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A Note on Names, Dates, and Method

A war that drew in more than thirty nations and was fought on four continents and every ocean does not surrender easily to a single set of conventions. A few choices have been made for the reader’s sake.

Place names are given in the form most familiar to English-speaking readers, with alternatives noted where confusion is likely: Ypres rather than Ieper, Constantinople rather than Istanbul (as it then was), the Dardanelles and Gallipoli as the British knew them. The war was known to those who fought it not as the First World War — for they did not know a second would follow — but as the Great War, or the World War, or, with bitter hope, “the war to end all wars.” This book uses these names as the contemporaries did, and “First World War” with the hindsight we cannot escape.

Dates follow the day-month-year order standard in most of the world. One complication deserves note: in 1914 the Russian Empire still used the older Julian calendar, thirteen days behind the Western (Gregorian) one, so that the revolutions of 1917 known as the “February” and “October” revolutions in fact occurred, by Western reckoning, in March and November. This book uses Western dates throughout, noting the Russian usage where it matters.

Casualty figures from this war, even more than most, defy precise counting. The dead were buried in their hundreds of thousands in ground fought over again and again; whole categories of loss — the missing, the dead of disease and famine, the victims of the influenza that came with the war’s end — were recorded poorly or not at all. Where this narrative gives a number, it gives the best estimate of serious scholarship, and where the credible range is wide it says so. Every total should be read as a monument rather than a measurement.

The aim throughout has been to tell the whole war — not the Western Front with the others as footnotes, nor the generals’ war with the soldiers’ and civilians’ war left out, but the entire catastrophe, from the diplomats’ tables where it was made to the trenches where a generation died, and on to the shattered, transformed world it left behind.





Introduction: The Lamps Going Out

On the evening of 3 August 1914, as the last light faded over London and the crisis that had gripped Europe for a month hardened into war, the British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, stood at the window of his room in Whitehall and watched a lamplighter touch his flame to the gas lamps in the street below. To a companion he spoke words that would become the epitaph of an age: “The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.” It was a prophecy of extraordinary accuracy. The war that began that summer would extinguish not merely the lamps of a single evening but a whole world — the long European peace, the confident civilization of the prewar years, four ancient empires, and the lives of some seventeen million human beings — and the light that had seemed so steady would not, in the form the men of 1914 had known it, be lit again.

How did it happen? That is the question this book sets out to answer, and it is among the most haunting in all of history, because the catastrophe seems, in retrospect, so unnecessary. The Second World War, for all its horror, has at least a clear author and a clear meaning: it was Hitler’s war, a war against a manifest evil. The First World War has no such clarity. It was not willed by any single man or nation in the way the later war was willed by Hitler; it grew, rather, from a tangle of alliances, ambitions, fears, and miscalculations, until a political murder in an obscure Balkan city set off a chain of decisions that no one quite intended and no one could stop. The statesmen of 1914 did not, for the most part, want the war they got — a war of years rather than weeks, of millions of dead rather than a short victorious campaign — and yet they made it, step by step, each reacting to the others, until the mobilization timetables took over and the armies marched. The historian Christopher Clark has called them “sleepwalkers,” and the image has stuck: a generation of leaders who stumbled, eyes open yet unseeing, over the edge of the abyss.

This book is built to follow that road from its beginning to its end. It opens, in Part One, with the origins of the catastrophe: the armed and anxious Europe of the early twentieth century, divided into two great alliance blocs, driven by militarism and imperial rivalry and the explosive nationalism of the Balkans, where the murder of an Austrian archduke at Sarajevo lit the fuse. It then follows the war itself: the failure of the war plans and the great battles of movement in 1914; the descent into the deadlock of the trenches, that vast and terrible siege line running from the North Sea to the Alps; the years of futile slaughter at Verdun and on the Somme; and the widening of the war across the globe — to Gallipoli and the Middle East, the Italian Alps, the African colonies, the cold gray seas, and the new battlefield of the air.

But a war of this kind was not only a matter of armies and fronts, and this book turns aside, at the war’s midpoint, to look at the dimensions that a narrative of battles too easily omits: the technology that made the slaughter possible — the machine gun, the heavy artillery, the poison gas, the tank, the aircraft, the submarine; and the home fronts, where entire societies were mobilized for total war, where women took up the work of absent men, where propaganda and rationing and grief became the texture of daily life, and where the strain of endurance would, in the end, bring thrones crashing down.

The book then follows the war to its climax and its end: the hinge year of 1917, when the United States entered the war and revolutionary Russia left it; the desperate German gamble of the spring of 1918; the Allied counteroffensive that broke the German army at last; and the armistice that fell silent on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month. And it closes with the reckoning: the staggering cost; the influenza pandemic that killed millions more as the guns fell silent; the peace conference at Paris that redrew the map of the world and, in the Treaty of Versailles, planted the seeds of a second and greater war; the fall of four empires — German, Austro-Hungarian, Russian, and Ottoman — and the birth of the modern Middle East and the nation-states of eastern Europe from their wreckage.

For the First World War, more even than the Second, was the great rupture of the modern age — the event that ended the long nineteenth century and began the violent twentieth, that destroyed the old order of monarchs and empires and certainties and ushered in the age of total war, revolution, and ideology. The world that emerged from the trenches — its borders, its bitterness, its disillusionment, its very way of seeing itself — was a new world, and a darker one. We live, still, among its consequences.

The men who marched away in the late summer of 1914 went, many of them, with flowers in their rifle barrels and cheering crowds at their backs, in the confident expectation that they would be home by Christmas, that the war would be a short and glorious adventure, the last flourish of an age of certainty. They could not have been more tragically wrong. To understand what they marched into, and why, we must go back to the world before the deluge — the armed, anxious, and outwardly brilliant Europe of the years before 1914, where, beneath the surface of a long peace, the forces that would destroy it were already gathering. To that world, and to the long road to Sarajevo, we now turn.





Chapter 1: The Long Peace and the Armed Camp

To the men and women who lived through it, the Europe of the early twentieth century seemed the very summit of human civilization — prosperous, peaceful, scientific, and confident in its own indefinite progress. For nearly a century, since the final defeat of Napoleon in 1815, the continent had been spared a general war among its great powers. There had been wars, certainly — the Crimean War, the wars of German and Italian unification, the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 — but these had been short, limited, and contained, settled in months by professional armies and concluded by treaties that restored the balance. The long peace of the nineteenth century had allowed Europe to grow rich beyond the dreams of any previous age, to cover itself with railways and factories and great cities, to extend its dominion over most of the globe, and to persuade itself that the age of catastrophic war was past — that civilization, commerce, and reason had made such a thing obsolete. This was the world that would destroy itself in 1914, and to understand the catastrophe one must first understand the brilliant, complacent, and deeply armed civilization that produced it.


