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Introduction

The Sarajevo Centenary—1914 and the
Rise of China

Steven E. Miller

I N THE GOLDEN summer of 1914, the assassination of the heir to the Austro-
Hungarian throne in Vienna’s distant Balkan province of Bosnia-Herzegovina
triggered a sequence of events that within weeks had plunged Europe’s major
powers into war. What followed was a disaster of immense proportions. The
costs of this war were vast; for more than four cruel years, the great powers spent
lavishly in blood and treasure. Men were cut down in the millions and treasuries
were emptied. The consequences of this war were enormous and lasting. By war’s
end, four empires—the German, Russian, Austrian, and Ottoman—had been
destroyed. The map of Europe and the Middle East had been redrawn. Germany
and Russia had been wracked by internal revolutions, with fateful long-term impli-
cations for both those countries and for the world. Even the European victors,
France and Britain, had been weakened by a savage depletion that hastened
their declines as major powers. Out of the wreckage of World War I flowed
developments that were central to international politics for the remainder of
the twentieth century: the rise of Nazism, a second global war, and the Cold War
rivalry that pitted the heirs to the Russian Revolution of 1917 against the one
power that emerged from World War I unscathed and strengthened, the United
States. In the summer of 1914, history pivoted: the previous world would be
destroyed and the path that opened up was dark and dangerous. This was one
of the formative turning points in modern history.

It is not surprising, then, that even after the passage of one hundred years,
the events of 1914 remain compelling. Remarkably, controversy over the war’s
origins has continued unabated. Basic facts remain in dispute.' There has been
endless debate about assigning responsibility for the war. There have been waves
of reinterpretation as new evidence has been discovered or new theoretical
understandings of international politics have been explored.* As the academic
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field of international relations has evolved over recent decades—with new work
on nationalism, militarism, interdependence, preventive war, offense-defense
theory, signaling and bargaining, perceptions and misperceptions, deterrence,
and deterrence failure, among other conceptual developments—1914 has
been reexamined through a variety of intellectual lenses. The great animating
questions have remained constant, however, shaped by the full retrospective
understanding of the unprecedented disaster that the elites of 1914 brought upon
their countries: How could this catastrophe have happened? What explains the
events of 1914? An enormous literature has sought to answer these questions.’

The drama of 1914 draws our gaze backward, but an equally haunting
question arises if we look ahead: Could 1914 happen again? Could the forces
and factors that put the great powers on what turned out to be an unstoppable
path to war in 1914 operate in our own time? Can we see any indications that
conditions present in 1914 might be replicated in the contemporary setting?

The aim of this volume is to look back in order to look ahead. The contrib-
utors have been asked to probe the origins of World War I seeking warning
signs, lessons, cautionary tales, or causal conclusions that are (or might be)
applicable to the current international order. What can we learn from the
1914 case that will help us better to understand and, more importantly, to
help shape international politics today? Can we identify tragic mistakes that
should be avoided? Can we reduce the likelihood of great power conflict in the
future by understanding what led to it in the past? Because the issue at hand
is the violent collision of great powers, in today’s world these questions lead
directly to consideration of China’s relations with the United States. If there is
to be great power conflict in the era ahead, it seems most likely that this will
involve a rising China challenging a predominant America. Could there be
a 1914 redux between these two powerful states? Rivalry seems inevitable,
but can this rivalry be managed in a way that avoids war? Are there factors
at play in U.S.-China relations that, as in 1914, could trigger an escalation
to war? Our contributors have sought to draw upon their understandings of
1914 to assess the evolving relationship between Washington and Beijing, to
note similarities and differences with 1914, and to highlight possible dangers
as well as potential opportunities.

Looking Back: What Caused the Disaster of 19147

The historiography on the deep and proximate causes of war in 1914 does
not lead to single or simple explanations. The chapters that follow reflect the
multidimensional character of the literature on 1914. The chapters in this
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volume draw on multiple layers of explanation, some focusing on a particular
dimension of the drama in 1914 and others employing clusters of causal
factors in their analyses.

Bad Ideas

A running theme throughout many of the chapters that follow, and the subject
of some of them, is the importance of the ideational context that existed in
1914. Put simply, many of those making fateful choices in 1914 (as well as
the elites around them and the publics they governed) were influenced by a
toxic stew of pernicious beliefs. To a degree that may now be impossible to
fully fathom, for example, war was glorified. It was widely regarded as noble,
purifying, desirable, a healthy test of men and institutions, a promoter of civi-
lization, and a source of progress. As Stephen Van Evera notes in his chapter,
the outbreak of war was accordingly greeted with “ecstasy” in many quarters.
Kevin Rudd reminds us that cheering crowds in the world’s great cities jubi-
lantly hailed their countries’ declarations of war. This was a perspective,
however, that did not survive the carnage of 1914-18.

War was not only desirable; it was also viewed as inevitable by many,
especially in Europe’s militaries. As Joseph Nye warns in his chapter, the
premise of inevitability—generally unwarranted, in Nye’s view—is extremely
“corrosive” in international politics. Once war is assumed to be unavoidable,
the calculations of leaders and militaries change. The question is no longer
whether there will or should be a war, but when the war can be fought most
advantageously. Even those neither eager for nor optimistic about war may
opt to fight when operating in the framework of inevitability. Jack Snyder
notes that one of the distinctive features of 1914 is that all of the continental
great powers believed that it was an opportune time to fight; as many key
figures across Europe judged it, better war now than war later. In a time of
shifting power balances, preventive war logics were evident among the ranks
of decisionmakers.

As Van Evera, Snyder, Nye, and others emphasize, Europe’s militaries were
marked by a “cult of the offensive,” a deep (but flawed) belief that attack was
the superior mode of fighting and that first-strike advantages were large and
potentially decisive. By 1914 all of the continental powers had adopted offensive
military doctrines, producing instability that contributed to the outbreak of
war. In an offense-dominant world, conquest is thought to be easy, waiting for
diplomacy can be dangerous, hesitation can mean defeat, and mobilization
means war. Although some gloomy but farsighted individuals feared a protracted
struggle, the belief in decisive offensive action led to a more common view that
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the war would be over quickly, that someone would achieve the knockout blow.
Why avoid war if it is to be short, glorious, and triumphant? Richard Cooper
observes in his chapter that had the leaders of 1914 more accurately under-
stood the staggering costs the war would impose, they would have made a more
strenuous effort to avoid it. But they were operating on a set of premises that led
them to expect more or less the opposite of what happened.

These military predispositions were wedded to a set of beliefs that,
particularly in Germany, led to aggressive foreign policies. Social Darwinist
interpretations saw international politics as a fierce struggle in which all were
tested and only the fittest survived and ascended the hierarchy of power. “Expand
or die” philosophies induced greed for additional territories or colonies; empires
were seen as a great source and symbol of strength. “Win through intimidation”
strategies reflected a deep commitment to coercive models of international
politics; it was thought vital to stand tough, keep firm, look strong, and avoid
compromises that signaled weakness and surrender. Many of the elites in 1914
saw themselves involved in a mortal contest that would determine their fates, that
would establish the upward or downward trajectories of their countries, that would
augment or undermine their relative power. In this contest, it was essential to
assert and defend their place in the hierarchy, to marshal and employ the power
that would guarantee their appropriate place in the sun. For rising powers
such as Germany and Russia, this meant demanding or seizing a greater role
for themselves on the world stage; for states worried about relative decline—
notably, Britain and France—it meant doing whatever necessary to protect their
international positions from the new contenders.

Europe’s leaders might have looked back on the sequence of wars starting
with the American Civil War and concluded that defensive postures were
advantageous, that well-prepared defenses could thwart attacking forces while
inflicting severe casualties, and that it was possible to effectively defend one’s
territory from a defensive crouch. As Van Evera notes in his chapter, there was
ample evidence to this effect. Further, with different expectations about the
near future, Europe’s leaders might have sought to preserve peace rather than
optimize for the war they thought inevitable. Similarly, they might have avoided
zero-sum interpretations of their relations with one another, harkening back
to earlier periods when, as Alan Alexandroft points out, Europe’s great powers
collaborated in a concert system that enabled them to effectively manage
their affairs for long periods or when, as in the Bismarckian era, restraint
was sometimes valued over aggressiveness. Under these circumstances, the
Sarajevo crisis could have been resolved peacefully, mobilization would have
been unnecessary, and the disaster of 1914 could have been averted.

xii
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Instead, the collection of what Van Evera terms “bellicist” ideas—glorious
war, inevitable war, short war, offensive war, triumphant war, all in the service
of aggressive Social Darwinist foreign policies—colored the choices and
expectations of many of Europe’s key leaders.* This helps to explain why the
spark at Sarajevo set Europe ablaze.

Dysfunctional Internal Politics

A second layer of explanation for the events of 1914 lies in the domestic politics
of Europe’s great powers. Several broad points emerge from the analyses that
follow in this volume.

First, the domestic coalitions that dominated internal politics in several of the
key countries—notably, in Germany, Russia, and Austria-Hungary—embraced
the bellicist ideas so prevalent in 1914. As Etel Solingen points out in her chapter,
there are always alternative forces and alternative views that vie for power and
influence in domestic settings. Internationalist domestic coalitions that privilege
economic growth and seek to promote exports in an open trading system, she
argues, are more averse to war because they prosper from wider engagement
with the world economy. Similarly, peace groups and advocates of international
law and arbitration sought to contest the ideas and preferences of those with
a more martial mentality. Policy in Germany, Russia, Austria-Hungary, and
Serbia, however, was in the hands of forces who were inward-looking, milita-
rized, and imbued with the bellicist mentality. The impact of these ideas was so
great because they had prevailed in the political contestation between coalitions
within major powers.

Two factors magnified the effect of the internal triumph of bellicist coali-
tions. One was the existence of virulent nationalisms—labeled “hypernation-
alism” by Solingen—that mobilized masses, whipped up nationalist fervor,
incited hatred of other countries, and promoted support for aggressive policies.
The other was the prevalence of militarism, marked by a passionate reverence
for and a deference to the military. This factor guaranteed that the military
had a large and disproportionately influential voice in national policymaking.
Thus the institution that most strongly and loudly advocated for war and for
war-causing ideas had unusual status and great capacity to advance its views,
both within the elite and with the public. Hypernationalism and militarism
traveled together like inseparable twins, with nationalist ideologies exalting
the military and absorbing its ideas.

Second, Europe faced what T.G. Otte describes as a continent-wide crisis
of governance. Each capital had its own unique tale but the government of
every major power in Europe was deeply troubled. The imperial powers
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were seeking, without great skill or success, to suppress or adapt to the rise
of mass politics and the demise of monarchical legitimacy. Germany, Otte
says, was in the midst of a “permanent crisis of state,” its government disorga-
nized and indecisive, its finances is disarray. Austria-Hungary, that doomed
agglomeration of territories, peoples, languages, and religions, was deeply
divided and confronted insuperable structural problems that made it impos-
sible to achieve national cohesion. Russia was torn by endless machinations
in the upper reaches of its government and in the court of the tsar; by 1914
it had achieved “a state of permanent confusion” Meanwhile, the Western
democracies, Britain and France, were riven with party cleavages, personal
animosities among political leaders, and constitutional crises—these govern-
ments were “beleaguered” and “besieged,” and stalemate was the order of the
day. Some of the most consequential decisions of the twentieth century were
made by men and governments handicapped—in some cases, crippled—by
the dysfunctional domestic settings in which they operated.

The effect of this widespread blight of domestic crisis was not that govern-
ments or leaders sought war as a diversionary tactic; on the contrary, Otte
argues that the internal fragility of Europe’s major powers was a restraining
factor. Governments were uncertain, unconfident, indecisive, incompetent,
paralyzed, in some cases distracted until far too late, incapable of coherent
strategy, unable to coordinate policy. Momentum toward war went unchecked,
while moderating forces were weakened. Confident, effective, strategically
sound governance capable of interrupting the march to war was simply
lacking. Weak governments in domestic crisis, led by coalitions steeped in
war-promoting ideas, made the choices that led to war in the summer of
1914. As Otte concludes, “The decisions for war in 1914 reflected the political
paralysis in some countries and a crisis of governance in others.”

A final domestic factor that figures in the analyses that follow focuses on
the quality of the men at the apex of power. It was Europe’s misfortune that at
this moment of supreme danger it was ruled by a collection of unimpressive and
eccentric figures. The three emperors whose decisions guaranteed war in 1914
were particularly unfortunate, as reflected in Nye’s characterization of them: the
kaiser, a “weak, emotional blusterer” who operated without skill; Franz Josef
of Austria, “a tired old man who was putty in the hands” of the war faction;
and the tsar, an “isolated autocrat” surrounded by incompetent ministers. The
deficiencies of Europe’s leaders, however, were not limited to the emperors.
German Chancellor Theobald Bethmann Hollweg was, Otte notes, a flawed,
technocratic bureaucrat. The French leader René Viviani, who was both prime
minister and foreign minister, was “utterly ignorant” of international affairs.
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No one involved in this crisis was touched with greatness; no one possessed a
modicum of Bismarckian wisdom or Kissingerian skill; no statesman arose in
the press of acute crisis to save Europe from itself.

As David Richards points out, the three emperors at the center of the crisis
represented the fading vestiges of hereditary monarchy. Their “atavistic” form
of government conferred vast power on designated successors regardless of
qualifications or aptitude. Their regimes were increasingly unpopular, increas-
ingly illegitimate, ill-suited for the times, and unable to adapt in response to
powerful social and economic forces. This waning trio of erratic and unwise
men helped to set Europe on fire. Richards suggests that “stronger sovereigns
might have said no to the generals when they urged mobilization.”® But such
sovereigns did not exist in 1914.

