
, , –, , , –,
, , , 

Iranian/Persian , –, ,
, –

Italian , –, –, 
Russian , , , 
Serbian –, 
Turkish , , , 

nationality, principle of –,
–, , , 

naval arms race: see armament;
navies; ship types

naval convention, Anglo-French
–

naval intelligence/Naval Intelligence
Department: see intelligence/
Secret Service information/
espionage

naval laws: see navy laws/naval
laws/naval bill

naval policy:
British –, , , 
German –,  n.
see also armament; navy laws/

naval laws/naval bill
naval revolution , 
naval rivalry: see antagonism/rivalry
naval supremacy , –, , 
naval warfare:
battle/fleet encounters , 
blockade, Allied , 
commerce warfare , , –
cruiser warfare , 
flotilla defence , 

navies:
British navy/Royal Navy , ,

, –, , –, , ,
–, , , –

naval estimates –, , 
Royal Navy War College 
Royal Navy War Staff , 

French Navy/Force Navale , 
German Navy/Imperial Navy/

Reichsmarine –, –,



 

–, , , , , , ,
, , – n., , , 

Imperial Navy Office/
Reichsmarineamt , , –,
–

naval estimates 
Navy Cabinet , 

Russian Navy/tsarist navy ,


navy laws/naval laws/naval bill:
German (Flottengesetze) –, –

, –, , 
see also fleet/battle fleet; merchant

navy; ship types
Navy League (British) –
Nawab, Hussein Kuli Khan, Ira-

nian diplomat and member of
Persian Committee in Berlin


Nazım Pasha, Ottoman Minister of
War 

Near East , , –, ,
, , , , 

Nelidov, Aleksandr, Russian ambas-
sador to Constantinople 

Nemits, Aleksandr Vasilivich, Rus-
sian captain, head of Black
Sea Fleet , 

neutrality/neutral , , 
Belgian  n., , , , ,

; see also Belgium/Belgian
British , , , –, ,

, –, 
Iranian/Persian , 
Italian , –
neutral powers/states , , ,


neutral waters/ports/zones ,

,  n., , 
Portuguese/Spanish 
Russian 
Turkish , –, , 

Neutrality League, British –

Nicholas I, Russian Tsar 
Nicholas II, Russian Tsar , ,

 n., , , , , –,
, –, –, –,
, , –, –, –,
–, –, 

Nicholson, William, British General
Director of Mobilization and
Military Intelligence 

Niedermayer, Oskar Ritter von,
German military officer, Ori-
entalist, and agent 

Nikolaevich, Nicholas, Grand Duke
–, , , –, –,


Norfolk Commission –, 
Northcliffe, Lord –
North Sea/North Sea (war) theatre

, , , , , , , ,


Ober Ost, German occupied north-
eastern territories , 

oil , , , 
Anglo-Persian Oil Company 

Oppenheim, Max, Freiherr von,
German diplomat and ama-
teur archaeologist , ,


Ostaufmarschplan 
Otte, Thomas G. , ,  n.
Ottley, Captain Charles, British Dir-

ector of Naval Intelligence ,


pacifism/pacifists –, , , ,
, , , , , ,
, 

Paléologue, Maurice, French ambas-
sador in St Petersburg –,
–

Palestine –
Panafieu, André de, French minister

in Sofia 



 

pan-German(s)/Pan-German
League –, , , , 

pan-Islamism/pan-Islamist , ,
, –, –

pan-Slavism –, 
pan-Turkism/pan-Turanist –
Paris Peace Conference 
parliaments:
British Houses of Parliament/

parliament , , , , ,
, , –, –, –,
–, , 

Bulgarian parliament/Sobranje


French parliament/Senate  n.,
–, , 

German parliament/Reichstag ,
, , –, –, –, ,
, , , , –, –,
, 

Italian parliament , , 
Persian parliament , , 
Russian parliament/Duma ,

–, 
Turkish parliament  n.

parties, political:
Britain:
Conservative Party/
Conservatives/Tories , ,
, 

Independent Labour Party 
Liberal Party/Liberals –,
, , , , , –,
, –; Liberal Imper-
ialists , , , , ;
pro-army/navy Liberals ,
–; pacifism, opposition to
conscription , , , ,
, , ; Radical Liberals
, , 