The Belle Époque

The years before 1914 are remembered, with the poignancy of hindsight, as the Belle Époque — the “beautiful age” — a golden afternoon of European civilization before the storm. And there was much that was genuinely golden. The European economy, transformed by the Industrial Revolution, had reached heights of production and prosperity without precedent in human history. Science and technology advanced at a dizzying pace: the telephone, the motorcar, the cinema, the airplane, the wireless telegraph, the discoveries of Curie and Planck and Einstein, all belonged to these years. The cities of Europe — London, Paris, Vienna, Berlin — were the capitals of a global civilization, centers of art and music and intellect, their populations swelling, their wealth on conspicuous display. International trade and finance bound the nations together in a web of mutual dependence so dense that many believed war among them had become literally impossible, a thesis argued in a famous and influential book of 1909 that contended a great war would be so economically ruinous as to be unthinkable.

This confidence was not foolish, but it was fatally incomplete. For beneath the brilliant surface, the same forces that had made Europe rich and powerful were also making it dangerous. The industrial revolution that produced the wealth also produced the means of slaughter — the steel, the chemicals, the mass-produced weapons, the railways that could move millions of men. The nationalism that animated the European peoples could unite a nation in pride, but it could also turn neighbor against neighbor in hatred. And the very interdependence that was supposed to make war impossible bred, instead, rivalry and fear. The Europe of the Belle Époque was not a peaceable kingdom drifting toward ever-greater harmony; it was an armed camp, and the peace it enjoyed rested not on goodwill but on a balance of terror that grew more precarious with every passing year.



The Great Powers

The Europe of 1914 was dominated by a handful of great powers, and the relations among them would determine the fate of the world. At the center stood the newest and most dynamic of them, the German Empire, forged in 1871 out of the victory over France and the unification of the German states under Prussian leadership. Germany was the colossus of the continent: its population growing, its industry surpassing that of Britain, its army the most formidable in the world, its scientists and universities the envy of all. But Germany was also a power ill at ease — a latecomer to the ranks of the great nations, conscious of its strength yet anxious about its security, hemmed in (as its leaders saw it) by potential enemies to east and west, and resentful that it had not won the colonial empire and the global standing that it felt its power deserved. This combination of strength and insecurity, of pride and grievance, would make Germany the restless heart of the European crisis.

To the west lay France, the old great power humiliated by Germany in 1870, stripped of the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine, and consumed by the desire — sometimes open, sometimes hidden — to recover them and to avenge the defeat. France was a republic, wealthy and cultured, with a great empire overseas, but its population was stagnant while Germany’s surged, and it lived in fear of its powerful neighbor. To the east sprawled the Russian Empire, vast and populous, autocratic and backward yet rapidly industrializing, the great Slavic power whose ambitions in the Balkans and whose role as protector of the Slavic peoples would prove explosive. To the southeast lay the ramshackle Austro-Hungarian Empire, a great power in name and a fragile multinational patchwork in reality, ruled by the aged Emperor Franz Joseph and threatened from within by the nationalisms of its dozen subject peoples and from without by the rise of Serbia and Slavic nationalism. And across the Channel stood Great Britain, the world’s greatest empire and its dominant naval and financial power, traditionally aloof from the quarrels of the continent, but increasingly drawn into them by its growing rivalry with Germany.

Beyond these stood the lesser but still significant powers — Italy, ambitious and unreliable; the declining Ottoman Empire, the “sick man of Europe,” whose slow disintegration created the power vacuum in the Balkans into which the great powers were drawn; and the small but proud nations of the Balkans themselves, Serbia above all, whose ambitions would light the fuse.



The Armed Peace

What made this constellation of powers so dangerous was that the peace they kept was an armed peace — a peace maintained by ever-growing military preparation, by alliances and arms races and war plans, in an atmosphere of mounting suspicion and fear. The European powers had come, by the early twentieth century, to organize their security around two great rival alliance blocs, and around the conviction that war, if it came, must be won by striking first and striking fast. The result was a continent armed to the teeth, its general staffs poring over plans for the next war, its diplomats maneuvering for advantage, its peoples taught to see their neighbors as rivals and potential enemies.

This was not a sudden development but the product of decades, and its roots lay in the very nature of the European state system — a system of sovereign powers with no authority above them, each pursuing its own interests and security in competition with the others. In such a system, the security of one power was the insecurity of another; an alliance formed for defense looked, to the other side, like a threat; an army raised for protection provoked the raising of larger armies in reply. The European powers were caught in what later theorists would call a “security dilemma,” in which the measures each took to make itself safe made all of them less safe, and from which there seemed no escape.

The peace held, nonetheless, for a remarkably long time, sustained by the skill of diplomats, the caution of statesmen, and the genuine reluctance of most leaders to risk a general war. Crises came and went — in Morocco, in the Balkans — and were resolved, each time, by negotiation and compromise, and each resolution seemed to confirm that the system, for all its dangers, could manage its quarrels short of catastrophe. But each crisis also left a residue of bitterness and suspicion, hardened the alliance blocs, and brought the continent a step closer to the edge. The long peace was, in truth, a slow accumulation of combustible material, awaiting only a spark.



The Coming Storm

It is one of the abiding puzzles of history that a civilization so brilliant, so prosperous, and so confident should have destroyed itself so utterly, and so soon. The men of the Belle Époque did not believe a great war was coming, or if they feared it, they imagined it would be short and decisive, like the wars of the previous century — a matter of a few great battles, settled in a season, leaving the fundamental order of things intact. They could not conceive of the war that actually came: a war of years, of industrial slaughter on a scale beyond imagining, that would consume a generation, topple empires, and shatter the civilization that produced it. The gap between what they expected and what they got is among the most tragic in all of history.



The Security Dilemma

At the heart of the armed peace lay a trap that the historians of international relations would later call the “security dilemma” — the tragic logic by which the measures each power took to make itself safe made all the others less safe, so that the very pursuit of security drove the descent toward war. In a system of sovereign states with no authority above them, each power had to provide for its own security, and it did so by building armies, forming alliances, and preparing for war. But every army raised for defense looked, to a rival, like a threat; every alliance formed for protection looked like an encirclement; every increase in armament provoked a counter-increase. The powers were caught in a spiral they could not escape: each defensive measure bred fear and a countermeasure, and the cumulative effect was a continent ever more heavily armed, ever more tightly divided into hostile camps, and ever more prone to interpret the actions of others in the worst light.

This dynamic was sharpened by a series of war scares and crises that punctuated the prewar decades — the Moroccan crises, the Bosnian crisis, the Balkan wars — each of which, though resolved short of war, left the powers more suspicious, more committed to their alliances, and more convinced that war was coming sooner or later. The crises functioned as rehearsals, hardening the alliance blocs and accustoming the powers and their publics to confrontation; and each peaceful resolution, paradoxically, bred a dangerous confidence that the next crisis, too, could be managed, even as the accumulating tension made the system ever more brittle. By 1914, many Europeans had come to regard a great war not as an unthinkable catastrophe but as a probable, even inevitable, event — a fatalism that, when the final crisis came, made the leaders more willing to risk the plunge. The armed peace had created not only the means of war but the expectation of it, and the expectation helped to bring it about.