Bad ideas fed bad decisions, which led to war in 1914. The bad ideas flour-
ished in various domestic settings and were incorporated into the worldview
of dominant domestic coalitions in several key countries. The bad decisions
were rendered by national governments, which at every step had alternatives
and a capacity for choice, however imperfect their decisionmaking. Hence the
politics and processes within states are an integral part of the story of 1914—
and they figure prominently in the chapters that follow.

An International Stage for War

A third level of explanation focuses on those factors, forces, and developments
in the international order that contributed to the outbreak of war. A number of
attributes of the international situation in 1914 combined to facilitate the slide to
war, but two figure particularly prominently in the discussions in this volume.
First, the European system was marked by significant shifts in the balance
of power, producing tension and dislocation in relations between rising and
declining powers. In 1914 the successes of Serbia in the Balkans alarmed Austria;
the growth of Russian power as it recovered from defeat and revolution in 1905
alarmed Germany and Austria; the growth of German power alarmed France and
Britain; and the resulting fears of adverse shifts in the balance contributed, as Jack
Snyder demonstrates, to the judgment among the continental powers that it was
better to fight now than later. Thucydides, in his account of the Pelopponesian
War, identified this causal dynamic: it was the rise of Athens’s power, he said,
and the fear this produced in Sparta, that caused the war—a phenomenon now
labeled the Thucydides Trap, assessed by Graham Allison, David Richards,
Charles Maier, and Joseph Nye in this volume. The year 1914 witnessed the
Thucydides Trap in action: fearful responses to shifts in the balance of power,
leading to conflict. The Thucydides Trap does not make war inevitable, but it
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does produce friction and introduce preventive war incentives—and in 1914
these did contribute to war.

Second, the European order was structured around two great alliances pitted
against one another, linking fates and raising the possibility that local conflict
could flare into a European conflagration—as happened in 1914. If there is one
strong theme to emerge from this volume, it is that alliance dynamics represent a
great danger and can be a source of unwanted conflict. Allison, Nye, Rosecrance,
Cooper, Rudd, and Maier all issue warnings to beware the adverse consequences
of alliances. In the crisis of 1914, Russia’s support of Serbia, Germany’s support of
Austria, and France’s commitment to Russia helped to transform an assassination
in Sarajevo into a world war. Richard Rosecrance puts it plainly: “World War I
happened because allies had to be bailed out”” Maier highlights the “excruciating
choices” that alliance dynamics can impose on leaders: weaken one’s position and
credibility by abandoning allies or risk war by supporting them. Concerns about
preserving allies and offering credible commitments to them cause states to run
such risks, but the resulting entanglements can be costly or even disastrous.

These two features of the international order provided the foundation for
the world war: the shifting balance of power created the preventive incentives
to fight; the alliance system made it likely that a war, once started, would engulf
all of the great powers of Europe. But several other features of the international
landscape contributed to the environment that led to war. The great alliances
of 1914 were relatively evenly matched. This balance of power allowed both
sides to hope that victory would be possible and each could calculate that war
was worth the risk. Had one side possessed a clear preponderance—an “over-
balance,” as Rosecrance calls it—avoiding would have been easier because the
weaker side would have little incentive to pick a fight it would lose.

Great power concerns about the evolution of the balance of power were
exacerbated by arms racing. Several of the countries were in the midst of
buildups, creating anxieties in other capitals and providing another source
of preventive war incentive. Why not fight before an opponent’s military
modernization is complete? Expectations of war were further compounded
by the pace of technological change. The growth of railroads, the mechani-
zation of military forces, and advances in gunnery were altering the logistics
and lethality of war. It was clear in 1914 that Europe’s leaders and militaries
had not fully comprehended the implications of technological change, but they
were aware that arms racing and technological change could disrupt the inter-
national hierarchy and affect their international standing, for better or worse.

The years before the outbreak of war were marked by recurrent crises in
the Balkans and North Africa. These involved serious confrontations between
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major powers, serious collisions of interest. But in the end, each of the big
crises was managed successfully and resolved peacefully. As Arthur Stein
suggests, this produced a kind of complacency in Europe; the great powers
knew how to handle such crises and were experienced at doing so. At least
initially, the diplomatic imbroglio in 1914 was just another Balkan crisis. Stein
notes, however, that recurrent crises can grow more difficult to control across
time because states change their behavior, seeking better outcomes for them-
selves and because they worry about the reputational effects of repeatedly
backing down. Having been rebufted in earlier crises, for example, the kaiser
vowed in 1914 that this time he would not give in. A pattern of crises can thus
have a reinforcing double effect: producing complacency that peace will be
preserved while making peace more difficult to preserve. This was an element
of the landscape in 1914.

There were a number of international factors that made 1914 a dangerous
time, but still war was not inevitable. One further feature of this time, however,
put Europe on a short fuse. This was the instability of the military arrange-
ments on the Continent, reflecting the cult of the offensive and other bellicist
mentalities. Militaries were fearful of losing competitive mobilization races,
and war planners sought to move fast and strike the first blow. There was a
premium on haste, once war seemed in prospect, because delay was thought
to be potentially fatal. Once mobilization began, diplomacy was crowded out
by logistical imperatives. Railway tables were not a major cause of the war, as
Nye observes, but at the climax of the crisis they made it impossible to avert
the war because there was no time left for negotiation, and almost instantly
large armies were hurled across borders. The diplomats were bystanders once
the slaughter had begun.

Looking Ahead: Could 1914 Happen Again?

What can we learn about the prospects for U.S.-China relations from this series
of explorations of 1914? There is much that is reassuring in this volume. The
analyses that follow highlight or reveal at least as many differences as simi-
larities; 2014 does not wholly resemble 1914. But this does not mean that there
are not grounds for concern. Some of the structural features present in 1914
exist today. And when one credits the role of agency and accident in 1914—the
contingent nature of events, as Rosecrance puts it—it is possible that China
and the United States could find their own way to war.
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Reassuring Comparisons

Some prominent features of the environment in 1914 are absent today. The
glorification of war has largely disappeared in the aftermath of two gruesome
world wars. Although many expect the United States and China to be rivals and
believe that there will be points of friction in the relations between them, there
is little indication that either side is influenced by the thought that war is inevi-
table. (Indeed, one of China’s core strategic concepts is the notion of “peaceful
development”) While offensive operations figure in the military doctrines
of today’s powers, nothing like the pervasive cult of the offensive presently
exists. Although nationalism remains a potent force in both countries, the
virulent hypernationalism visible before World War I is not in evidence. While
both countries have large and influential militaries, there is, as Van Evera
concludes, little sign of the extreme militarism that marked some societies
in the lead-up to war. In 1914 the domestic politics of the most significant
rising power, Germany, were dominated by a militarized, nationalist coalition,
whereas the predominant faction in China today, Solingen suggests, is a war-
averse internationalizing coalition deeply connected to the world economy
and prospering from the rapid rise in gross domestic product made possible
by export-led growth. If one is persuaded by Solingen’s argument about the
fundamental importance of the character of the dominant internal coalition,
then this is a decisive point. In short, many of the factors that are thought to
have contributed to war in 1914 are not present in the contemporary era.

There are also significant differences in international context. Europe’s
continental powers shared borders, had a history of direct conflict, and had terri-
torial grievances against one another. When great powers are both neighbors
and potential adversaries, the result can be unstable and potentially treacherous
because both will be highly sensitive to any perceived shift in the military balance.
In stark contrast, the United States and China are separated by the world’s largest
ocean. Although they clearly have conflicts of interest in Asia and have fought
one another in the past (notably, during the Korean War), they do not have an
equivalent history of direct conflict with each other. Washington and Beijing are
certainly wary of the military capabilities and modernizations on the other side,
but neither is worried about a large-scale invasion of the homeland nor do they
fear sudden catastrophic defeat by an invading army.

Europe’s elites were managing a multipolar system of five great powers
(six if one includes the Ottomans) in which shifts in patterns of alignment
could produce rapid and dramatic alterations in the balance of power and in
which the tending of existing alliances was a significant strategic imperative
that shaped much external behavior. Today, again in stark contrast, there may
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be only one truly great power, the United States—but for the foreseeable future
China stands alone as a rising potential rival. It is not a part of a great power
coalition and it has uneasy relations with the two large Eurasian powers, Russia
and India, with which it might ally. To be sure, the United States has a web of
alliances in Asia, but the relationship with China is essentially bilateral—and
perhaps eventually, when China is more equal, bipolar. This is a much simpler
game to manage than a multipolar system, with its worries about adverse shifts
in alignment and about the reliability of allies. In the crunch, Washington
and Beijing can deal directly with one another, which is very different from
the dynamic of 1914 when multiple parties were in play. Kenneth Waltz has
famously argued that bipolar systems are stable; certainly the U.S.-China rela-
tionship looks easier to manage than the multipolar system that led to 1914.

Moreover, Europe before the war was divided into two roughly equal
camps; this allowed both sides to envision that there was a chance of victory.
The existence of a balance of power in Europe eroded deterrence and facilitated
the coming of war. In contrast, though China’s rise has been impressive, it still
lags behind the United States in many indices of power, and its military is well
behind the United States in global reach and technical sophistication, as Rudd
states emphatically in his essay.® In addition, Washington’s Asian (and European)
allies augment U.S. superiority. It is hard to see how war will seem enticing or
profitable to Beijing when it faces such an overwhelming superiority in aggregate
resources and military capability. Rosecrance argues in these pages that over-
balance (meaning clear primacy by one side) is the path to peace because tests
of strength are unnecessary and unattractive when the discrepancy in power is
clear. Such an overbalance will exist for some time if China’s power is measured
against that of the United States and its international allies.

Two other considerations distinguish the current era from the interna-
tional context that existed in 1914. One is the existence of nuclear weapons. As
Richards discusses in his chapter, nuclear weapons enormously raise the risk and
potential cost of war and introduce the specter of truly disastrous outcomes for all
concerned; this should, Richards argues, “curb aggressive instincts” and increase
the value of avoiding conflict. This is a source of restraint that did not exist in
1914. The other new factor is the remarkable growth of international institutions
in the decades since the end of World War II. Rudd identifies the absence of such
institutions as one of the “critical factors” in the failure to prevent war in 1914.
No one would claim that the existence of international institutions has solved the
problem of war or that they constitute a reliable barrier to war and Rudd himself
acknowledges the “thinness” of the institutional architecture in Asia. Still, there
exists today a number of institutions that permit communication, consultation,
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crisis management, and the harmonization of state interests; Rudd invokes the
European model in suggesting that institutionalization can reduce the role of
force and prevent crises and offers the hope that even less robust institutions can
help to “moderate the march to war” when crises do arise.

In sum, the 1914 analogy is far from a perfect fit when applied to U.S.-
China relations. Many caution against the simplistic deployment of this
analogy, and the contributors to this volume demonstrate why. There are many
significant differences in international context, in intellectual outlook, and in
political configurations. The reassuring conclusion is that the war-prone envi-
ronment that led to disaster in 1914 is not replicated in our own time: much
is missing; much is different.

Cautionary Tales

The 1914 analogy is clearly an imperfect framework for assessing U.S.-China
relations, but nevertheless war between Washington and Beijing remains
possible. Full recreation of the environment of 1914 is not a prerequisite for war.
Further, some lessons from the outbreak of World War I do seem at least poten-
tially relevant today and identify sources of worry and grounds for vigilance.

As the years leading up to 1914 demonstrate, adapting to shifts in the
balance of power is difficult and can lead to a pattern of repeated crises as chal-
lengers seek to upend the status quo and claim a larger role in international
politics while the dominant powers act to protect their place in the inter-
national hierarchy. Managing relations between rising and declining powers
is particularly fraught with risk and danger. As Allison observes, far more
often than not in history the collision between rising and declining powers
has resulted in war. No one in this volume would argue that war between the
United States and China is inevitable. Nevertheless it does seem sensible to
note that the situation in which Washington and Beijing find themselves—
predominant power and rapidly rising challenger—is generally perilous and
has frequently led to conflict. Moreover, there is abundant evidence that
China’s rise provokes concern and sometimes harsh reaction in Washington.
Even twenty years ago, with the Cold War barely over and China’s explosive
growth still in its early stages, Aaron Friedberg cautioned that “in the long
run it is Asia that seems far more likely to be the cockpit of great power
conflict” Today Friedberg, reflecting a current of thought in the U.S. foreign
policy debate about China, warns that the United States is performing inef-
fectually in “the struggle for mastery in Asia”' Alarm about the rise of China’s
military power is now commonplace. “No longer does the U.S. Navy rule the
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western Pacific as though it were an American lake,” laments Robert Kaplan,
commenting on “China’s seemingly inexorable military expansion.”"" It is not
hard to see how U.S.-China relations could go badly wrong; the potential for
much more intense hostility and military competition clearly exists. These
considerations imply that particular care should be taken in tending this
relationship and that every effort should be made to avoid the mistakes and
pitfalls of the past.

Furthermore, one of the most troublesome aspects of the interna-
tional order in 1914 is partially reproduced today. If there is one warning
that particularly leaps out from the pages of this volume, it is the danger of
entrapping alliances. As noted above, alliance dynamics are singled out as one
of the most toxic elements in the picture in 1914. China does not have an
extensive network of allies, but its one link in East Asia, North Korea, clearly
has the potential to drag China into trouble. The United States’ network of
bilateral alliances in Asia connect Washington to the interests of a number
of states in the region, including some that have long had bad relations with
China and some that have ongoing disputes with China. There is the potential
for the United States to be drawn into disputes with China in support of it
allies. This is, of course, what U.S. allies would want and expect, and failure
to support allies can undermine U.S. credibility. The risk, as Rudd cautions
in his chapter, is that local conflicts can escalate into great power war. Hence
Cooper’s warning: beware third countries. The most likely route to war with
China is via a dispute involving one or more of the United States’ Asian allies.