Liberal Unionist Party –,
, –, 

France:
Conservatives (Action Française)


Germany:
Centre Party (Zentrum) 
Free Conservatives (Freikonser-
vative Partei) 

NSDAP 
Iran:
Democratic Party , , 

Italy:
Socialist Party (Partito Socialista
Italiano) , 

Liberal Party (Partito Liberale
Italiano) 

Russia:
Bolshevik Party , , ,
–, 

Peter the Great, Russian Tsar –


Pius IX, Pope 
Pius X, Pope , 
Pius XI, Pope 
Plessen, Hans von, the Kaiser’s ad-

jutant general 
Poincaré, Raymond, French Prime

Minister, Foreign Minister, and
President of France , ,
, –, –,  n., –
, , , 

visit to St Petersburg , –,


Pokrovskii, Mikhail ,  n.
Pollio, Alberto –
Pomiankowski, Joseph, Austrian

military attaché in the Otto-
man Empire 

postwar order , 
see also war aims

Pourtalès, Count Friedrich von,
German ambassador to Rus-
sia –



 

press:
Balkans 
British , , –, –, ,

 n., , , 
Bulgarian 
censorship , , 
French , 
German ,  n., –, 
Press Section in German Foreign
Office 

Russian/press campaigns ,
–, –, ,  n., 

see also propaganda; public opi-
nion

preventive war: see war/warfare
Priklonskii, Mikhail Grigorʹevich,

Russian Consul in Budapest


propaganda , , , –, ,
–, , , , –,
–, , , –, –
, 

Protić, Stojan, Serbian Minister of
the Interior 

public opinion , –, , ,
, , –, , ,
, , , 

Radoslavov, Vasil, Bulgarian Prime
Minister –

Raeder, Erich, admiral and NS
Chief of Navy 

raiders: see ship types
railway(s)/railway lines , , ,

–, , , , –,
, , , , –, ,
, , ,  n., , 

Rapallo 
Rathenau, Walter, industrialist , 
Rathmann, Lothar , 
rearmament , , –, ,


Red Army: see armies

Reichenau, Ernst August von, Ger-
man envoy to Sweden 

Repington, Charles à Court, mili-
tary correspondent , ,
–, –

Reuss, Prince Heinrich, German
Minister in Tehran , 

revolution/revolutionary:
German anti-colonial revolutio-

nary activities , –, ,
–, –, , –

Ottoman Empire , –,
–, , –, –, ,
; see also Young Turks

revolutionary activities in Italy
, –

Russia , , –, , –,
–, , –, 

Reynolds, Michael 
Richthofen, Hartmann Oswald,

Freiherr von, German diplo-
mat, Minister in Tehran 

Riezler, Kurt, assistant to Chancel-
lor Bethmann Hollweg , –
, –,  n., , –,


risk fleet/risk theory: see fleet/battle
fleet

Ritter, Albert, assistant manager of
the Alldeutscher Verband 

Ritter, Gerhard –, ,  n.
Rıza, Ahmet, leader of the Young

Turks 
Roberts, Lord –, ,  n., ,

,  n.
Rödiger, Aleksandr Fedorovich, Rus-

sian general 
Roedern, Graf von, Secretary of

State in Reich Ministry for
Alsace-Lorraine , 

Röhl, John  n., –, , 
Romania , , , , –,



 

, ,  n., ,  n.,


Romeiko-Gurko, Dimitrii Iosifovich,
Russian colonel, military at-
taché in Bern 

Romeo, Rosario 
Ronzhin, Sergei Aleksandrovich,

Russian major general, Chief
of General Staff’s Transporta-
tion Section 

Rose, Andreas –
Roth, Guenther 
Royal Navy: see navies
Rüger, Jan 
Rukhlov, Sergei Vasilʹevich, Russian

Minister of Transport 
Rumpler, Helmut , 
Russian Revolution: see revolution/

revolutionary
Russo-Japanese War , , ,

, 

Said Halim Pasha, Ottoman Grand
Vizier  n., –

Salandra, Antonio, Italian Prime
Minister , 

Salvemini, Gaetano 
Samoilo, Alexander Aleksandrovich,

Russian colonel , 
Sarajevo assassinations , 

see also Franz Ferdinand
Sarre, Friedrich Paul Theodor, Ger-

man Orientalist , , 
Saunders, George 
Sazonov, Sergei Dmitrievich, Rus-

sian Foreign Secretary , ,
, ,  n., –, ,
–, , –, , –
, ,  n., –, ,
,  n., , –, –
, , –

Schemua, Blasius, Austrian Chief of

General Staff ,  n., ,
,  n.