The Concert of Europe

The long peace had not maintained itself. It rested upon a mechanism of statecraft that the historians would call the Concert of Europe — the loose understanding, born at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, that the great powers shared a common interest in stability and would consult together, in congresses and conferences, to manage their disputes and to preserve the general balance. The settlement that Metternich, Castlereagh, and Talleyrand had hammered out in Vienna was not a system of treaties so much as a habit of mind: the conviction that no single power should be permitted to dominate the continent as Napoleon had done, and that the others would combine, if necessary, to prevent it. For a generation after Waterloo this conservative compact held remarkably well, suppressing the revolutionary nationalism that threatened the dynastic order and confining the wars of the century to the margins.

What is striking, in retrospect, is how the Concert decayed even as the prosperity it protected reached its height. The wars of unification — Italy in 1859 and 1866, Germany in 1864, 1866, and 1870 — were precisely the kind of upheaval the Vienna settlement had been designed to prevent, and Bismarck’s calculated use of force to remake the map of central Europe demonstrated that the old restraints were weakening. Yet the powers continued, into the new century, to convene their conferences and to speak the language of the Concert: at the Congress of Berlin in 1878, where Bismarck played the “honest broker” in settling the Balkan tangle; at the Algeciras Conference in 1906; at the London ambassadors’ conference of 1912–13, which contained the Balkan Wars. As late as July 1914 the British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, would propose a conference of the powers to settle the Austro-Serbian quarrel, reaching instinctively for the old machinery. That the proposal came to nothing was itself a measure of how far the Concert had hollowed out — a form preserved after its substance, the shared willingness to subordinate national ambition to common order, had quietly drained away.



The Pace of Change

Beneath the surface stability, Europe was being transformed at a velocity unprecedented in human experience, and the very speed of that change helped to unsettle the order it had created. The population of the continent had nearly doubled over the nineteenth century; Germany’s alone climbed from around forty million at unification to some sixty-seven million by 1914, while France’s stagnated near forty — a demographic shift that haunted French statesmen and emboldened German ones. Tens of millions had quit the land for the new industrial cities, and tens of millions more had crossed the Atlantic, the great emigration that drained the villages of Italy, Ireland, Poland, and the Habsburg lands. The railway network that had been a novelty in mid-century now stretched across the continent in a dense web; the telegraph, and after it the telephone and wireless, collapsed the distances that had once given diplomacy time to breathe.

This acceleration bred both confidence and anxiety. The confidence was the easier to see: a generation raised on steady material progress took it for an iron law of history, and assumed that the curve of improvement would rise indefinitely. But the anxiety ran beneath it, the unease of a society changing faster than it could comprehend. Old hierarchies of land and birth were giving way to the new powers of capital and the factory; the cities swelled with an industrial working class organized into mass socialist parties that frightened the propertied order; the certainties of religion eroded under the acids of science and the higher criticism. Statesmen and generals alike felt the ground shifting beneath them, and that sense of impermanence — the fear that the balance of power was a thing in motion, tilting year by year toward one rival or another — was among the most corrosive forces of the age. A world that believed it was racing toward an ever-brighter future was, in fact, racing toward the precipice, and the speed that thrilled it also blinded it.



The Prophets of the Coming Catastrophe

Amid the general complacency of the Belle Époque, there were voices — scattered, unheeded, sometimes derided — that foresaw with uncanny clarity the catastrophe toward which Europe was drifting, and their warnings, recovered after the event, stand as a reproach to the confidence of the age. The most celebrated was a Polish-Russian banker and railway financier, Ivan Bloch, whose vast study of The Future of War, published in the closing years of the nineteenth century, argued from the new firepower of the magazine rifle and the quick-firing gun that a war among the great powers could no longer be the swift affair of the past. Such a war, Bloch contended, would bog down into a stalemate of entrenchments in which the spade would matter as much as the rifle, would be decided not by battles but by the slow exhaustion of whole societies, and would end not in glory but in famine, bankruptcy, and revolution. It was an astonishingly accurate forecast of the war that came, and it was dismissed by the soldiers as the meddling of an amateur who did not understand the moral force of the offensive.

Others sensed the danger in their own ways. The elder Moltke, the architect of Prussia’s victories, warned the Reichstag in his old age that a future war might last not seven years but thirty, and could not be ended by a single campaign — a prophecy from the very oracle of German arms that his successors chose to forget. Friedrich Engels, surveying the armed camps from the vantage of the socialist movement, predicted a world war of unparalleled violence that would sweep crowns into the gutter and leave the old order in ruins. The financiers and economists who insisted that the interdependence of the European economy made a great war literally impossible were, in their way, also prophets, though false ones; their confidence that the bankers and bondholders would never permit such ruin underestimated the power of nationalism and fear to override the calculations of profit. The tragedy of these warnings was not that they went entirely unheard but that they were filed away as the gloom of cranks and pessimists, unable to penetrate a civilization so persuaded of its own permanence. The men who would lead Europe into the war had, in many cases, read or heard such predictions; they simply did not believe that the catastrophe could happen to them, in their bright and rational age.



A Family of Kings

There is a peculiar intimacy to the catastrophe of 1914 that the modern reader, accustomed to thinking of nations as impersonal abstractions, can easily overlook: the men who presided over the rival empires of Europe were, in many cases, members of a single extended family, bound by blood and marriage and the shared rituals of a cosmopolitan royal caste. The German Kaiser, Wilhelm II, was a grandson of Queen Victoria, and he had stood, a proud and difficult young man, at her deathbed in 1901; King George V of Britain and Tsar Nicholas II of Russia were first cousins through their Danish mothers, so alike in feature that they were sometimes mistaken for one another, and they addressed each other, in their correspondence, as “Georgie” and “Nicky.” Wilhelm was cousin to them both. The crowned heads of the continent gathered at one another’s weddings and funerals and jubilees, conversed in a shared idiom of French and English, intermarried across the frontiers, and stood as godparents to one another’s children, so that the map of Europe’s dynasties resembled less a chessboard of contending states than a single sprawling household riven by its own jealousies.