This is not a purely hypothetical danger. Asia’s many territorial disputes,
on both land and sea, are potential flash points. Japan and China are feuding
over disputed North Pacific islands. Taiwan and China remain stalemated.
Rudd describes the welter of maritime boundary disputes in Southeast Asia
as constituting a “maritime Balkans.”> Confrontations and crises have already
happened and more are likely. There could well emerge a pattern of recurrent
crises, as was true in the decade before 1914. If crises are handled without esca-
lation, complacency could set in. But such crises could gradually grow more
malignant, more difficult to handle; mistakes could be made; and complacency
could turn out to be a glide path to war. As Rudd vividly puts it, “One of the
profound lessons of 1914 is the rapidity with which circumstances can change
from utterly benign to utterly catastrophic within the space of months.” *

Opverall, then, many of the factors that are thought to have contributed to
the outbreak of war in 1914 do not exist today. In particular, many of the intel-
lectual and internal pathologies that made war more likely and made the crisis
difficult to resolve peacefully are absent from the current environment. On the
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international level, however, we see a different story. The stage is clearly set for
rivalry. If U.S.-China relations turn significantly more hostile and competitive,
there is a clear potential for arms racing, for destructive diplomatic maneu-
vering, for Cold War, and for conflict. In a more toxic environment, one of Asia’s
many potential flash points could ignite a war; the United States’ alliances make
it likely that Washington will be involved. To make their way to war, leaders
in Washington and Beijing do not have to echo the beliefs and reproduce the
realities and mistakes of 1914. They can invent their own flawed beliefs and
make their own mistakes.

Conclusion

In the introduction to his comprehensive reconstruction of the origins of World
War I, Christopher Clark raises the arresting proposition that “far from being
inevitable, this war was ‘improbable”* Similarly, drawing on her deep inquiry
into the outbreak of the war, historian Margaret MacMillan observes that in 1914
“there were strong arguments for peace” and says that the July crisis “could have
gone either way, towards peace or towards war’** In his meticulous account of
the slide to war in the summer of 1914, T.G. Otte comments that Europe seemed
calmer and more quiescent in early 1914 than in previous years and suggests that
“it should have been an unremarkable year?'® Many of the factors that seem in
retrospect to have facilitated war in 1914 had been present for years or decades
without producing war, so the war that came was in some sense a surprise, was in
some sense unexpected.

In a similar manner, war with China seems unlikely. There are strong
arguments (economic and otherwise) for preserving the peace. The relationship
between Washington and Beijing has its ups and downs, but overall relations
are not that bad and contain some reassuring elements of consultation and
cooperation. There are occasional crises in Asia (involving sovereignty over
island and maritime boundary disputes, for example), but these are handled
without recourse to war. As was true in the first half of 1914, one could justify
the conclusion that we should expect some “unremarkable years” ahead. But
corrosive factors lurk in the background: the perilous dynamic between the
predominant and the challenger, the arms race pressures, the web of alliances
that connects the United States to potential conflicts in Asia and to allies who
want to harness U.S. power to advance their claims in the region, the flash points
across Asia that could, in the manner of a remote assassination in the Balkans,
ignite a wider war. If war were to come, no doubt many would look back and
say it was inevitable, it was predicted, the signs were there, the pressures were
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understood, there were so many war-promoting factors that it was impossible
to preserve the peace. The argument against complacency is strong, and it
will matter enormously whether U.S.-China relations are managed wisely or
poorly. There are many in the U.S. debate who favor a primarily competitive
response to the rise of China, seeking to preserve and maximize U.S. primacy
while encircling and containing China. In this volume we find instead—in the
analyses of Alexandroff, Rosecrance, and Rudd, for example—the argument
that the wise course involves bringing China closer, drawing it into shared
institutions, making it a partner in the provision of international public goods,
building strategic trust, and preserving and strengthening lines of communi-
cation between the two potential antagonists. But even if one accepts that this
is the wise course—and clearly many will not—surely one of the lessons of
1914 is that wisdom does not always prevail.
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Before the War

Three Styles of Diplomacy

Alan Alexandroff

>«

E VEN BEFORE THE guns of World War I were silenced, many politicians
and experts had concluded that Europe’s “Old Diplomacy” was respon-
sible for its outbreak. This verdict remained attractive to observers following
the end of “the war to end all wars”” It explained the carnage and satisfactorily
addressed responsibility for the war’s costs. As James Joll and Gordon Martel
argue in The Origins of the First World War, “Many people in the 1920s blamed
the international system, the existence of rival alliances, the armaments race,
and the evil influence of the ‘old diplomacy,” and this indeed set the scene
within which the crisis developed.

It was U. S. President Woodrow Wilson, however, who most pointedly
and publicly condemned the Old Diplomacy and demanded its replacement
with a “New Diplomacy.” As early as 1916, President Wilson had begun
expressing his understanding of how a New Diplomacy might facilitate global
governance and lessen the dangers of war. Over the next two years, he refined
these mechanisms and brought them to the Paris Peace Conference in 1918.
Wilson’s principles included (1) the self-determination of peoples; (2) the
end to secret diplomacy and the start of open diplomacy; and (3) the estab-
lishment of some form of league of nations to assure peace.? As Wilson put it
in his speech to the first assembly of the League to Enforce Peace on May 27,
1916, “[What is needed is a] universal association of the nations to maintain
the inviolate security of the highway of the seas for the common and unhin-
dered use of all the nations of the world, and to prevent any war begun either
contrary to treaty covenants or without warning and full submission of the
causes to the opinion of the world—a virtual guarantee of territorial integrity
and political independence.”

Well before Wilson, however, German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck
had developed a “Concert” system based on multilateral diplomacy that had
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proved highly effective. This system was all but forgotten by the interpreters
of World War 1.

Building the New Diplomacy

Wilson began to discuss his notion of the New Diplomacy even before the
United States had entered the war. Joll and Martel note that Wilson “was
much influenced by the British radical tradition which, throughout the nine-
teenth century, had criticized secret diplomacy and called for a foreign policy
based on morality rather than expediency, on general ethical principles rather
than on practical calculations about the balance of power

By January 1918, Wilson had come to identify the “practical” elements
that he believed an enduring peace would require. To help him develop
his ideas for peace and a comprehensive peace settlement, he appointed a
committee of experts. The committee comprised 150 academics, directed by
Wilson’s close adviser, Col. Edward House, and supervised by the philosopher
Sidney Mezes, then president of the College of the City of New York. Wilson
referred to the committee’s recommendations in a speech before a joint session
of Congress on January 8, 1918. In it, he delivered what became known as
his Fourteen Points. He stressed that the new processes of peace would see
the end of “secret covenants entered into in the interest of particular govern-
ments.”> He declared:

The program of the world’s peace, therefore, is our program; and that
program, the only possible program, as we see it, is this:

I. Open covenants of peace, openly arrived at, after which there
shall be no private international understandings of any kind but
diplomacy shall proceed always frankly and in the public view.

XIV. A general association of nations must be formed under specific
covenants for the purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political
independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike.
In regard to these essential rectifications of wrong and assertions of
right we feel ourselves to be intimate partners of all the governments
and peoples associated together against the Imperialists. We cannot
be separated in interest or divided in purpose. We stand together
until the end.
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In addition to banishing secret diplomacy and the Old Diplomacy’s balance
of power system, Wilson argued that a new institution—the League of
Nations—was necessary to maintain international peace and stability.
Further, Article 10 of the Covenant of the League of Nations states, “The
Members of the League undertake to respect and preserve as against external
aggression the territorial integrity and existing political independence of all
Members of the League. In case of any such aggression or in case of any
threat or danger of such aggression the Council shall advise upon the means
by which this obligation shall be fulfilled.””

Although a major development in the evolution of global summitry, the
League institutions remained highly imperfect. Leave aside the fact that
the U.S. Senate failed to ratify the Treaty of Versailles and that the United
States did not join the League of Nations. Without such a great power
member, the League was mortally damaged. In addition, the apparatus of
collective security was quite weak. In part as a result of U.S. sovereignty
concerns, the League conducted itself principally on the basis of public
opinion. As Wilson himself put it, the League would “operate as the orga-
nizing moral force of men throughout the world,” throwing a “searching
light of conscience” on wrongdoing around the world. “Just a little exposure
will settle most questions”® Even at the outset, this collective security
system was built on persuasion, not on great power commitment. As John
Ikenberry writes, “The Wilsonian version of liberal internationalism was
built not just around a ‘thin’ set of institutional commitments, but also on
the assumption that a ‘thick’ set of norms and pressures—public opinion
and the moral rectitude of statesmen—would activate sanctions and enforce
the territorial peace....The sovereignty of states—sovereignty as it related
to both legal independence and equality—would not be compromised or
transformed. States would be expected just to act better, which for Wilson
meant they would become socialized into a ‘community of power.”’

Thus the New Diplomacy relied too heavily on broad public oppro-
brium and too little on the collective obligations and actions of the great

powers to sanction aggression.
The Intricacies of Bismarck’s Older Diplomacy

The fulsome condemnation by experts and politicians alike of the Old Diplomacy
directed attention to the diplomatic practices that emerged in Europe after 1890.
These critics failed to consider, however, the international relations structure
and diplomacy put in place by Bismarck earlier in the century. Although the
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period from 1870 to the start of the Great War has been described generally as
a classic “balance of power” era, it was in fact divided into two periods. From
1871 to 1890, a concert structure was created and then maintained by Bismarck
until he left office. The distinction between what was described by many as a
“balance of power” but what others recognized as a “concert apparatus” is vital.
As Richard Rosecrance describes the Bismarckian concert, “Bismarck’s coali-
tions... (although...not universal) at least linked four major powers together:
Russia, Britain, Germany, and Austria. Only France, the defeated power in the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71, was left out....The Bismarckian Concert,
however, was different from the prior Concert of Europe. Ideology had linked
the previous authors of the Vienna settlement. The Bismarckian concert sought
only peace, but it could not use ideology to promote it....Thus, the barriers to
war were practical, not ideological or military.”*°

How then could such a concert be generated without the earlier ideo-
logical identity that marked the first, and better known, Concert of Europe
formed after the Napoleonic Wars? The genius of Bismarck was his ability
to yoke apparent rivals together and keep them harnessed to one another.
The starting point of the Concert was the classic German-Austro-Hungarian
accord formed in 1879. The alliance was formed following the Congress of
Berlin in 1878, which Russian nationalists argued had led to a humiliating
outcome for the Russian Empire. Bismarck apparently believed that the
alliance with Austria-Hungary would help to deter Russia from action against
Germany and that it would ultimately encourage Russia to improve relations
with the German Empire. Also, he regarded the alliance in defensive terms,
considering it a significant constraint on Austria-Hungary. The alliance would
enable Bismarck to stop Austria from engaging in adventures that might
draw Germany into a conflict with Russia in the Balkans. As Joll and Martel
suggest, “The alliance, in Bismarck’s mind, was an element of stability in
Europe since it would both alarm the Russians sufficiently to make them want
better relations with Germany and also provide Germany with the power to
control Austrian policy towards its Slav neighbours™"!

Thus for Bismarck alliances had a double-edged quality: they could deter
possible aggressors or rivals and then potentially convince them to consider
closer relations. At the same time, alliances could constrain partners and help
to control their behavior.

In 1882 Bismarcks Concert added Italy and became known as the Triple
Alliance. The most crucial element of the Concert, however, was the Reinsurance
Treaty between Germany and Russia, concluded in 1887. This treaty was designed
to deter Russia or Germany from seeking war with another continental power,
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here read largely as Austria-Hungary. It was also intended to insulate Germany
from war or continuing tensions between Russia and Austria-Hungary.

In addition, Bismarck maintained close relations with Great Britain, in
part by making a conscious effort not to challenge it. He began by eschewing
an imperial policy, abjuring territory and Asian markets. In fact, Bismarck left
it to Russia to constrain British imperial expansion, particularly in Asia. Also,
as part of his “benign” defensive alliance strategy, the German chancellor
never took steps to challenge Britain over its navy. The kaiser’s later naval
challenge did much to raise tensions and sour relations between Britain and
Germany. As Rosecrance concludes, “Had he continued in power, Bismarck
would never have made Kaiser Wilhelm II’s blunders after 1890."

The obvious strategic aim of BismarcK’s concert diplomacy was to crosscut
alliances in an effort to avoid what emerged after his departure: the creation
of two alliance blocs—the Triple Alliance and the Triple Entente. BismarcK’s
successors abandoned his strategy of restraint, seeking instead to create a
balance of power system that President Wilson and others were quick to
condemn as the Old Diplomacy. The Bismarckian Concert, however, operated
with great subtlety and maintained European stability for several decades.
Bismarck did not become chancellor until 1862, but his diplomatic efforts
harked back to the successes of the Concert of Europe from 1815 to 1848.

The Concert first appeared at the Congress of Vienna in 1814 and was
described by Keith Hamilton and Richard Langhorne as a kind of “mobile
summit conference”"® Meeting at Aix la Chapelle in 1818, Troppau in 1820,
Laibach in 1821, and Verona in 1822, members of the Concert carried into
peacetime the practice of convening conferences that in the past had been
devoted to ending a particular war. Presided over by Austria’s Klemens Wenzel
von Metternich, it sought to allocate territory and political control to conser-
vative regimes or at least those that supported the Concert system. Ultimately,
it drove away more liberal states such as Britain and France. Nevertheless, the
Concert system continued to operate, though in diminished form. Ambassa-
dorial conferences replaced leading ministerial gatherings. Conferences were
held, for example, in 1852 and 1864 in London over Schleswig-Holstein, and
in 1876 in Constantinople over the Balkans, and again in 1912-13. Between
1822 and 1914, twenty-six such conferences were held.