Schlieffen Plan , , , ,
, 

Schoen, von, German ambassador
in Paris , 

Schroeder, Paul W.  n., , 
Schulte, Bernd-Felix –
Schünemann, Max, German intelli-

gence agent 
Scott, Samuel, supporter of the

Committee of Four 
Seely, J. E. B., British Secretary of

War  n., –
Selborne, Lord , ,  n.
Seligmann, Matthew S. –, –,

, –
Senghaas, Dieter 
September Programme –, , 
Serbia , , –, –, –,

–,  n., –, , ,
–, –, , –, ,
, , , –, –,
–,  n., , , ,
–, , –, , –
,  n., , , –,


Serbo-Bulgarian Treaty/Treaty
of Friendship and Alliance
between Bulgaria and Serbia
()  n.

ultimatum to , –, , ,
 n., , , , , ,
–

Seton-Watson, R. 
Shebeko, Nicholas Nikolaevich,

Russian ambassador in Vienna
, –

ship types:
Armed Merchant Cruisers (in-

cludes Surface Raiders, Auxi-
liary Cruisers, etc.) , ,
–, –



 

battlecruiser(s)/battleships –,
–, –, ,  n., , –
, 

Invincible class –, –,
 n.

capital ships –, –, –,
–, , ,  n., 

destroyer(s) , , ,  n.
dreadnought(s)/HMS Dreadnought/

dreadnought-type/-class –
, –, , , , , , ,
 n., , , , , 

raiders , , , , 
submarines/submarine flotilla ,

–, , , , – n., ,
, 

torpedo(es) , , , , –
see also merchant navy

Slade, Edmond J. W., Sir, British
rear admiral , –, 

Solf, Wilhelm, German Colonial
Secretary –

Sonderweg , , 
Sonnino, Sidney, Italian Foreign

Minister –
Sösemann, Bernd –
South African Wars , , , 
Boer War , , –, –,


Soviet Union/Soviet Republic ,

, , , –, ,
–, –, –, –


Sowards, Steven 
Spalajković, Miroslav, Serbian mi-

nister in St Petersburg ,
–

spies: see intelligence/Secret Service
information/espionage

Stalin, Joseph, Soviet dictator ,
,  n., 

Stein, Oliver ,  n.

Storck, Wilhelm Ritter von, Aus-
trian chargé d’affaires in Bel-
grade –

Strachey, John St Loe, British jour-
nalist , , 

Straits: see Dardanelles, Straits,
Bosporus

Strandmann, Basil von, chargé
d’affaires at Russian legation
in Belgrade –

Struve, Petr Berngardovich, Russian
liberal political economist 

Stumm, Wilhelm, Director of Poli-
tical Department in German
Foreign Office ,  n.

submarines/submarine flotilla: see
ship types

Suez Canal , , –, 
Sukhomlinov, Vladimir

Aleksandrovich, Russian
War Minister , –,
–, –, , ,
 n., , –, , ,


Sumida, Jon , 
Sykes, Sir Mark, British MP –
Sykes–Picot agreement ,  n.
Szapáry de Szapár, Count Frigyes,

Austro-Hungarian ambassador
in St Petersburg 

Szécsen von Temerin, Count
Nikolaus, Austrian ambassador
in Paris 

Szögyény-Marich, László, Count of,
Austro-Hungarian ambassador
to Germany ,  n., –

Talaat Pasha, Ottoman Minister of
the Interior 

Tannenberg , 
Tappen, Gerhard, German lieute-

nant colonel –



 

Taqizadeh, Sayyed Hassan, Ira-
nian democrat and leader of
Persian Committee in Berlin
–, –