It is one of the cruel ironies of the age that this web of kinship did nothing to preserve the peace, and may even have flattered the powers into complacency about the danger. The sentimental notion that the monarchs of Europe, being cousins, would never permit their peoples to fly at one another’s throats was a comforting illusion that the events would shatter utterly. For the reality of the constitutional monarchies was that the sovereigns reigned more than they ruled; George V was a figurehead in matters of high policy, Nicholas an autocrat in name whose grasp on the machinery of his own government was feeble, and even Wilhelm, for all his bluster and his theatrical interventions, found himself in the final crisis swept along by the momentum of the war plans and the pressure of his generals rather than commanding events. In the last days of July 1914, as the machinery of mobilization ground into motion, “Nicky” and “Willy” exchanged a series of increasingly desperate telegrams, cousin appealing to cousin in plain language to halt the slide toward the abyss; the telegrams crossed in transmission, achieved nothing, and stand today as a poignant monument to the helplessness of even the mightiest individuals before the impersonal forces their states had unleashed. The family of kings would not survive the war it failed to prevent: within a few years three of the great dynasties — the Hohenzollerns, the Romanovs, and the Habsburgs — would be swept from their thrones, and the cousins who had ruled the world in 1914 would be dead, deposed, or living out their days in exile.

To understand how the long peace gave way to the great catastrophe, we must examine the specific forces that were undermining it — the militarism and the arms races, the alliance system, the imperial rivalries, and the nationalism that turned a Balkan quarrel into a world war. These were the deep causes of the conflict, the combustible material that the spark of Sarajevo would ignite, and the first of them was the militarism that had turned the brilliant civilization of Europe into an armed camp. To the arms race, and above all to the great naval rivalry between Britain and Germany that did so much to poison the prewar years, we now turn.





Chapter 2: Militarism and the Arms Race

In the decades before 1914, the great powers of Europe armed themselves as never before in peacetime, pouring an ever-larger share of their wealth into soldiers, ships, and weapons, until the continent groaned under the weight of its own armaments. This was militarism — not merely the possession of armed forces, which every state requires, but the elevation of military power, military values, and military thinking to a central place in national life, and the conviction that security and greatness were to be measured in the size of armies and the tonnage of battleships. Militarism shaped the politics, the economies, and the very imaginations of the prewar powers; it bred the arms races that ratcheted up tension year by year; and it produced the war plans that, when the crisis came, would seize control of events from the hands of the statesmen. To understand how Europe came to war, one must understand how thoroughly it had armed for it.


The Cult of the Army

In the great continental powers — Germany, France, Russia, Austria-Hungary — the army was not merely an instrument of policy but a pillar of the state and an object of something close to veneration. The model was Prussia, whose army had won the wars of German unification and whose general staff had become the envy and the template of the world. The Prussian system rested on universal conscription: every able-bodied man served his term in the army and then passed into the reserves, so that the nation in arms could be mobilized, in time of war, into a force of millions. The other continental powers followed suit, building mass conscript armies on the Prussian model, until by 1914 the great powers could field, between them, armies numbering in the tens of millions — a scale of military manpower without precedent in history.

The cult of the army went deeper than numbers. In Germany above all, the military caste enjoyed a prestige and an autonomy that placed it almost above the civilian government; the officer corps was an elite, the uniform a mark of honor, the values of discipline, duty, and martial glory celebrated throughout society. The general staff, the brains of the army, planned for war with a thoroughness and a professionalism that civilian leaders could neither match nor fully control. This militarization of society and politics had profound consequences. It meant that military considerations — the demands of mobilization, the logic of the war plans — would weigh heavily, perhaps decisively, in the crisis of 1914. It meant that the soldiers, confident in their plans and impatient with diplomatic delay, would press for action when the statesmen hesitated. And it meant that the European peoples had been taught, for a generation, to see war as a noble and even glorious undertaking, a test of national virility, rather than the catastrophe it would prove to be.



The Naval Race

If the cult of the army shaped the continental powers, it was a naval rivalry that did the most to poison relations between the two powers whose enmity would prove central to the war: Germany and Great Britain. Britain was, above all, a naval power. Its security, its empire, and its very food supply depended on command of the seas, and for a century the Royal Navy had been, by deliberate policy, the most powerful in the world — maintained at a strength equal to that of the next two navies combined. British naval supremacy was the foundation of British power and the guarantor of British security, and Britain regarded any challenge to it as a threat of the first order.

It was precisely such a challenge that Germany, in the years after 1898, chose to mount. Under the influence of Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz and with the enthusiastic backing of Kaiser Wilhelm II — who nursed a lifelong fascination with and envy of the British navy — Germany embarked on the construction of a great battle fleet, intended to make Germany a world power and to give it leverage against Britain. The German naval program had no clear strategic rationale against Britain’s overwhelming superiority; its logic was political and psychological as much as military, an expression of Germany’s ambition for “a place in the sun” and of the Kaiser’s craving for the prestige of sea power. But its effect was catastrophic for Anglo-German relations. To Britain, a German battle fleet in the North Sea could have only one purpose: to threaten the Royal Navy and, behind it, the British Isles themselves. The German challenge struck at the very heart of British security, and Britain responded with grim determination to maintain its lead.

The result was one of the most famous arms races in history. When the British launched HMS Dreadnought in 1906 — a revolutionary battleship so powerful that it rendered all existing battleships obsolete — they reset the race to zero and inadvertently gave Germany a chance to catch up, for now both powers started afresh in building the new “dreadnought” type. A frantic competition followed, each power straining to out-build the other, the public on both sides whipped into a frenzy of naval enthusiasm and mutual suspicion. The British public demanded ever more ships with the slogan “We want eight and we won’t wait.” The naval race became the great symbol of Anglo-German antagonism, a constant source of friction and alarm, and a powerful factor in drawing Britain — traditionally aloof from continental entanglements — toward France and Russia and into the alliance system that would bring it into the war. Germany never came close to overtaking the Royal Navy, and the great fleet it built would spend most of the war in harbor; but the race had done its work, converting a potential friend into a determined enemy.



The Arms Race on Land

The naval race was the most visible arms competition, but the more consequential one was on land, where the continental powers expanded and modernized their armies in a relentless spiral. Each increase by one power prompted increases by the others: when Germany expanded its army, France and Russia responded; when Russia, recovering from its defeat by Japan in 1905 and aided by French loans, built up its forces and its railways, Germany grew alarmed at the growing power of its eastern neighbor. In the years immediately before 1914, this competition accelerated sharply, with all the major powers passing large army expansion bills. The general staffs watched one another’s preparations with mounting anxiety, calculating and recalculating the balance of forces, the speed of mobilization, the moment of maximum advantage or maximum danger.

This land arms race had a peculiarly dangerous dynamic, for it bred not only larger armies but a conviction that timing was everything — that in the next war, victory would go to the side that mobilized fastest and struck first, before the enemy could bring its full strength to bear. The German general staff, in particular, became obsessed with the growing power of Russia, whose vast manpower and improving railways threatened, in a few years’ time, to make a German victory impossible. This bred, in some German military minds, a fateful logic: that if war was coming anyway, it was better to have it soon, while Germany still held the advantage, than later, when Russia’s growth might tip the balance. The arms race thus generated not merely tension but a positive incentive, in certain circumstances, to precipitate a war rather than risk falling behind — one of the deep and deadly currents that would pull Europe toward the abyss in 1914.