Ministerial conferences were not altogether abandoned in the late nine-
teenth century, though they were infrequent. There were two gatherings that
included senior statesmen from most of the great powers: one in Paris in 1856
following the Crimean War and one in Berlin in 1878 after the Russo-Turkish
conflict. Although the primary focus of these meetings was the termination of
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local wars, both acknowledged the diplomatic practice of great power gover-
nance and the importance of a stable, peaceful international system. Other
proposed calls for conferences, however, such as France’s on the eve of the
1866 Austro-Prussian conflict, went unheeded.

Over time, then, the architecture of the Concert system—its “constitution
and its constitutional watchdog,” as described by Gordon Craig and Alexander
George—had faded away." Its ability to change national incentives and constrain
state behavior had eroded. In The War That Ended Peace, Margaret MacMillan
observes that, in the weeks before the outbreak of World War I, the Triple
Entente hoped “that somehow the moribund Concert of Europe might come to
life again and settle yet another European crisis””*® Britain’s foreign secretary, Sir
Edward Grey, favored an ambassadorial conference to be convened in London
that would allow the key players, Austria and Serbia, to meet and resolve the
crisis. And there were other failed efforts. Germany, for example, rejected a
four-power mediation attempt just before the outbreak of war. The practice of
calling on the Concert of Europe to maintain peace and international stability
was by 1914 ineffective in the face of rising diplomatic and military tensions.

The Assertive Foreign Policy of Wilhelmine Germany

The turn away from Bismarckian diplomacy by Kaiser Wilhelm II and his
ministers was gradual but marked. It began with the decision by Chancellor
Leo von Caprivi not to renew the Reinsurance Treaty—that critical rela-
tionship that tied Germany to Russia—notwithstanding the Triple Alliance
of Germany, Italy, and Austria-Hungary. This abandonment of Bismarck’s
“lifeline” to Russia provided the opening for Russia and France to establish
the Franco-Russian alliance, enabling France to escape the isolation that
Bismarck had imposed on it following the Franco-Prussian War. The new
Franco-Russian alliance was designed, as suggested by Christopher Clark “to
meet and balance the threat from a competing coalition. In this sense, the
Alliance marked a turning point in the prelude to the Great War.*¢

In Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm assumed a more aggressive posture after
BismarcK’s departure that raised tensions with Great Britain. Berlin embraced
Weltpolitik or “world policy” Weltpolitik ran counter to earlier Bismarckian
policy by placing the German Empire squarely in the imperialist game. As
Secretary of State for Foreign Relations Bernhard von Biilow declared in 1897,
“We don’t want to put anyone in the shadow, but we too demand our place in the
sun.”"” This desire for expansion was meant to redress Germany’s late arrival on
the imperial stage and to allow Germany to catch up with France, Britain, and



Before the War

Russia. It was a direct rebuff of Bismarckian restraint. Additionally, the kaiser
and Adm. Alfred von Tirpitz decided to “challenge” the British navy. Although
Tirpitz could not produce Dreadnought battleships at the same rate as Britain,
his efforts served to sour relations between the two countries. Weltpolitik was
viewed with growing distaste by British officials and the British public. As Sir
Eyre Crowe, chief clerk of the Western Department of the Foreign Ministry

wrote:

For there is one road which, if past experience is any guide to the
future, will most certainly not lead to any permanent improvement
of relations with any Power, least of all Germany, and which must
therefore be abandoned: that is the road paved with graceful British
concessions—concessions made without any conviction either of
their justice or of their being set off by equivalent counter-services.
The vain hopes that in this manner Germany can be “conciliated”
and made more friendly must be definitely given up. It may be that
such hopes are still honestly cherished by irresponsible people,
ignorant, perhaps necessarily ignorant, of the history of Anglo-
German relations during the last twenty years, which cannot be
better described than as the history of a systematic policy of gratu-
itous concessions, a policy which has led to the highly disappointing
result disclosed by the almost perpetual state of tension existing
between the two countries.'®

Lessons from History

Notwithstanding the enormous historical inquiry, historians and international
relations specialists have failed to achieve any consensus over the origins of
World War I, let alone which great power was responsible for its outbreak.
Yet President Wilson had no difficulty in concluding what he believed had
led to this catastrophic war. He even designed a new international relations
system and new diplomatic practices to maintain peace and international
stability. The New Diplomacy would reject the balance of power system, secret
covenants and other arrangements among the great powers, and the lack of
transparency and public involvement in the conduct of diplomacy. Wilson
argued that a permanent institution—the League of Nations—would act to
maintain international peace and stability where the balance of power system
had not. The president believed that if a conference had been called on the
eve of war in 1914, the conflict could not have taken place. The parties could
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not have explained their devious and punitive motives to an observant world,
nor would they have mobilized so quickly in the face of popular opinion. But
who would enforce the sanctions against a future aggressor nation? Neither
Article 10 nor Article 16 of the Covenant of the League provided the necessary
enforcement powers. Instead, it would be left up to individual nations.

The tragedy of Wilson’s assessment was to view the diplomatic practices
of the nineteenth century as all of a piece. He ignored the Concert system
and the Bismarckian Concert that had prevailed from the 1870s through
1890." That system might have been useful in 1914. If crosscutting alliances
had existed at that time, Europe might not have been divided into the Triple
Entente and the Triple Alliance and thus might have averted the face-off
of August 1914. The yoking of rivals—holding one’s allies close and one’s
rivals equally close—in a structure of diplomacy would have eliminated the
emergence of the two camps. Eliminating Germany’s new imperial adventures
and its naval challenge to Great Britain would have ameliorated the growing
rivalries. It might also have toned down, or made less influential, the voices of
anti-German officials in the British Foreign Office.

Conclusion

The state of the global economy, advances in technology, and crosscutting
cleavages are just some of the elements that need to be understood in managing
great power relations. A number of experts, including Margaret MacMillan,
have warned against history’s casual use.” In regards to U.S.-China relations,
she writes, “It is tempting—and sobering—to compare today’s relationship
between China and America to that between Germany and England a century
ago”* She notes that increased Chinese military spending, including the
buildup of naval capacity, suggests to U.S. strategists that “China intends
to challenge the United States as a Pacific power, and we are now seeing an
arms race between the countries in that region”** Relations between the
United States and Japan are terribly important in this context and the rise of
China and Chinese assertiveness refocuses attention on the mutual defense
obligations between these two allies. In particular, the growing political and
military tensions over the Senkakus, as the Japanese call these islands in the
East China Sea, or Diaoyutai for China, have become a possible flash point for
a Japanese-Chinese conflict that could drag in the United States.

What lessons might be drawn from the Older Diplomacy? Bismarck
would certainly be aware of the constraints on allies that alliance relations
create. The United States has emphasized publicly that it wants China and
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Japan to resolve any international disputes peacefully. Additionally, it may be
useful for U.S. officials to caution Japan at least privately against potentially
reckless behavior and to suggest limits to U.S. actions to support Japan if a
military encounter were to occur in the East China Sea. Bismarck would likely
view such a double-edged approach quite favorably.

Going beyond the perils of alliances, Bismarck would seek to find ways of
not only deterring China but also of attracting it to join a larger complex of great
powers. Even with France, Bismarck sought to draw Paris into colonial ventures
(particularly in Tunisia) where its ambitions could be fulfilled without action
on the Rhine. Russia was included in his coalition, but Bismarck’s idea was
for Britain and Austria to play primary roles in limiting Russia, not Germany.
In a more recent expression of statecraft, Henry Kissinger endeavored to use
China to draw Russia closer to the United States, not to humiliate it. The main
challenge today is not to deter China or to form a balance against it, but to
attract it to join the most powerful economic combine in the world.
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Respites or Resolutions?

Recurring Crises and the Origins of War

Arthur A. Stein

A MONG MAJOR WARS, World War I holds pride of place. The war was
immediately recognized and has continued to be seen as a cataclysmic
event. Within a year of its outbreak, it had already been dubbed “the Great
War” and was soon thereafter called “the war to end all wars” Although the
latter characterization lasted barely a generation, World War I has continued
to be a relevant touchstone for subsequent analysts.'

The inherent scholarly interest in the causes of war has been conjoined in
this case with the political and historical importance of assigning responsibility
for the outbreak of hostilities and the tensions underlying them. Indeed, as Ross
Collins notes, “The debate over who started World War I began only weeks after
the war declarations” That debate has continued virtually unabated.’

Over the years since World War I, scholars have argued about its causes
versus its origins. Those who look at causes focus on the specific trigger that
began the hostilities and the period between the assassination of Austria’s
Archduke Franz Ferdinand and the many declarations of war. In contrast,
those interested in origins emphasize longer-term structural features, such as
the system of European alliances or the long-running arms race.

There has also been disagreement over the decades as to whether World
War I was a “war of miscalculation” or a “war by design” Those who see it
as the outcome of miscalculation consider World War I a prototypical war
that occurred by accident, as interlocking military mobilizations generated an
outcome not fully foreseen or desired by any of the warring powers. Those who
have feared that a “war by miscalculation” could occur in their own times have
stressed the perspective that puts World War I into that category and high-
lighted other similarities between that era and the ones in which they write. In
contrast are those who hold that Germany wanted war. This was the immediate
position at the time of the 1918 Paris Peace Conference, and those who make
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this argument today believe that fear of another “war by design” is unnecessary,
because no country is as aggressive as was pre-World War I Germany.*

Much scholarship focuses on the immediate causes of hostilities, on
the transition from a state of peace, or nonwar, to a state of war. The current
consensus holds that war is a costly form of conflict, and rational leaders want
to avoid those costs.” Indeed, if a war’s outcome were known with certainty
beforehand, the participants would be better off simply moving to that
postwar state without paying the intervening costs of war. In this sense, wars
are like strikes.® The bargaining theory of war posits reasons, discussed below,
why states cannot arrive at negotiated deals to avoid the costs of war.

This chapter develops an alternative argument about both the origins of
war, in general, and those of World War I, in particular. It argues that the
origins of many wars, most especially World War I, have lain in recurrent
crises. The delineation of the argument below is followed by its application
to World War I and a discussion of its implications for international relations
theory and contemporary international politics.

War and Strategies in Sequential Crises

The argument developed here rests on a simple premise: that many wars,
especially major power wars, do not occur suddenly and without warning. In
most cases, that is, war does not occur the first time two states have a serious
dispute. Rather, most wars reflect long-standing conflicts of interests and are
preceded by crises that are at least temporarily resolved.” Yet the underlying
conflict between the nations is not truly settled. In other words, the ends of
crises do not constitute resolutions, but respites. Great power conflicts expe-
rience militarized crises and remissions.?

After a pattern of recurrent crises, wars break out when a new standoft
between the same powers cannot be resolved as others had been earlier. That
is, the strategies that states adopted previously and that were the basis for
respites and remissions are not repeated. Consequently, countries adopt a
modified Win-Stay Lose-Shift strategy.” Strategies that are seen as resulting
in a triumph are repeated, whereas those deemed to have resulted in a loss or
defeat at another’s hands are not."

The history of interactions that ultimately result in war constitutes a
critical backdrop providing the tinder for the lit match of the final triggering
event. Three brief examples illustrate this argument. Imagine a Prisoners’
Dilemma game played once, one that does not result in mutual defection.
One state decides to cooperate in the expectation of reciprocity, but the other
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defects. The next time the two interact in a Prisoners’ Dilemma game, the
state that defected does so again, but the one that initially cooperated shifts
strategies and defects as well."

Alternatively, imagine a game of Chicken, one also treated as a model of
international interactions. Both actors in Chicken want to defect while the
other cooperates. The game has two equilibriums—those outcomes in which
one of the actors defects and the other cooperates. The actors’ preferences
generate competition in risk taking and brinksmanship, behaviors that have
become the hallmark of the game. Imagine a game of Chicken in which one
actor has defected and the other cooperates, thus avoiding the outcome of
mutual defection. Now imagine a second iteration. The actor that defected the
first time has every expectation that the other will again capitulate and that
it will again emerge triumphant. At a minimum, that actor has no reason not
to defect. The actor whose previous capitulation prevented conflict, however,
does not want to be so accommodating and instead stands firm while the first
actor expects a repeat of the previous capitulation.? Although the choices of
rational actors should still not result in mutual defection, this outcome can
occur when actors misread each other, something more likely to occur when
the game is repeated against the backdrop of previous play in which mutual
defection has been averted."

A comparable situation arises when states bargain repeatedly. Even if states
have mutual interests, there is usually a bargaining range (the Pareto surface)
along which they have a conflict of interest, because each wants to secure more
from the ultimate outcome; that increment will come at the other’s expense.'* Now
imagine situations of repeated bargaining in which one side gets the lion’s share
of the spoils. At some point, the party that has accepted the smaller payoft will
likely reject such a division and demand more. At the very least, it will not accept
a negotiated resolution that provides it less. Repeated distributional conflicts can
preclude a bargain even when a mutually beneficial outcome exists.