Taylor, A. J. P. , , ,  n.,
, , , 

Territorial Force: see army: British
Thaon di Revel, Paolo, Italian naval

Chief of Staff 
Tirpitz, Admiral Alfred (von) –,

–, –, –, , –,
, , ,  n., –, 

Tirpitz Plan –, , , ,


Tisza, Hungarian Prime Minister


torpedo(es): see ship types
Torre, Augusto 
Toshev, Andrey, Bulgarian ambas-

sador in Belgrade , 
transatlantic liners –, 
Treaty of Hünkâr Iskelesi, Russian–

Ottoman Treaty 
Treaty of London () , ,

, 
Trieste , , 
Triple Alliance: see alliances
Tripolitania: see Libya(n)/

Tripolitania:
Tripolitan War –, , 
Trotsky, Leon, Soviet Commissar of

Foreign Affairs –,  n.,
– n., –

Trubetskoi, Prince Evgenii, Russian
philosopher and liberal pub-
lisher 

Trumpener, Ulrich –, , 
Tschirschky, Heinrich von, German

ambassador in Vienna ,


Turati, Filippo, Italian sociologist
and socialist politician 

Ukraine , , , ,  n.
Bolshevik invasion 

Umberto I, King 
United Service Club 
United States of America/USA ,

, , , – n.,  n., ,
, , , –, –,
, , , , , ,
– n., , , –, ,
 n., –, –, –,
,  n., 

Verdun , 
Versailles, peace conference/Treaty

of , –, ,  n.,
 n., , –, 

Victor Emmanuel III, King ,


Vincent, Sir Howard, British MP


Vineken, Alexander Georgievich,
Russian colonel, military at-
taché in Vienna , 

Viviani, René, French Prime Minis-
ter , 

Volpe, Gioacchino ,  n., 

Wahnschaffe, Arnold, Under-
Secretary of State in the Reich
Chancellery ,  n.

Waldersee, Count Georg von (the
younger) , , , , 

Waldmann, Johann, German lieute-
nant 

Wangenheim, Baron Hans von,
German ambassador to the
Ottoman Empire  n., ,
,  n.

Wank, Solomon 
war/warfare:
commerce/economic war –,

, –, , –, –, 
defensive war , , 



 

industrialized mass war , –
offensive war/Angriffskrieg 
operational planning –, 
pre-emptive/preventive war –,

, –, , –, , ,
–, , –

war aims:
Austrian , 
British  n., , –, –,

, –
German , –, , –, ,

, , , , , 
Italian , 
Ottoman/Turkish , , ,

 n., 
Russian  n., , , , –,

, 
war council/Kriegsrat ( Dec. )

, –,  n., –, , ,
, –, , 

Wassmuss, Wilhelm, German agent
and member of the consular
staff in Iran –

Weber, Frank 
Webster, Richard A. –,  n.
Weizsäcker, Carl Freiherr von,

Chief Minister of Württemberg
 n., ,  n.,  n.

Wemyss, Lord 
Wenninger, Karl Ritter von, Bava-

ria’s military plenipotentiary at
German Supreme Command
HQ , –, –

Wesendonk, Otto von, German dip-
lomat, member of the Nach-
richtenstelle für den Orient
, –

Wheeler-Bennett, John W. ,
 n.

Widenmann, Wilhelm, German

Captain (Kapitän zur See) –


Wild, General von 
Wilde, Oscar, Irish writer 
Wilhelm/William II, Kaiser –, ,

–, , –, , ,  n.,
,  n., –, –,  n.,
 n., –, , –, –
, , , , , , ,
, , –, –, ,
–, , , , , ,
, , , 

Wilkinson, Henry Spenser , 
Williamson, Samuel R. 
Wilson, Woodrow, President of the

USA , , –, –,
–, ,  n., 

Wolff, Theodor, German journalist,
editor of Berliner Tageblatt –
, –, , 

Würthle, Friedrich 

Yanushkevich, Nikolai, Russian
Chief of General Staff ,


Young Turks , , –, ,


see also revolution/revolutionary

Zankevich, Mikhail Ippolitovich,
Russian military attaché in
Vienna ,  n., 

Zechlin, Egmont 
Zhilinskii, Iakov Grigorʹevich, Rus-

sian Chief of General Staff
, , , , –, ,


Zimmermann, Arthur, German dip-
lomat, Under-Secretary in
German Foreign Office ,
, 

Zionism 
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