The Spirit of the Age

Behind the armies and the navies lay a spirit, a set of attitudes toward war that the prewar generation had absorbed and that made the catastrophe possible. War, to many Europeans of the Belle Époque, was not the horror that the trenches would reveal it to be, but a noble and purifying ordeal, a test of national and individual virtue, an escape from the materialism and boredom of bourgeois life. Intellectuals celebrated the cleansing power of conflict; popular culture glorified military heroism; the social Darwinism of the age taught that nations, like species, were locked in a struggle for survival in which the strong would prevail and the weak go under, and that war was the natural and even healthy expression of this struggle. The long peace itself had bred a kind of complacency about war, a forgetting of its true nature; the last great European war was beyond living memory, and the small colonial wars of the era, fought against ill-armed opponents, gave a misleading impression of war as a brief and glorious affair.

This romantic, even eager, attitude toward war helps to explain the extraordinary scenes of enthusiasm that greeted its outbreak in 1914 — the cheering crowds, the flowers in the rifle barrels, the young men rushing to enlist lest they miss the adventure. It was a tragic illusion, and it would be shattered utterly in the mud and blood of the Western Front. But in the summer of 1914 it was real, and it was one of the forces that made the war not merely possible but, when the moment came, almost welcome to many who would soon curse the day it began. The militarism of prewar Europe was not only a matter of armies and armaments; it was a state of mind, and that state of mind was one of the deep causes of the war.



The Cult of the Offensive

Beneath the arms races lay a body of military doctrine that would prove catastrophic when put to the test: the “cult of the offensive,” the conviction, dominant in every general staff in Europe, that victory in the next war would belong to the side that attacked — that boldly seized the initiative, carried the war to the enemy, and overwhelmed him by the sheer force of the assault and the moral superiority of the attacker. This doctrine had roots in the experience and the misreading of recent wars, in the writings of military theorists who exalted the offensive spirit and the will to attack, and in a military culture that regarded the defensive as passive, defeatist, and unworthy. The French army, in particular, embraced the offensive with almost religious fervor, enshrining it in the doctrine of l’attaque à outrance — the attack to the utmost — and in Plan XVII, which staked everything on a headlong assault into the lost provinces.

The cult of the offensive was a fatal error, for it flew in the face of the technological reality that the same industrial revolution that armed the powers had given to the defensive an overwhelming advantage. The magazine rifle, the machine gun, and the quick-firing artillery made the attacker’s task murderous and the defender’s position nearly impregnable; an offensive across open ground against entrenched, well-armed defenders was a recipe for slaughter, as the opening battles of 1914 would horrifically demonstrate. Yet the generals, wedded to the offensive and contemptuous of the defensive, persisted, hurling their armies into the teeth of the firepower in assault after assault, learning the lesson only slowly and at the cost of millions of lives. The cult of the offensive was thus not merely a doctrine but a deep cause of the slaughter — a fatal misjudgment of the nature of modern war that condemned a generation to die in the futile attacks that the doctrine demanded. It was one of the great intellectual failures of the age, and its consequences were written in the blood of the trenches.



The Price of the Arsenals

The arms race was not only a matter of doctrine and ambition; it was a vast and growing claim upon the wealth of nations, and the burden it imposed reveals how thoroughly the European states had subordinated their economies to the demands of war. In the decade before 1914 the great powers poured an ever-larger share of their national income into their armed forces, until military spending consumed a substantial portion of every great-power budget and the figures climbed steeply year by year. Germany’s army law of 1913 — the largest single peacetime expansion in its history — raised the standing army toward some 800,000 men and required an extraordinary financial levy to pay for it, the Wehrbeitrag, a one-time tax on capital that broke with German fiscal tradition. France replied within months by extending compulsory military service from two years to three, a measure fiercely contested in the Chamber but carried in the summer of 1913, squeezing an extra cohort of conscripts from a population that could ill spare them. Russia, flush with French loans, embarked upon its “Great Programme” of military expansion, scheduled for completion in 1917 — a date that would weigh heavily in German calculations in 1914.

The financing of these armaments strained the political fabric of every state. Conscription and military taxation fell unevenly, pitting class against class and region against region; in the German Reichstag the Social Democrats, the largest party by 1912, denounced the army bills even as they grudgingly voted the funds. The armaments themselves bred their own constituencies — the great firms of Krupp at Essen, Schneider at Le Creusot, Vickers and Armstrong in Britain, the Putilov works in St. Petersburg — industrial dynasties grown rich on government orders, with every interest in the continuation of the race. Krupp alone employed some eighty thousand workers by 1914, a private empire of steel whose prosperity was bound to the appetite of the general staffs. This entanglement of heavy industry, finance, and the military — what a later age would name the military-industrial complex — gave the arms race a momentum independent of any single decision, a self-perpetuating machine that fed on the very fears it created.



The New Machines of War

The arms race produced not merely more weapons but qualitatively new ones, and the prewar decades saw a revolution in the technology of killing whose implications almost no one fully grasped. The magazine rifle, firing smokeless cartridges accurate to over a thousand yards, had replaced the slow muzzle-loaders of earlier wars; the machine gun — the Maxim and its imitators, capable of pouring out hundreds of rounds a minute — promised to a handful of defenders the firepower of a battalion. Quick-firing artillery, above all the French 75-millimetre field gun with its hydraulic recoil mechanism, could lay down a curtain of shrapnel at a rate undreamed of a generation before. Barbed wire, a humble product of the American cattle frontier, would prove one of the great weapons of the coming war, entangling and exposing the attacker to the defender’s fire. To these were added the entirely novel instruments that the prewar years had only begun to develop: the submarine, the dirigible, and the flimsy aircraft whose military value the general staffs still debated.

The tragedy of prewar militarism was that it amassed these tools of slaughter while clinging to ideas of war drawn from an earlier age. The general staffs were not ignorant of the new firepower — they had observed it at work in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05, where machine guns and entrenchments had bled the attacking infantry white before Port Arthur and on the Manchurian plains. But they read the lessons selectively, persuading themselves that resolute infantry, properly led and imbued with the offensive spirit, could still cross the killing ground if only its will were strong enough. The arms race had thus equipped the armies of Europe with the means to defend almost impregnably and to attack only at catastrophic cost — a balance that doomed the coming offensives — yet the men who would command those armies marched to war expecting a swift decision by maneuver and assault. The machines were of the twentieth century; the minds that would wield them belonged to the nineteenth, and the gulf between them would be measured in the dead of a thousand battlefields.



The Failure of the Peace Movement

It is one of the bitter ironies of the prewar years that the same decades that armed Europe to the teeth also saw the rise of an organized international peace movement more ambitious than any that had come before — and that this movement, for all its energy and idealism, proved utterly powerless to halt the drift toward war. The age of the arms race was also the age of the great peace congresses, of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, of pacifist societies that drew thousands of members across the Continent and won the admiration of the educated and the liberal. The Austrian baroness Bertha von Suttner, whose novel Lay Down Your Arms had stirred consciences across Europe and helped inspire her friend Alfred Nobel to endow his peace prize, became the conscience of the movement, touring tirelessly to warn of the catastrophe that the armaments were preparing. She died in June 1914, weeks before the war she had spent her life trying to prevent, and her death seemed to mark the futility of the whole endeavor.