These examples all assume repetition of the same game, but repeated
interaction can also change the game itself to the point where the actors’ assess-
ments of the payoffs, not just of the probabilities, change. Again, take the case
of two actors playing a game of Chicken. War is the least desirable outcome,
and the game ends with one actor cooperating and the other defecting. The
actor who cooperated may then reassess the game itself and, in a future crisis,
feel that the experience of humiliation and what it wrought was worse than
having gone to war would have been. That shift in the assessment of the payoffs
changes the game from Chicken to one of “called bluff,;” in which the actor
who no longer finds war the least desired outcome has a dominant strategy of
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defection.”® The other actor, who has a contingent strategy and whose prefer-
ences have not changed should then shift to cooperation upon realizing that
the other actor’s preferences have changed. The failure to recognize the other’s
shift, however, would lead to war.'¢

In each of these cases, a nonconflictual resolution in an initial situation
makes a peaceful resolution more difficult to achieve in subsequent interac-
tions. This is the core problem of international politics. States, especially great
powers with wide-ranging geopolitical interests and concerns, interact with
one another repeatedly. This means that they face repeated crises, some of
which entail the risk of war. Successfully averting war once or twice is no
guarantee that they will avoid it again. Indeed, the most critical factor in a
subsequent round becomes the terms under which conflict was previously
averted, whether earlier crises were resolved or went into remission.

World War I constitutes a prime example of this phenomenon. It was
preceded by full-blown major power crises that served as precursors to overt
hostilities when the two rising powers of Europe, Germany and Russia,
each asserted its interests. The other great powers thwarted their ambitions,
however, and the game then changed.

The First Moroccan Crisis, 1905-06

The “Moroccan problem was the political barometer of Europe,” observes
Eugene Anderson, and the 1905-06 Moroccan crisis was the first of those
presaging World War I. As Anderson notes, “It contained all those elements
that were present at the other crises on the road to the great war”"” The
nations of Europe had long recognized Morocco as an independent country.
Conflicting European interests in the nineteenth century had typically been
settled by international conferences. And in 1880, at a conference at Madrid,
the European powers agreed on a status quo that would not change without
all of their agreement.

In the Anglo-French Entente of 1904, an arrangement that settled
many of those two nations’ long-standing disputes around the world,
Britain consented to a free French hand in Morocco in exchange for its
own freedom of action in Egypt.”® Having also concluded agreements with
Spain and Italy regarding Morocco, the French in January 1905 pressed
the sultan of the Ottoman Empire to accept reforms that would effectively
make Morocco a French protectorate. In response, Germany’s Kaiser
Wilhelm II traveled to Morocco to publicly offer German support for
Moroccan independence.
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Germany wanted to reaffirm its long-standing interests in Morocco and to
end the new British-French cooperation that isolated the Germans. Its strategy
failed when great power jockeying solidified the English-French relationship.
Sir Edward Grey, who would serve as Britain’s foreign secretary until 1916, first
assumed that post with the new government that came to power in London
in December 1905. One of his first acts was to inform Germany that Britain
would not likely remain neutral in a war between France and Germany.

After much maneuvering among the powers, a conference was held in
Algeciras, Spain, in 1906 with representatives from Austria, France, Germany,
Great Britain, Italy, Russia, Spain, and the United States. Despite extensive
efforts to obtain the support of others, Germany found only Austria, its ally,
backing its proposal for an independent Morocco rather than de facto French
control. In the end, Germany had to accept an outcome that it had earlier
deemed unacceptable. German assertiveness had ended up strengthening
the twelve-year-old Franco-Russian alliance and the new Anglo-French
Entente, with the British and French entering military dialogue in 1905. Most
important, the alliance generated a German perception of encirclement and
isolation, a view that the Anglo-Russian Entente of 1907 strengthened.

The resolution of the first Moroccan crisis was a disaster for Germany,
“the reverse of that intended” Its policy had unraveled, and “the constellation
which faced it in 1907 had seemed unimaginable” only a few years before.”
The crisis “gave a first hint of things to come and foreshadowed the world
war” It was a “true ‘crisis, a turning-point in European history” in which
“war between France and Germany was seriously, though remotely, contem-
plated for the first time since 1875 In its history “are mirrored almost all the

movements of the Powers with reference to one another””!

The Bosnian Crisis, 1908-09

Following the 1905-06 Moroccan crisis came another in the Balkans, one that
more closely resembled the crisis that actually precipitated World War I. Its
origins lay in the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the contest between
Austria-Hungary and Russia over the Balkans. The Ottoman Empire, which
had once controlled much of southeastern Europe, had begun to fray. As one
historian puts it, “The origins of the tensions in the Balkans which became
the immediate cause of the First World War lie...in Ottoman senescence.”*
The combination of weakening Ottoman rule and rising nationalist
sentiment in southeastern Europe had given birth to movements for
autonomy and independence within the Balkans while the great powers
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jockeyed to control the area. Russia had fought a series of wars with Turkey
in the nineteenth century and had become the champion of the Balkan
Slavs. In 1877 war with Turkey erupted over uprisings by Slavic subjects
of the Ottomans, and Russias victory liberated most of southeastern
Europe from Ottoman rule. The following year Russia dictated the terms
of the Treaty of San Stefano, which included independence for Serbia and
autonomy for Bulgaria, which was expected to be dominated by Russia. The
other European powers met within months, and at the Congress of Berlin an
isolated Russia found the terms of the treaty altered. Greater Bulgaria was
divided in three, and Austria was allowed to occupy and administer Bosnia
and Herzegovina, provinces inhabited primarily by Serbs and Croats. Prince
Gorchakov, chancellor of the Russian Empire, called the Berlin conference
“the darkest page of [his] life”* British Foreign Secretary Lord Salisbury
described the resolution of 1878 as “a mere respite.”*

Two decades later, a crisis erupted in 1908 when Austria-Hungary
annexed the provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Russia was prepared to
accept this formalization of Austria’s position in exchange for Austria agreeing
to an amendment to the standing international agreement and reopening the
Turkish Straits to Russian warships. Austria reneged, however. And when
the independent Kingdom of Serbia objected to Bosnia’s annexation and
mobilized its army, it received Russian support. A flurry of discussions and
negotiations resulted in Russia’s diplomatic humiliation. The great powers
affirmed Austria’s annexation and made no amendments regarding Russian
passage through the straits.

The Second Moroccan Crisis, 1911

“The Moroccan problem,” writes Anderson, “left behind plenty of raw material
from which future conflicts could arise” One of those conflicts again pitted
France against Germany in a contest over control of Morocco, where disorder
spread to the capital (then at Fez) in March 1911.* At that point, the French
decided to send an expeditionary force to protect lives and property. They came
to this decision even though it represented a breach of the Algeciras settlement
of 1906 and disregarded a German warning not to take military action. The
Germans’ initial response was to signal that this constituted an abrogation of the
Algeciras settlement and to demand compensation should the French seek to
establish an outright protectorate. Germany also sent a gunboat, the Panther, to
the Moroccan harbor of Agadir, an action that it justified as necessary to protect
German citizens, even though none were there. Franco-German discussions

18



Respites or Resolutions?

about acceptable compensation proceeded but foundered over German demands
for all of French Congo.

Ironically, German efforts to keep Britain uninvolved backfired. The
British had not initially fully supported the French, but excessive German
assertiveness resulted in Britain signaling that it would back France’s position
on compensation. During the summer and into the fall of 1911, there were
war scares and military preparations, including military staft talks between
Britain and France. Finally, in November 1911, France and Germany signed
an agreement in which Germany obtained minor concessions in Africa while
recognizing French control of Morocco.

Thus France had advanced its geopolitical position and obtained the
support of Britain and Russia. Although no formal alliance resulted between
Britain and France, their strategies had become more closely aligned. Once
again, Germany’s assertiveness had led to its humiliating retreat; Germany
failed to achieve its stated interests and further antagonized Britain and
Russia. It also engendered military as well as diplomatic cooperation between
Britain and France.”®

The July 1914 Crisis

The next European crisis came in July 1914 and was not resolved short of
war. Again, a Balkan crisis pitted Russia against Austria. As it had in the
past, Germany supported Austria and its decision to present Serbia with an
ultimatum after the assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand, an
act in which members of the Serbian military were implicated. When Austria
attacked Serbia, Russia undertook a partial military mobilization in support
of the Serbs rather than accept Austrias action. Moreover, Germany this
time rejected a British call, which others had accepted, for an international
conference to resolve the dispute between Austria-Hungary and Serbia. More
than once, Kaiser Wilhelm told a close friend, “This time I shall not give in.”*

The possibility of a European war had been both widely feared and widely
dismissed in the years before one finally began in 1914. David Starr Jordan,
Stanford University’s first president and the president of the World Peace
Foundation, concluded from his trip to Europe that “no considerable body
of rational men in either France or Germany desires war or would look upon
it otherwise than as a dire calamity”?® One reason for thinking war unlikely
was that 1914 Europe had weathered multiple crises in which war seemed
possible but without belligerencies breaking out. The European publics had
little expectation of, or desire for, war.?’
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Some did worry about the prospects of war, however, and saw the respites
between crises as themselves being a problem. As French socialist Jean Jaures
put it in April 1913, “Europe has been afflicted by so many crises for so many
years, it has been put dangerously to the test so many times without war breaking
out that it has almost ceased to believe in the threat*® Historian Paul Schroeder
puts the point starkly: “Europe’s frequent escapes from crises before 1914 do not
indicate the possibility that she could have continued to avoid war indefinitely;
they rather indicate a general systemic crisis, an approaching breakdown.!

The point made here, however, is that the crises were not necessarily
a sign of either an approaching systemic breakdown or systemic strength.
Rather, the ways in which they were resolved, or more accurately not
resolved, sowed the seeds of future problems. Ends of crises that result in
clear winners and thus generate a response from the losers of “not next time”
or “never again” pose dangers for systemic stability and dim the prospect for
war to be avoided in a subsequent crisis.

Implications for International Relations Theory

This theory of the origins of war has implications for the arguments scholars
make and the ways they assess them. These arguments and assessments are
relevant for policy.

The Limits of Studying the Immediate Causes of War

Wars are the product of ongoing and strategic interactions and of repeated inter-
actions. Wars are the end point of a host of actions and reactions that extend
back in time beyond the period immediately preceding the opening of armed
hostilities. Prewar crises and the inferences that states draw from them for their
subsequent interactions are crucial to understanding the emergence of war.
This argument implies an inadequacy in two prevalent approaches to the
study of the outbreak of war. On the one hand are the many studies of war, in
general, and World War 1, in particular, that examine nations’ specific decisions
to go to war. In the case of World War I, such studies lead to a focus on July 1914,
because two earlier Balkan wars and a long series of quarrels between Austria
and Serbia had not resulted in war. The argument becomes one that claims,
whether implicitly or explicitly, that because only the specific features of 1914
resulted in belligerencies, only they deserve attention.”> Such an approach is
inadequate, however, because it decontextualizes a sequence of interactions.
On the other hand are structural approaches to the origins of war that
focus on long-range dynamics such as the distribution of power and techno-
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logical change. These are indeed important, but they need to be complemented
by an analysis of the repeated crises that lead to war. Further, both approaches
need to address why war was avoided in earlier crises, but was not in the one
that eventually resulted in war. They need to be able to say what changed.

The Assumption of the Independence of Events

Many studies of international politics, especially quantitative ones, treat events
as independent of one another. This is standard practice in studies using
large databases of events and disputes. Most analyses of militarized inter-
state disputes (MIDs) treat such disputes as independent events and correlate
measures of purported causal variables with the occurrence of MIDs.** They
do so because it simplifies statistical inference. Yet such parameter estimates
would be suspect if MIDs were not independent events. This chapter does not
address whether MIDs are independent events, but it does suggest that state
strategies in recurring MIDs are not independent. Hence, attributing war or
even the escalation of MIDs to a set of exogenous features rather than endog-
enous strategic learning is inappropriate.*

The Bargaining Theory of War

Scholars of international relations generally share an understanding of war that is
built on a simple and singular logic: that wars are costly and states therefore want
to avoid them. The failure to achieve a bargain to avoid belligerencies implies
information asymmetries (where only conflict can reveal the intensities of pref-
erences), or an inability to divide issues, or an inability to undertake the credible
commitments needed to avoid war. This argument points to the difficulties that
preclude the kinds of bargains necessary for avoiding costly conflicts.

Yet states that have experienced recurrent crises and remissions have
found ways to avoid costly conflicts, despite the existence of informational
asymmetries and commitment problems. Thus something must have changed
for a crisis to end in war. If bargains to avoid war were possible at one point
but not subsequently, informational asymmetries and commitment problems
must have arisen between the occurrence of a crisis that successfully avoided
war and the crisis that led to one.

The emphasis on informational asymmetry suggests that nations alone
know their own resolve and are unable to signal it. Yet this disparity should
be at its greatest when an interstate crisis first arises, not after a series of them.
Similarly, if war begins because of one state’s inability to credibly commit to
exercising its expected power, there is no good reason why that would not be
so when a rising and a declining power have their first crisis.*
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In short, any formal model of conflict that looks only at one strategic
interaction is incomplete and problematic. It is not the extant features of the
final crisis but the repeated play preceding it that precludes a new agreement.
War results when states replay crises and change strategies instead of finding
a new bargain. The information asymmetry arises because of a state’s unwill-
ingness to again accept diplomatic defeat.’

Reputation and International Politics

There is a lively debate among scholars of international relations about the role of
reputation. Some argue that nations’ track records clearly matter, that states assess
one another’s past histories and adopt strategies based on their understandings of
others’ past behavior. As a result, states also worry about their reputations. At times,
therefore, they act not in accordance with their immediate interests but with an
eye to their long-term reputation. In contrast, others argue, there is little empirical
evidence that states assess one another’s reputations. Instead, they focus on the
features of the particular event at hand.”” Yet the entire debate about reputation
in international politics is miscast as one about whether a state’s actions affect its
credibility— for example, whether a nation choosing to back down is a function of
its character or the particular features of a specific crisis.*

The argument here does not address whether states worry about their reputa-
tions or monitor those of others. It simply argues that states maintain or change
strategies as a function of experience. That they continue on a particular course,
however, can be seen as evidence of their wanting to maintain a reputation, but it is
merely their continuation of a strategy deemed to have been successful in the past.
That they change course after experiencing diplomatic defeat derives not from a
concern about their reputation but from their wanting to avoid a repetition of the
last outcome, which left them dissatisfied or aggrieved. In short, “current calculus
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theory” entails past experience theory.