The movement could point to genuine achievements that gave it hope. Tsar Nicholas II — moved less by idealism than by Russia’s inability to keep pace with the arms race — had summoned the powers to The Hague in 1899, and again in 1907, in the first great international conferences devoted to limiting armaments and codifying the laws of war. The Hague Conferences produced conventions on the conduct of warfare and established a Permanent Court of Arbitration, and to optimists they seemed the dawn of a new era in which reason and law might replace force in the affairs of nations. But the substance fell far short of the aspiration: the powers refused to accept any binding limitation on their armaments, the proposals for compulsory arbitration were watered down to insignificance, and the conventions on the laws of war would be honored more in the breach than the observance once the fighting began. The peace movement had mistaken the symptom for the disease; it sought to restrain the armaments without confronting the rivalries, the nationalism, and the fear that drove them. Against the deep currents pulling Europe toward war — the security dilemma, the cult of the offensive, the entanglement of industry and arms — the gentle suasions of the pacifists were as a candle against the gale. Their failure was not for want of effort or sincerity, but because the forces they opposed were woven into the very structure of the European state system, and could not be talked away.



The Tyranny of the Timetable

If the cult of the offensive supplied the doctrine and the arms races the means, it was the railway that supplied the rhythm, and nothing did more to rob the statesmen of 1914 of their freedom of action than the great mobilization timetables that the general staffs had spent decades perfecting. The mass conscript armies of the continental powers existed, in peacetime, only as cadres and reserves; to turn them into the millions-strong hosts the war plans required, the reservists had to be summoned from their farms and workshops, gathered at their depots, clothed and armed and formed into units, and then carried by rail to the frontiers in a precisely choreographed sequence that left no room for improvisation. The German plan alone called for thousands of trains to cross the Rhine bridges on a rigid schedule in the opening days, each running to the minute, so that a delay or a diversion threatened to throw the whole vast machine into chaos. Mobilization had become an act of staggering logistical complexity, planned to the last detail years in advance, rehearsed and revised and committed to thick volumes that the staffs guarded as their most precious secrets.

The political consequence of this logistical revolution was profound and deadly: it converted mobilization from a reversible diplomatic signal into the irreversible first step of the war itself. In an earlier age a power could mobilize its army as a gesture of resolve, a way of bringing pressure to bear in a crisis, and then stand it down again if the quarrel was composed; but the timetables of 1914 admitted no such flexibility. Because each power’s plan assumed that its rivals would mobilize too, and because victory was thought to hinge on striking before the enemy was ready, to delay mobilization by even a few days was to risk fatal disadvantage, while to mobilize was very nearly to commit to attack. The elder Moltke’s nephew and successor, who would command the German armies in 1914, insisted that once the order was given the great machine could not be halted or redirected without ruinous confusion — a claim that, whether wholly true or not, foreclosed the options of the civilian leadership at the decisive moment. When the final crisis came, the soldiers pressed their warnings that every hour of hesitation surrendered an advantage to the enemy, and the statesmen found that the question before them was no longer whether to seek a settlement but whether to start their timetables before their rivals started theirs. The plans devised to win the war helped, in the end, to begin it, and the men who pulled the levers of mobilization discovered that they had built a mechanism which, once set in motion, dragged them all toward the catastrophe faster than diplomacy could move to prevent it.

The armies and navies of Europe, and the spirit that animated them, were one pillar of the road to war. Another was the system of alliances that had divided the continent into two armed camps, transforming every local quarrel into a potential general war. To the alliance system — the rigid network of commitments that would turn the murder of an archduke into a world conflict — we now turn.





Chapter 3: The Alliance System — Triple Alliance and Triple Entente

If militarism armed Europe, it was the alliance system that ensured a quarrel between two powers would draw in all the rest. By 1914 the great powers of Europe had bound themselves into two rival blocs, a network of treaties and understandings that committed each nation to the defense of its partners and divided the continent into two armed camps eyeing each other across a hardening line. The alliance system was meant to provide security through deterrence — to make aggression too dangerous to attempt by guaranteeing that an attack on one would bring the others to its aid. Instead, it created a mechanism by which a local conflict in the Balkans could escalate, almost automatically, into a war engulfing the whole of Europe. When the crisis came, the alliances would function not as a brake on war but as its transmission system, pulling one power after another over the edge. To understand how a Balkan assassination became a world war, one must understand the web of commitments that linked the powers together.


Bismarck’s System

The origins of the alliance system lay in the diplomacy of Otto von Bismarck, the architect of German unification and the dominant statesman of Europe in the decades after 1871. Bismarck, having created the German Empire through war, understood that the new Germany’s security now depended on peace, and above all on preventing the one combination that could threaten it: an alliance between France, which burned to avenge its defeat and recover Alsace-Lorraine, and Russia, on Germany’s eastern flank. A war on two fronts, against France in the west and Russia in the east simultaneously, was the German nightmare, and Bismarck devoted his statecraft to averting it. Through a complex and shifting system of alliances and understandings, he sought to keep France isolated and to maintain good relations with both Russia and Austria-Hungary, even as those two powers competed in the Balkans. His masterpiece was a diplomacy of restraint and balance, designed to keep Germany secure and Europe at peace by ensuring that Germany was always part of a combination of three among the five great powers, never isolated and never the aggressor.

Bismarck’s system was intricate and required constant management, but it worked: for two decades after 1871, Europe remained at peace, and France remained isolated and unable to find an ally for its revenge. The system’s central pillar was the Dual Alliance of 1879 between Germany and Austria-Hungary, by which each pledged to aid the other if attacked by Russia — a commitment that would prove fateful in 1914, binding Germany to the fortunes of its weaker and more reckless partner. To this was added Italy in 1882, forming the Triple Alliance, though Italy’s commitment was always lukewarm and conditional. But the genius of Bismarck’s system lay in his simultaneous cultivation of Russia, through a separate treaty that kept the Russians from drifting toward France. So long as Germany held the friendship of both Austria and Russia, France could be kept isolated and the peace maintained.



The Fatal Realignment

Bismarck’s delicate system did not survive his fall from power. In 1890 the young and impulsive Kaiser Wilhelm II, who had come to the throne two years before, dismissed the old chancellor and took the conduct of foreign policy into less skillful hands. The new German leadership, judging Bismarck’s balancing act too complicated and his treaty with Russia incompatible with the alliance with Austria, allowed the connection with Russia to lapse. It was a catastrophic error, for it brought about precisely the combination Bismarck had labored to prevent. Russia, cast off by Germany and in need of friends and capital, turned to the one power that would have it: republican France, which had the money Russia needed and the shared interest in countering German power. In 1894, after years of cautious courtship, France and Russia concluded a formal military alliance, each pledging to mobilize against Germany if the other were attacked by Germany or its allies.