Modeling Rivalries and Recurrence

Conflicts and rivalries between pairs of countries occur over extended
periods. For this reason, scholars need to address questions about their
origins, courses, and outcomes. Yet the small literature devoted to interna-
tional rivalries is one in which scholars dispute what constitutes a rivalry and
the appropriate focus for scholarship. Some even see a focus on rivalries as
replacing a “traditional causes-of-war approach”*® Moreover, the quantitative
studies of these interactions provide no logic for when and why conflicts and
rivalries result in war. The argument in this chapter provides a logic for when
and why crises become more difficult to resolve peacefully.
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Conclusion

World War I has remained a specter for a century. During the Cold War, many
scholars and policymakers feared the possibility of war by miscalculation and
wondered if World War I provided an analogue for the prospect of a war growing
out of a crisis between the superpowers.”! The end of the Cold War brought a fear
of the prospect of returning to the structural conditions preceding World War L.**

In the early twenty-first century, concern has grown about interstate relations
in the western Pacific and the fear that they mirror those in Europe prior to
World War I. Kevin Rudd, the former foreign minister and prime minister of
Australia, notes that “the region increasingly resembles a 21st-century maritime
redux of the Balkans a century ago—a tinderbox on water.”** Historian Margaret
MacMillan, the author of a book on World War I, notes the equivalence as well:
“It is tempting—and sobering—to compare today’s relationship between China
and the U.S. with that between Germany and England a century ago”** Historian
Christopher Clark arrives at the same conclusion after also writing a book on
World War I: “T must say I was struck by the...insight...that...our world is
getting more like 1914, not less like it”*

They are not alone. It has become commonplace for scholars, policy-
makers, and journalists to compare the current conflicts in East Asia to the
period preceding World War I. Today, as then, there is the prospect of a power
transition in which a rising power faces a declining one. Also in evidence are
territorial disputes, trade and investment rivalries, concerns with national
honor, and alliances cemented by common geopolitical concerns. But today, as
then, there is substantial economic interdependence between the relevant great
powers, growing wealth, massive reductions in poverty, growth in education
and science, and the arrival of industrialization and modernity. Today, as
then, the sense that war would be irrationally ruinous and so readily avoidable
coexists with the view that the conflicts that could lead to war are both present
and worsening. The international community has already witnessed small-
scale crises concluding with respites rather than resolutions. The crises seem
manageable. If they come to leave clear winners and clear losers, however, the
danger of war will emerge with a subsequent crisis in which one side attempts
to reproduce its triumph and the other vows “never again”
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Better Now Than Later

The Paradox of 1914 as Everyone’s Favored Year for War

Jack Snyder

O NE REASON WHY Europe went to war in 1914 is that all of the conti-
nental great powers judged it a favorable moment for a fight, and all
were pessimistic about postponing the fight until later. On its face, this expla-
nation constitutes a paradox. Still, each power had a superficially plausible
reason for thinking this was true.

Germany wanted to fight to forestall the planned future growth of Russian
military might. France wanted to fight because the Balkan casus belli would
bring Russia into the war, guaranteeing that France would not be left to face
the German army alone. Austria wanted to fight because Germany had given
it a blank check to help solve its endemic, existential security problems in the
Balkans. Russia wanted to fight because, unlike in some previous Balkan crises,
its army was reasonably prepared and France was already committed to fight.

All of these reasons, however, especially Russia’s, prompt crucial
questions in ways that merely deepen the paradox. The basic facts about the
military and economic capabilities of the powers, their likely war plans, and
their domestic political constraints were more or less common knowledge.
What would happen in the event of war was fraught with great uncertainty,
but this largely shared unknown did not include huge asymmetries of private
knowledge. Moreover, key statesmen in each of the powers considered defeat
and social upheaval to lie within the scope of possibility. In a dark moment,
German Chief of the General Staff Helmuth von Moltke said that he expected
“a war which will annihilate the civilization of almost the whole of Europe
for decades to come” and bring pressures for revolution.! German Chancellor
Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg decided not to replant trees on his East
Prussia estate because the Russian army would soon be overrunning it.? Yet
each country decided that 1914 would be a favorable year for war despite
having roughly similar information and fearing a chance of disaster.
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This kind of paradox is not only an interesting puzzle in its own right, but it
has long been seen as a central cause of this war and of wars in general. Decades
ago Geoffrey Blainey wrote that wars happen when the sides disagree about their
relative power, and each thinks it can win, expecting to do better by fighting than
bargaining.’> William Wohlforth documented this puzzle for 1914, explaining
how Blainey’s argument figured into calculations that impelled Europe to war.*
James Fearon later extended and formalized Blainey’s insights, using examples
from 1914 to illustrate the conditions under which rational states would fight
costly wars rather than find a cheaper bargain that could avoid the fight, namely,
private information, commitment problems, and indivisibility of stakes.

This hugely and justly influential literature leaves unanswered crucial
questions about the timing paradox and its role in causing the war. I argue that
none of Fearon’s three rationalist mechanisms, articulated in their strictest
form, can explain the paradox of the universal, simultaneous view of 1914
as a favorable year for war. Two mechanisms that play a marginal role in his
analysis, however—bounded rationality in multidimensional power assess-
ments and attempts to mitigate power shifts through coercive diplomacy—
help to explain how Europe’s powers became trapped in a choice between
war now and war later. These mechanisms were set in motion by background
strategic assumptions rooted in the culture of militarism and nationalism that
perversely structured the options facing Europe’s statesmen in 1914. Whereas
Fearon’s rationalist theory assumes that states are paying equal attention to all
relevant information, in 1914 each power’s strategic calculations were dispro-
portionately shaped by self-absorption in its own domestic concerns and
alliance anxieties, and this explains the paradox.

The Timing Paradox in Theory

How has the bargaining theory of war understood the puzzle of simultaneous
optimism of rivals about their prospects in war? Blainey is concerned mainly
with the consequences of disagreements about relative power and less with
their causes. He notes that uncertainty about likely outcomes allows both sides
to be optimistic, and that information learned in fighting the war reduces
disagreements about relative power and leads to peace.®* What he does not
emphasize, however, is that uncertainty should produce mutual pessimism
about victory, and thus peace, just as often as it produces mutual optimism and
war. Uncertainty per se helps to explain how random variations in expecta-
tions might sometimes cause war, but not why universal optimism and war
will occur at any particular time.

26



Better Now Than Later

Blainey also notes that emotions triggered by nationalism might make
all sides irrationally optimistic. Adding widespread nationalism to the causal
mix, however, does not necessarily lead to universal over-optimism. Europe’s
powers were not optimistic about everything in 1914. On the contrary, they
were all pessimistic about their future prospects if they backed away from a
fight in that year; that pessimism is what caused the war. Blainey identified an
interesting mechanism, but he left loose ends.

Wohlforth, like Blainey, focuses more on the effects of perceived power,
especially Russia’s rising might, than on its causes. Wohlforth, drawing mainly
on a largely descriptive book by Risto Ropponen, notes that France and Britain
evaluated Russia’s current military power more highly than did Germany and
Austria, but Ropponen does not explain why.” One of Wohlforth’s conclusions
is that Germany was probably wrong to expect that Russia would soon outstrip
its power; thus preventive war to stop Russian growth was unnecessary.®
Indeed, Germany’s impending insufficiency of ground forces was arguably
caused mainly by Gen. Alfred von Schlieffen’s unnecessarily demanding plan
to start the two-front war with a go-for-broke offensive against France before
turning toward Russia. Schlieffen himself admitted that “this is an enterprise
for which we are too weak?™”

Wohlforths strongest argument about the causes of universal short-
term optimism emphasizes a merely permissive condition: the near parity in
power between the two alliances created the possibility that both sides might
imagine the possibility of winning.!” This possibility was magnified by the
widespread belief in the efficacy of offensive military operations, which turned
small, perceived advantages in military power into temptations to engage in
aggressive behavior and made moderate adverse shifts in power seem dire."
Still, Wohlforth’s argument does not explain the paradox that all sides were
more optimistic about war in 1914 than about war later.

Fearon broadens Blainey’s argument to include not just disagreements

>«

about relative power but also differing estimates of the sides’ “willingness to
fight”'? In this framework, Fearon offers three reasons why rational parties
might decide to fight rather than come to an agreement that avoids the
costs of war: (1) the sides have private information about their strength that
they cannot credibly reveal, creating the Blainey problem of simultaneous
optimism; (2) the sides cannot credibly commit to honor an agreement if
their relative power shifts in the future; and (3) the sides see the stakes of the
fight as indivisible in key respects. Subsequent scholarship has debated which
of these three mechanisms best explains not only the origins of wars but also

the timing and manner of their termination."
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The Timing Paradox in 1914

The year 1914 provides a redoubled version of the Blainey problem: not only
did the major continental states somewhat overvalue the current relative
power of their own alliance, but more important, they undervalued the likely
relative power of their alliance in the future. This expectation that conditions
could become much less favorable facilitated the conclusion that it would be
better to fight sooner than later, even in the face of ambivalence and uncer-
tainty about the outcome of the conflict.

Historian David Herrmann notes that impending changes in the
military equilibrium “made the future appear ominous to both sides for
different reasons. The situation was paradoxical, but the fears none the less
vivid”" For the Central Powers, Germany’s army expansion was peaking in
1914, and Austria seemed to be reaching the limits of the power potential of
its ramshackle state. For the Triple Entente, in contrast, the Russian Duma
had just passed a bill that would increase the army’s size 40 percent by
1917, and France had just increased its length of military service from two
years to three, which would produce a corresponding increase in the size
of the standing army once the new cohorts were trained.”” Notwithstanding
these seemingly rosy military trends, the Entente’s nightmare was that its
alliance would break up if the July crisis, which was engendered by the assas-
sination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand on June 28, 1914, did not
end favorably. Russia, weakened by the 1905 revolution and defeat in the
1904-05 Russo-Japanese War, had failed to back France in its showdowns
with Germany over Morocco in 1905 and 1911. Meanwhile France had failed
to support Russia against Austria and Germany in the Bosnia annexation
crisis of 1908-09. One more such failure, especially given that the improving
military balance removed the excuse of incapacity, might prove fatal to the
allies’ mutual trust and confidence. “If given the choice,” says Herrmann,
“the Entente leaders would have preferred to wait and fight a war later if
necessary, but the crisis over Serbia forced them to decide at once. Both sides
were therefore gambling over military eclipse in 1914”6

As aresult, as they approached July 1914, both sides were in the mood to
risk war now rather than face it in adverse conditions later, notwithstanding
some hedging by key statesmen. German Foreign Minister Gottlieb von Jagow
and his deputy, Arthur Zimmerman, both considered the moment particu-

larly favorable."”

I do not desire a preventive war,” said Jagow, “but if we are
called upon to fight, we must not funk it”** A few weeks before the archduke’s

assassination in Sarajevo, Chief of the German General Staff von Moltke told
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Jagow that he should conduct his foreign policy “with the aim of provoking a
war in the near future” He was cagier with Austrian Chief of the General Staft
Franz Conrad von Hétzendorf, admitting there was a chance that Germany
might not defeat France quickly. “I will do what I can. We are not superior
to the French””® Some argue that Moltke’s preventive war talk, just as he was
leaving for a spa vacation, was a ploy to scare the civilians into granting a new
army bill.* But once back in Berlin, Moltke said again on July 29, “We shall
never hit it again so well as we do now with France’s and Russia’s expansion of
their armies incomplete”*!

Ironically, across the border many French officers held the same view. The
very next day a prominent French general wrote his son that “a better occasion
would never be found” for war. French military attachés in St. Petersburg
and Berlin echoed this sentiment.?? In the spring of 1913 the future French
commander, Marshal Ferdinand Foch, had told his future British counterpart,
Henry Wilson, that war should not be long delayed. Foch argued that under
current circumstances, the war would arise over a Balkan squabble, so Russia
would surely be a full participant, whereas Russia might stay aloof from a
purely Franco-German contingency.”® In April 1914 the Russian attaché in
Paris wrote the chief of Russia’s General Staff, Nikolai Ianushkevich, that
French power was peaking relative to Germany’s for demographic reasons.*

Adding further irony to the paradox was the fact that 1914 was not a good
time to initiate war for any of the continental powers, let alone all of them.
Every offensive with which any of the continental powers began the war failed
to achieve its tactical, strategic, or political objectives. Contrary to the teachings
of the militarist cult of the offensive, prevailing technologies of firepower and
mobility favored the side that fought on the defensive on thickly populated
fronts. As a result, all of Europe’s powers would have had good prospects for
maintaining their security if they had prepared to stay on the defensive and
postponed the war, notwithstanding their different appraisals of relative power
balances and trends in power.” The perverse bargaining assumptions that
crippled diplomacy in 1914 need to be understood in terms of biases in the
underlying conceptual strategic framework that helped to cause the crisis in
the first place and structured the evaluation of options within it.

Private Information
The simplest potential explanation for the simultaneous view of 1914 as a
favorable year for war would be private favorable information that could not be

safely or credibly shared with opponents. Such an argument, however, would
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not be convincing, because so much basic strategic information and many
of the participants’ assumptions were common knowledge across Europe’s
strategic elites. Still, a few possible lines of argument are worth considering.