The Franco-Russian Alliance was the hinge on which the diplomacy of the next twenty years turned. At a stroke, it ended French isolation, the cornerstone of Bismarck’s system, and confronted Germany with the two-front threat that had haunted German strategists. France was no longer alone; Germany was no longer secure. The continent was now divided between two potential combinations — Germany and Austria-Hungary on one side, France and Russia on the other — with the great wild card of Britain still uncommitted. The German response to this new vulnerability would, in time, produce the war plan that bore the seeds of catastrophe; for if Germany must face both France and Russia, its strategists concluded, it must find a way to defeat them not simultaneously but one at a time, by striking first and fast against one before the other could fully mobilize. But that is the subject of a later chapter. For now, the essential point is that by the mid-1890s the European powers had begun to congeal into the two hostile blocs whose collision would make the world war.



Britain Joins the Camp

For a decade after the Franco-Russian Alliance, Britain remained aloof, true to its tradition of “splendid isolation” from the entanglements of the continent. Britain had quarrels with both France and Russia — colonial rivalries in Africa and Asia that had more than once brought them close to war — and it regarded the European alliance system with detachment, content to hold the balance and to guard its empire and its naval supremacy. Had Britain remained neutral, the European balance might have held, for the two continental blocs were roughly matched and each might have hesitated to risk war without British support. But Britain did not remain neutral, and the force that drove it into the arms of France and Russia was, above all, its growing fear and resentment of Germany.

The German naval challenge, examined in the previous chapter, was the decisive factor. A Germany building a great battle fleet in the North Sea was a direct threat to British security in a way that distant colonial rivalries with France and Russia were not, and it drove Britain to seek an accommodation with its old imperial rivals in order to concentrate against the new German danger. In 1904 Britain and France settled their colonial differences in the Entente Cordiale — not a formal alliance, but a friendly understanding that drew the two powers together. In 1907 Britain reached a similar understanding with Russia, settling their rivalries in Persia and central Asia. These two ententes, together with the existing Franco-Russian Alliance, formed the Triple Entente — the loose grouping of Britain, France, and Russia that now faced the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy.

The British commitment was deliberately kept vague. The ententes were understandings, not binding alliances; Britain pledged itself to nothing specific and retained, in theory, its freedom of action. But the reality was that Britain had taken sides. Military and naval conversations between the British and French staffs, conducted in secret, created moral commitments and practical plans for cooperation in a war against Germany; the British fleet was concentrated in the North Sea against the German threat, leaving the Mediterranean to the French, an arrangement that created a powerful obligation. By 1914 Britain was, for all practical purposes, a member of the anti-German camp, though its leaders and its public had never quite faced the implications, and the ambiguity of the British position would itself contribute to the catastrophe, for the Germans gambled — wrongly — that Britain might stay out.



The Trap of the Alliances

By the eve of the war, then, Europe was divided into two great armed camps, bound together by treaties and understandings and military plans, eyeing each other with suspicion across a continent bristling with weapons. The alliance system had been built, by each power, for security — to deter aggression and to ensure that no nation would have to face its enemies alone. But the system had created a terrible vulnerability: it had linked the fate of each great power to the actions of its partners, including its weaker and more reckless partners, over whom it had limited control. Germany was bound to Austria-Hungary; Russia was bound to France and felt itself the protector of Serbia and the Slavic cause; France was bound to Russia. A conflict involving any one of these powers could, through the chain of commitments, draw in all the others.

This was the trap that would spring in 1914. The crisis would begin in the Balkans, between Austria-Hungary and Serbia, a quarrel of no direct concern to most of the great powers. But Austria was bound to Germany, and Serbia was protected by Russia, and Russia was bound to France, and France’s involvement would bring in Britain. The alliances meant that a local Balkan war could not stay local; the moment Russia moved to protect Serbia and Germany to support Austria, the whole edifice would come down, and the two armed camps would find themselves at war. The statesmen of 1914 would discover, too late, that they were prisoners of the system they had built — that the alliances they had forged for safety had become the chains that dragged them all into the abyss.



The Secret Conventions

The alliances were not merely diplomatic understandings; they were, increasingly, military commitments, embodied in detailed war plans and secret conventions drawn up by the general staffs, which gave the alliances a rigidity and an automatism that the statesmen did not always grasp. The Franco-Russian Alliance was underpinned by a military convention specifying the forces each would mobilize and the speed with which they would act against Germany; the staffs of the two powers coordinated their plans, so that in a crisis the alliance would translate, almost automatically, into simultaneous mobilization against Germany. The British, though bound only by the looser “ententes,” had entered into secret military and naval conversations with the French that created detailed plans for British intervention on the Continent and a moral commitment that the British cabinet had never fully faced — the British fleet concentrated in the North Sea, the Mediterranean left to the French, an arrangement that bound Britain to France’s defense more tightly than the politicians admitted.

These military arrangements gave the alliance system a dangerous momentum. The war plans, drawn up in secret by the staffs and rehearsed in detail, assumed and required action by the allies; mobilization by one partner triggered mobilization by the others; and the timetables, once set in motion, were difficult to halt or to limit. The result was that the alliances functioned, in the crisis of 1914, not as instruments of deliberate policy that the statesmen could control, but as a kind of machine that, once started, ran on its own logic toward war. The statesmen who had made the alliances for security discovered, too late, that they had created a mechanism that would carry them to the catastrophe they sought to avoid — the secret military conventions and the war plans converting the diplomatic crisis into a military one with a speed and an automatism that left diplomacy helpless. The alliances had been forged for safety; the secret conventions that underpinned them helped to make the war.



The Weaker Partners

A peculiar danger of the alliance system was that it bound the strong to the weak and the cautious to the reckless, transferring to the great powers a measure of control over their own destiny that they did not always wish to surrender. The Dual Alliance had been conceived by Bismarck as an instrument by which Germany would restrain Austria-Hungary, holding the Habsburgs back from Balkan adventures that might provoke Russia. By 1914 the relationship had inverted: it was Vienna that increasingly set the pace, and Berlin that found itself dragged along behind the policy of its declining partner, fearful that if Austria-Hungary were not supported it might collapse or seek other friends, leaving Germany without a single reliable ally in Europe. The German chancellor Bethmann Hollweg would describe his country, with grim accuracy, as “chained to a corpse” — tied to an empire whose internal weakness made it at once a liability and, precisely because of that weakness, impossible to abandon. The logic was the same that would later be called the danger of the “blank cheque”: that a great power, having staked its prestige on a weaker client, could find its own decisions held hostage to that client’s quarrels.