Most key parameters of Europe’s strategic situation were well known
to Europe’s militaries. France, Russia, and Britain knew the general outlines
of the German war plan, though the French seem not to have understood
Germany’s decision to buttress the enveloping right wing with reservists.”
French newspapers reported that the St. Cyr military academy had used a
Schlieffen-type scenario for the cadets’ 1913 final exam. In turn, the Germans
knew that Russia had created a new army formation around Warsaw, poised for
a quick attack toward Germany, in response to the Germans” abandonment of
their eastward attack variant.”” The Russians understood the Germans” motive
and preparations for preventive war, having direct intelligence on this.?® In
fact, Russian War Minister Vladimir Sukhomlinov told the French attaché
in February 1913 that “Germany is in a very critical position...encircled by
enemy forces...and it fears them....I can understand its worry, and as a result
the measures it is taking seem natural to me”*

This consensus was based on fairly good intelligence and common
knowledge about military doctrinal assumptions. Historian Holger Herwig’s
well-documented study of German intelligence, for example, concludes that
Germany based its estimate of military balance trends on detailed, accurate
information. “The German sense of peril in 1914 is clearly not ascribable to
defects in the system of collecting or analyzing intelligence,” he observes.
“To explain it, one has to look instead at the perceptional framework
into which Germany’s leaders set the information which reached them,”
such as the cult of the offensive, short-war dogma, and the tradition of
preventive war thinking.*

Other powers prewar intelligence did not get everything right, but these
errors did not matter much for the urge to preventive action, and they were not
the result of private information. For example, Russian war planners assessing
worst-case scenarios somewhat overestimated the size of the forces that Germany
would leave in East Prussia. This misestimate, however, should have made Russia
slightly less eager to go to war in 1914 rather than later, when it would have had
more troops to mount an attack. In the event, Russia did attack East Prussia
and lost the major battle that ensued.”

On a broader plane, a large historiographical debate assesses whether
Germany expected Britain to stay out of the fight, and whether any misestimate
in this regard might have affected Germany’s decision to seek a preventive war
against Russia. Even if this was Germany’s expectation, it is difficult to chalk
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it up to private information, given that the British leadership did not know
themselves what they were going to do until the final minute.*

Stephen Van Evera has advanced the strongest theoretical argument
linking private information to preemptive attack and preventive war in
1914.* Arguing more narrowly than Fearon, he notes that offensive plans can
be especially reliant on surprise for success, placing a premium on secrecy—
in other words, on private information. In particular, Van Evera argues that
the Germans’ extreme secrecy about their short-fuse plan to seize the Belgian
bottleneck city of Liege left the Russians in the dark about the extremely
tight connection between Russia’s mobilization measures and general war.
Although some recent historical scholarship holds that the Russians, goaded
by the French, launched their mobilization knowing that it would lead to war,
Van Everas point remains worth debating historically and is strong theoreti-
cally** It demonstrates yet another way in which underlying strategic assump-
tions about the cult of the offensive may have contributed to the 1914 paradox.

Commitment Problems

Even if Russia had wanted to, it might have been unable to credibly commit
itself not to impose an intolerable bargain on Germany and Austria after the
expected shift in power in its favor. This situation pushed the Central Powers
toward preventive war and largely explains why they considered 1914 a good
year for a showdown. This narrative can be accepted only with two major
qualifications, however.

First, it does not explain why Germany retained the Schlieffen Plan
framework that made Germany so vulnerable to Russian military improve-
ments. Foreign Minister Jagow wanted to resurrect the old eastward mobili-
zation plans of Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, a military genius whose plans
for the 1880s envisioned holding the short, fortified Franco-German frontier
with a defensive or counteroffensive deployment, carrying out pincer attacks
around Russian-held Warsaw, and then negotiating.* This plan would probably
have worked militarily and eased Jagow’s and Bethmann’s diplomatic problems,
given that Germany would not have violated Belgian neutrality and brought
Britain into the war. Moreover, without the British blockade, there would have
been no unrestricted submarine warfare and no U.S. intervention to further tip
the balance against Germany. Thus the notional Russian commitment problem
could have caused World War I only in the perverse situation created by the
Schlieffen Plan. In that sense, it demands a further theory to explain Germany’s
cult of the offensive.
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Second, Russia’s rising power does not explain why Russia and France
accepted 1914 as the showdown year.’s Indeed, as late as July 18, 1914, Jagow
told Germany’s ambassador in London that he expected the Russians to stay
out of a localized skirmish between Austria and Serbia, because Russia and
France would be better off delaying the big confrontation.’” But not only did
they accept the challenge in the seemingly disadvantageous year of 1914, they
were eager to have it, because they were focused on a different commitment
problem: their commitments to each other.

If the risk that the Franco-Russian alliance would fall apart was crucial
to the timing calculations of France and Russia, why was it not just as
critical to Germany? Once Germany saw that France would support Russia
in July 1914, why did it not pull back in the hope that a future crisis on a
different issue might offer an opportunity to divide them? The answer lies
not in information or in the inherent structure of the commitment problem,
but in the conceptual framework that German strategy imposed on the
problem. The military’s Schlieffen Plan proceeded from the assumption that
France and Russia would fight together and that any war that involved one of
them would inevitably involve both. This frame largely ignored the fact that
France and Russia had not supported each other in several crises from 1905
to 1911. Admittedly, this lack of mutual support resulted mainly from Russia’s
temporary military weakness. Once Russian power had rebounded, though,
and France and Russia could begin to contemplate fighting, the Schlieffen
Plan served as a self-fulfilling prophecy. The German deployment scheme
would ensure that France and Russia would be cobelligerents in any Balkan
contingency that embroiled Russia. This tendency of German strategy to
drive France and Russia together was exacerbated by the tactical practices of
some German diplomats, who erroneously believed that threatening Russia
or France would strain their alliance to the breaking point.*®

These points are difficult to fit into Fearon’s strictly rationalist version of
the commitment problem. Two secondary points in his argument, however,
can help to solve this puzzle: bounded rationality and the accumulation of
power by territorial conquest.

Bounded Rationality and Bayesian Updating

Fearon notes that one possible explanation for “conflicting expectations of the
likely outcome of military conflict” is that “the world is a very complex place,
and for this reason military analysts in different states could reach different
conclusions about the likely impact of different technologies, doctrines, and
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tactics on the expected course of battle” If one adds to that the complexity of
comparing the hypothetical outcomes of war now versus war four years hence,
taking into account not only military factors but also the solidity of alliance
commitments, it is hardly surprising that German, French, and Russian
statesmen and strategists weighed uncertain factors differently and arrived at
seemingly contradictory conclusions. Fearon accepts complexity as a plausible
argument, but he sets it aside because it is a “bounded rationality” explanation.
It is not one based on strict rationality, which accepts different actors producing
systematically different estimates only if they have different information.*

What happens, however, if the concept of Bayesian rationality is intro-
duced?"" All of Europe’s strategists engaged in updating their prior expectations
about power balances and those balances’ implications for commitment problems.
This updating proceeded from some baseline expectations that Europe’s militaries
shared, such as a belief in the advantages of the offensive, but also some assump-
tions that diverged, especially as Germany and France were focused on completely
different commitment problems.

In part, differences in national military culture and doctrinal training
shaped the different prior assumptions that served as the baseline for updating.
Preventive war thinking had a long, glorious tradition in the Prussian military,
going back through Moltke the Elder to Frederick the Great.* It is not surprising
that German General Staff officers placed considerable weight on this form of
rationality when thinking about how to incorporate new information about
growing Russian military power. The content and weight of Bayesian priors in
different countries may also have been influenced by whose opinion counted
most, the soldiers” or the civilians. New research on France’s decision for war
in 1914 places heavy emphasis on civilians, especially the militantly nationalist
President Raymond Poincaré. His focus was not on trying to determine when
Russian military power would peak, but on making sure that Russia fought on
France’s side. Beginning in 1912, he worked toward making Frances diplomatic
commitment to support Russia in the Balkans virtually unconditional.”

This version of a Bayesian approach introduces all manner of cultural,
organizational, and ideological biases in shaping baseline beliefs, which focus
attention and frame questions differently as strategists integrate new information
into their analyses. Thus Europe’s strategists were updating their expectations
from different baselines formed through processes of bounded rationality. This
is no longer Fearonss strictly rational bargaining model, so he is right to exclude
it from his theory. Still, it is important in explaining why the European powers
thought so differently about their commitment problems in 1914.
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Forestalling the Power Shift

The other reason why Russia and France accepted Germany’s challenge to a
showdown in 1914 is that Germany and Austria might have been able to forestall
the expected power shift through limited conquests in the Balkans and the
creation of a sphere of influence around the Black Sea, if Russia and France did
not act. In a digression on commitment, strategic territory, and appeasement,
Fearon notes that “the objects over which states bargain frequently are them-
selves sources of military power”** Dan Reiter carries this thought to its logical
conclusion: during the course of a war, the currently stronger but potentially
weaker side may be able to conquer territory that serves as a power resource to
diminish or neutralize the anticipated power shift.*

Indeed, if the currently stronger power is strong enough, it might be
able extort such resources without fighting.*® This is exactly what Jagow
hoped to do in the event Russia abandoned its Serbian ally in 1914, an
outcome that he said he preferred to preventive war. Following Reiter’s
argument, the question was whether the initially stronger power, Germany,
could seize sufficient strategic assets to solve its problem of impending
relative decline without having to embark on an all-out preventive war. In
this sense, coercive diplomacy and limited war might have been a substitute
for preventive war."”

This is exactly how the Austrians and Germans analyzed the power
competition in the Balkans. The Austrians in particular worried, for example,
that Serbia’s victories in the Balkan wars of 1912-13 had created a marginal
but important power shift as a result of which “our forces will no longer be
sufficient for both [Russia and Serbia] in the future*® Scheming to counteract
these adverse trends, they calculated that Romania’s sixteen and a half divisions,
plus ten new Romanian reserve divisions to be added by 1916, would be a
significant positive increment if allied to the Central Powers and kept out of
alliance with the Entente. Germany’s move in early 1914 to convince the Turks
to install German Gen. Otto Liman von Sanders as the commander of Turkish
troops in the Straits of Bosphorus was part of this same strategy to contain
rising Russian power. If Germany and Austria could neuter Serbia, induce
Romania to jump on their bandwagon, and make Turkey a client, Russia might
be checked without resorting to a risky, all-out preventive war.*” The Central
Powers, however, had waited too long to push the showdown and the Entente
had become stronger. Consequently they found out in August 1914 that perma-
nently redressing the balance without a major war was no longer an option.
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The Risk of Continental or World War

As Europe became divided into two more or less equally matched blocs, strat-
egists and political leaders realized that their struggle for power and security
carried the risk of a devastating war, the kind of costly war that Fearon notes
states should be highly motivated to avoid through bargaining. Indeed, they
were. But instead of leading toward compromise, the impetus to bargain led
toward a competition in risk taking. Just as Thomas Schelling later argued
that a nuclear stalemate could foster risky behavior in places such as Berlin
to gain diplomatic leverage from a shared risk of escalation, so too Bethmann
Hollweg’s private secretary, Kurt Riezler, published a book in 1914 explaining
that a great European war had become so potentially costly that no one would
fight it, but that this very risk could be a source of diplomatic leverage in a crisis
showdown.” Similarly, Adm. Alfred von Tirpitz justified building Germany’s
“risk fleet” not on the assumption that it would actually be used to defeat the
British navy in open battle, but that it would deter Britain from taking the risk
of mounting an effective close-in blockade of German ports, giving Germany
a free hand to dominate France and Russia on the continent.*

As 1914 approached, all of the powers tried to ratchet up the risks in the
game of coercive diplomacy. New historical writing sees the Russian “trial
mobilization” during the Balkan crisis in the fall of 1912 as an attempt at
coercive diplomacy to deter Austria from intervening against Russia’s Balkan
allies and to neutralize any Austrian attempt to intimidate them.>* Some argue
that the Austrians learned from this crisis the importance of going to the
brink while holding cards, such as the German blank check, that would allow
them to call Russia’s bluft.”

Meanwhile the Russians became increasingly enamored of coercive
diplomacy as a way to prevail without fighting. In the final year or two before
the outbreak of the war, the tsar’s cabinet faced mounting criticism from
the many nationalist voices in the Duma who were demanding an end to
Russia’s weak diplomacy. The most powerful, dynamic figure in the cabinet,
Agriculture Minister Alexander Krivoshein, argued for a firm policy of
military deterrence as a way to reconcile the Russian government’s inclination
to avoid a premature war with these growing public demands.** In response,
Russia’s ambassador in London, Count Alexander von Benckendorff, warned
that this policy of deterrent threats, backed by the encirclement of the Central
Powers in the Entente’s ever-tightening web, could cause German preventive
aggression rather than deter it.*®> More commonly, notes Herwig, statesmen
and soldiers in every European capital “perceived their own alternatives
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»

always as restricted by necessity or ‘fate,” whereas their opponents were seen
as “being embarrassed by a plethora of open choices.”*

Structural features of the European strategic situation in 1914 set the stage
for this decreasing suppleness of crisis diplomacy, but psychological, organiza-
tional, and domestic political factors added crucial complications. The thorny
issue of the Turkish Straits, where the stakes came closest to being indivisible,
illustrates this interplay of international structural and internal decisional factors.

Indivisibility of the Stakes

Of his three core mechanisms of bargaining failure, Fearon places the least
stock in the indivisibility of the stakes. He points out that virtually any stakes
can be made divisible by side payments or offsetting strategic compensation.
He agrees with subsequent empirical work that indivisibility, when it occurs,
is more a social construction than a strategic fact.””