The same dynamic operated on the other side of the divide, where Russia’s sense of obligation to Serbia, and to the Slavic cause more broadly, threatened to drag the whole Entente into a Balkan dispute. Serbia was not formally Russia’s ally, but the bonds of Pan-Slav sentiment, Orthodox faith, and great-power ambition made St. Petersburg the patron and protector of Belgrade, and Russian statesmen knew that to abandon Serbia a second time, after the humiliation of the Bosnian crisis of 1908, would be to forfeit Russia’s standing in the Balkans and its claim to lead the Slavic world. France, in turn, watched its alliance with Russia with growing anxiety, conscious that French security now depended on the steadiness of an autocratic empire whose Balkan entanglements France could neither fully control nor afford to repudiate. The alliances had thus woven the peripheral quarrels of the small powers into the vital interests of the great, so that a dispute over a province in the Balkans could engage the survival of empires a thousand miles away.



The Failure of Deterrence

The alliances had been built, above all, to deter — to make aggression unthinkable by ensuring that an attacker would face not one enemy but a coalition. In theory the two balanced blocs should have produced a stable equilibrium, each side too strong to be attacked, each restrained by the certainty of a general war. That this deterrent failed so completely in 1914 is among the central puzzles of the catastrophe, and the reasons lie in the very ambiguities and rigidities the system had created. Deterrence depends upon clarity — upon each side knowing with certainty what will trigger the coalition against it — and the European alliances were anything but clear. Britain’s commitment to France was a matter of “understandings” deliberately left vague, so that Germany could gamble, fatally, that Britain might stand aside. Italy’s adherence to the Triple Alliance was so hedged with conditions that its partners could not count on it, and indeed in 1914 it would declare neutrality and in 1915 join the other side. The very flexibility that statesmen prized as preserving their freedom of action also blurred the warnings on which deterrence depended.

Worse, the alliances had come to deter the wrong thing. They were designed to deter a deliberate war of conquest, the kind of naked aggression the nineteenth century had known; they were powerless against a war that arose not from any power’s design but from a crisis spiralling out of control. In July 1914 no great power set out to conquer Europe; each believed itself to be reacting defensively to the moves of others, honoring obligations it could not in conscience evade. The alliances, in such a crisis, did not deter — they transmitted, converting each defensive reaction into a fresh provocation that compelled the next. A system built to prevent one power from overturning the balance proved to have no brake at all against the slide of all the powers together over the edge. The deterrent had become its opposite: a guarantee not that war would be avoided but that, once begun, it would engulf them all.



The Wavering of Italy

Of the six great powers that would matter most in 1914, one stood in a position so equivocal that it exposed, more starkly than any other, the hollowness at the heart of the alliance system: Italy, the third and least reliable member of the Triple Alliance. Italy had joined Germany and Austria-Hungary in 1882, less from any genuine affinity than from a quarrel with France over Tunisia and a young kingdom’s craving for great-power respectability. But the alliance was unnatural from the start, for Italy’s deepest grievances lay not against France but against Austria-Hungary itself. The Habsburg empire still held lands that Italian nationalists regarded as unredeemed — the Italia irredenta of Trento and Trieste, with their Italian-speaking populations — and the dream of completing national unification at Austria’s expense was a constant undercurrent in Italian politics that no treaty could dissolve. An Italian was thus bound by solemn alliance to the very power whose territory his nation coveted most, an absurdity that could not survive a real test.

The Italians hedged accordingly. Even as they renewed the Triple Alliance, they entered into secret understandings with France, pledging neutrality should Germany attack their nominal ally — a double game that made nonsense of their treaty obligations and that the German and Austrian staffs half suspected without daring to confront. When the crisis came in 1914, Italy seized upon a technicality to escape: the Triple Alliance was defensive, it argued, and since Austria-Hungary had been the aggressor against Serbia, the casus foederis did not apply. Italy declared its neutrality in August 1914, and then, through the winter and spring that followed, conducted a frank auction of its allegiance, weighing the inducements that each side could offer. The Entente, able to promise Austrian territory that the Central Powers could not match without dismembering themselves, won the bidding; by the secret Treaty of London of April 1915, Italy was pledged Trento, Trieste, the South Tyrol, and a share of the Dalmatian coast in return for entering the war against its former allies, which it did the following month. The defection of Italy was the most spectacular demonstration of a truth the alliance system had concealed beneath its appearance of solidity: that paper commitments, unsupported by genuine common interest, would not bind a power against its perceived advantage when the reckoning came. The Triple Alliance, for all its decades of renewal, proved in the event to be an alliance of two.



Diplomacy in the Dark

A feature of the alliance system that did much to magnify its dangers, and that distinguished it sharply from the open compacts of a later age, was its profound and deliberate secrecy. The treaties that bound the powers, and above all the military conventions that gave them their teeth, were closely guarded secrets, known in their full particulars only to a handful of ministers, sovereigns, and staff officers, and concealed not merely from rival powers but from the parliaments and peoples in whose name they were made. The terms of the Franco-Russian military convention, the precise obligations it imposed, the timetables it prescribed — these were hidden even from most of the French and Russian cabinets; the secret Anglo-French staff conversations, which had concerted detailed plans for landing a British army on the Continent, were carried on for years without the knowledge of the larger British cabinet, several of whose members were aghast to discover, in the crisis of 1914, how far the country had been morally committed behind their backs. Italy’s double game — pledged to the Triple Alliance while privately reassuring France — was only the most cynical instance of a general practice in which what the powers professed in public bore little relation to what they had promised in secret.

This concealment had consequences that reached to the heart of the catastrophe. It corrupted the deterrence the alliances were meant to provide, for a commitment unknown to the adversary cannot deter him; Germany gambled on British neutrality in part because the depth of Britain’s entanglement with France had been kept deliberately obscure, even from the British themselves. It removed the great questions of war and peace from the scrutiny of those who would have to fight and pay, so that whole nations could be carried toward war by understandings their elected representatives had never debated and in many cases had never seen. And it bred among the chancelleries a habit of suspicion and intrigue, each power assuming that its rivals’ published assurances masked hidden designs — an assumption that the prevalence of secret treaties made entirely reasonable. So scandalous would this hidden diplomacy come to seem that, when the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia in 1917 and flung open the imperial archives, the publication of the secret treaties caused a sensation across the world and lent enormous force to the demand, voiced most famously by the American president in the first of his Fourteen Points, for “open covenants of peace, openly arrived at.” The men who had built the alliances in the shadows had believed that secrecy served the national interest by preserving flexibility and concealing intentions; the war revealed that it had instead helped to make a catastrophe that the light of open debate might conceivably have averted.

Yet the alliances alone do not explain the war, for alliances can be honored cautiously or invoked recklessly, and crises had been managed before without catastrophe. Behind the alliance system lay deeper sources of antagonism — the imperial rivalries that set the powers competing across the globe, and the nationalism that made the Balkans a powder keg. To the imperial rivalries, and the crises in Morocco that twice brought Europe to the brink before the final reckoning, we now turn.
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