Nonetheless, Russia did seem to face one of those rare dilemmas where
a vital strategic asset really is hard to divide through a credible compromise.
The Turkish Straits were a strategic position that was maddeningly difficult
to divide, and this complicated bargaining in 1914. Three-fourths of Russia’s
grain exports were shipped through these straits. When they were closed to
commercial shipping during the Italo-Turkish War in 1911, Russia suffered a
40 percent decline in its overall exports. Moreover, Russia was understandably
concerned about the passage of foreign naval ships into the Black Sea. Indeed,
reflagged German battleships nominally handed over to the Turks in August
1914 wreaked havoc on Russian Black Sea shipping. Conversely, Russia would
have liked access to the Mediterranean for its own Black Sea fleet to project
power and to protect its commerce. Although some Russians pointed out that
holding the straits would make little difference unless the British fleet were allied
to Russia and dominated the Mediterranean,® Russia still had compelling
reasons to want to do so. Divided control, such as giving Russia control over
the Bosphorus entrance to the Black Sea while giving another power control
over the Dardanelles entrance to the Mediterranean, would not have solved
Russia’s main problem. Unless Turkey were friendly to Russia or a credible,
favorable international straits regime were in place, Russia arguably faced an
enormous incentive to seize the straits to prevent a strong, hostile power from
doing so first.

This indivisibility created a security dilemma between the Russians and
the Turks, and potentially between Russia and whoever else would seek to
control the straits. Because the Turks did not want Russia to occupy this core
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position in their country, they sought to shore up their ability to defend the
straits, contracting to purchase Dreadnought battleships abroad and inviting
German Gen. Liman von Sanders to command their shore garrison. This
situation constituted a security dilemma in the sense that anything that
Turkey did to increase its security necessarily decreased the security of Russia,
and vice versa.

Mirroring incentives for preventive action in Europe more generally,
impending power shifts threatened to trigger offensive action to resolve the
security dilemma in the straits. Russia saw its window of opportunity to seize
the straits potentially closing as a result of rising German influence there
and impending Turkish battleship purchases, which Russia could not match
because of the ban on foreign naval ships transiting the straits.” Russia was
trying to build battleships on a round-the-clock construction schedule in its
Crimean naval yards, but these would not be ready for a few years. As a result,
the Russians itched to grab the straits preventively unless they could block the
battleship purchases.

Ultimately, none of the issues above acted as a trigger to Russia’s mobi-
lization in 1914, because its naval staff realized by then that Russia lacked
the ability to seize the straits before Turkey could bolster its own Black Sea
fleet. The naval staff concluded that “what Russia desires in the next few
years is a postponement of the final settlement of the Eastern Question and
the strict maintenance of the status quo”® Once the war started, Britain
blocked Turkey’s battleship purchases, but Turkey accomplished the same
goal through the reflagging of the German battleships that showed up in the
Eastern Mediterranean.

Perceptual Bias in Assessing the Military Balance

Although the structural problem of the indivisibility of the Turkish Straits did
not cause the war, the episode described above is nonetheless interesting as
an example of the way power balances and shifts could be misperceived and
misunderstood by European statesmen.

Russia’s allies, to say nothing of its enemies, were loath to appreciate, let
alone accommodate, the security dilemma that Russia faced in the straits.
Most assumed that Russia’s partial mobilization during the Balkan war in
October-November 1912 was aimed at Austria, but it was also intended to
deter or preempt a Bulgarian occupation of Constantinople. (The self-styled
Bulgarian “tsar;” Ferdinand, had a full-dress Ottoman emperor’s regalia in
his closet, made to order from a theatrical costume supplier, just in case
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his army occupied Constantinople and with it the straits.)** Russia’s allies
were also reluctant to back its protests against the installation of Liman von
Sanders as commanding officer in the straits. Further, diplomatic correspon-
dence suggests that Britain may not have grasped that the sale of British-
built Dreadnoughts would give Turkey superiority over Russia’s Black
Sea fleet. First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill may have been
clueless, or perhaps just devious, when he told the Russians not to worry
about a Turkish purchase, because the ships would not affect the balance
between Greece and Turkey, as if that were Russia’s concern.®* Despite the
long history of the straits being centrally tied to the general equilibrium
of Europe, as war approached in 1914 this issue was discussed as if it were
something of a sideshow, comparable, say, to Morocco for the French—a
luxury item rather than a necessity.

Europe’s powers appear to have had access to roughly similar infor-
mation about the strategic contest over the straits. If they assessed its strategic
significance differently, the cause was most likely a difference in perspective
stemming from their different situations, not their information per se.
Because Fearon was engaged in a theory-building exercise rather than trying
to explain any one particular case, he made a sensible decision to restrict his
analysis to rational hypotheses at the national level of analysis. But because
my purpose is to understand the dynamic of 1914 in the light of this theory,
it is necessary to consider other kinds of hypotheses as alternatives or supple-
ments when rationalist accounts seem underdetermining.

For example, psychological mechanisms might have contributed to
the 1914 timing paradox, whether in regards to the European dynamic as a
whole or the straits problem in particular. Preventive war makes more sense
when the opponent seems innately disposed toward exploitative behavior and
thus seems highly likely to take aggressive advantage of the power shift in the
future. The so-called fundamental attribution error in psychology describes
a mechanism that could have biased all sides to hold this suspicion simul-
taneously. Laboratory research documents the common perceptual bias that
people tend to explain their own actions in terms of situational causes (I had
to do it because of the situational pressures that I faced), whereas they tend to
explain others’ actions in terms of dispositional causes (he did it because that
is the kind of person he is). Although some observers might view this bias
as rooted in self-justificatory ego defenses, cognitive psychologists typically
contend that the different vantage points of actor and observer make situ-
ational accounts more available to the actor and dispositional accounts more
salient to the observer.®
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In a strategically competitive relationship, this is likely to produce a
systematically biased causal bookkeeping that could lead over time to an
engrained perception of the other as innately disposed to be exploitative
and hostile. As Robert Jervis noted in his seminal writings on the security
dilemma and on strategic misperceptions, such perceptual biases make it
difficult for an actor to understand how others can perceive his defensive acts
as threatening and as intended to threaten.® These biases can also sustain
the assumption that only the other side enjoys the latitude to swerve to avoid
a collision. Finally, Jervis also notes the psychological bias to see the other
side as more unified than it really is, which possibly helps to explain why the
Schlieffen Plan took for granted that Russia and France would cooperate with
each other in any war scenario.®®

Skeptics might point out that European diplomats in the multipolar era
were schooled in the skills of imagining the complex motives and calculations
of enemies and allies. Still, not everyone could rise to the level of Germany’s
famed chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, and research has shown how cognitive
biases affected diplomatic attributions of motives in this period.*®® It seems
possible that systematic biases of this kind might have been a background
factor that could help to explain the perceptual focus on different strategic
problems, divergent assessments of motives and options, and thus some
aspects of the 1914 timing paradox.

Integration of Strategy and Implementation under Uncertainty

The institutional disunity of military policymaking and the organizational
incoherence of strategic planning in the great powers sometimes produced
different strategic assessments within countries, as well as between them. In
all of the continental powers, civilian authorities had at best partial control
over and knowledge of military strategy, and civilians and military officials
sometimes sent different signals based on different strategic assumptions.
Even the Austrians puzzled over who ruled in Berlin, Moltke or Bethmann?
Historians today still say there is no simple answer.”

Russian civilian and military decisionmakers had particularly diverse
views and preferences regarding strategy. There was no single, strong leader
who had the knowledge, authority, political influence, or coherent vision
to integrate all of the diplomatic and military considerations that pulled
in different directions. As a result, Russian policy lacked coherence in its
changes over time and in its different components at any given time. Russia
adopted a rearward, defense-minded concentration plan in 1910, and then
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proceeded to graft onto it an incompatible, overcommitted plan for multi-
pronged offensives in every direction: toward Turkey, Austria, East Prussia,
and Berlin itself. These grafts resulted in part from changes in the strategic
balance and intelligence on Germany’s strategy, but they also reflected
bureaucratic compromises in which different military commands each got
the offensives that they wanted.®®

More generally, the weakly led collectivity of civilian ministers and
military dignitaries who made Russian strategy could not deliberate coher-
ently to produce consistent strategic priorities, including when would be
the favorable moment for war. Governmental decisionmaking over partial
mobilization in 1912 and over the military and diplomatic response to the
Liman von Sanders crisis was highly factionalized. Clarity of a sort emerged
only in February 1914 when a geriatric nonentity, Ivan Goremykin, replaced
the leader of the less bellicose faction, Vladimir Kokovtsov, as chairman of
the council of ministers. Under this new arrangement, advocates of urgent
military preparation, led informally by Agriculture Minister Krivoshein,
forged a consensus in favor of firm deterrence of any further Austro-German
moves.® As in the logroll among Russia’s military factions, the compromise
among civilian leadership factions resolved internal disputes through the
fiction that a synthesis of different factional viewpoints would solve Russia’s
strategic problems. Thus one reason why Europé€’s states worked from contra-
dictory strategic assumptions is that they were focused as much on their own
internal political realities as on strategic assessments.

Another institutional mechanism that affected the feeling of readiness for war
in 1914 was each military organization’s inclination to reduce operational uncer-
tainty through preparations to carry out its own plan at the outset of the conflict.”
When a military organization makes strategic calculations, a highly salient marker
seems to be whether the military feels that it is coherently organized to implement
its basic plan from an administrative, logistical point of view, and whether its basic
force structure is in place for the plan. This sets an absolute rather than a relative
milestone. It is about whether the state is ready, not whether it is more ready than
the opponent or more ready than it will be in the future.

All of the European militaries felt operationally “ready” in this sense in
1914, whereas one or more had felt egregiously unready in earlier showdowns.
In 1914, Russian staff officers were, for good reason, somewhat nervous about
the logistics of the East Prussia operations once the troops got off the trains,
but as recently as the fall of 1912, the worries were more basic: Were there
enough bullets, would the trains run on time, and so on?”" Herrmann states
flatly that Russian mobilization was “impossible” in the 1908-09 Bosnia
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crisis; in 1914 it was not.”? Further, Dominic Lieven has argued that Russia
was “not radically less prepared for war in 1914...than [it would be] in the
next few years”” Thus, looking at the balance comparatively and prospec-
tively, Russian War Minister Sukhomlinov could conclude that Russia would
remain inferior to the combination of Germany and Austria until 1917 or
1918. At about the same time, assessing preparedness on an immediate, can-
we-do-our-job basis, he could declare in 1914 that the Russian army was
ready for the big war.”* This self-referential preparedness illusion may have
had both institutional and psychological sources, such as the greater salience
of firsthand impressions.”

Domestic and International Public Relations

Another factor that heightened the self-absorption of calculations of the best
moment for war was each power’s need to create the appearance of being the
aggrieved party, especially in the eyes of its own public.

Germany and France, in particular, were each concerned about appearing
to be the wronged party in the eyes of its domestic public audience. Because
of the Schlieffen Plan, France could always count on this, though a seemingly
gratuitous German attack on France arising from a Balkan contingency was
probably seen as a bonus, and thus a good occasion for war. For Germany,
looking like the aggrieved party could hardly be taken for granted, given the
blank check to Austria. Once the Russians moved to mobilize first, however,
this problem was miraculously solved in a way that might not recur in hypo-
thetical future showdowns. As Dale Copeland shows in detail, many of
Bethmann Hollweg’s delays and maneuvers in the final days of the July 1914
crisis can be understood at least in part as attempts to win the blame game in
the eyes of peace-minded German Social Democrats.”

Understandably, each power was more focused on its own domestic
justification problem than that of its neighbor. Looking blameless in the
eyes of one’s own public seemed advantageous even if the opponent’s regime
also looked blameless in the eyes of its public. Not all statesmen are self-
absorbed in this way, however. In 1870, for example, Bismarck was able to
view this problem from all parties’ perspective in devising his strategy for
making France appear to be the aggressor. Few leaders are as deft as Bismarck,
however. The mean reverts toward self-referential perception and thus may
help to explain the paradox of multiple, simultaneous optimism about war
now relative to war later.
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Conclusion

James Fearon’s rational bargaining theory of war is strong as theory, and theory
must always simplify to maintain its generalizability. The simple explanations
drawn directly from the theory, however, do not in themselves yield adequate
explanations for the puzzle of how France, Germany, and Russia could have all
been simultaneously convinced that 1914 was a favorable time for war. Private
information was only a problem at the margins. The commitment problem
caused by shifting power balances was far more important, but it was driven
not by an inexorable structural dilemma but by the social construction of
vulnerability as a result of the cult of the offensive in military doctrine and war
planning. Specific issue indivisibilities, notably the Turkish Straits dilemma,
did not cause the war, whereas the generic notion of an all-encompassing
indivisibility, such as the Weltpolitik mantra of world power or decline, was a
tenet of ideology rather than a structural fact.”

Although the basic hypotheses of rational bargaining theory seem inad-
equate to explain the puzzle of why Europe went to war in 1914, perceptual,
organizational, and domestic political spinoffs of these bargaining problems
do seem helpful in pointing toward possible answers. Europe’s statesmen and
strategists tried to reason about the strategic consequences of the balance of
power, its trend, and its relationship to the cohesiveness of alliances. They
reasoned differently, however, because of self-absorption in their distinctive
strategic problems and domestic audiences, and because of different baseline
beliefs that served as frames for updating their calculations in light of new,
often shared information.

While several aspects of the strategic and political situation of 1914
contributed to the paradox of simultaneous urgency for war, three are worth
highlighting. The first is William Wohlforth’s permissive condition of the
relatively even balance of power, which made it possible for each power
to envision conditions under which it could win or lose. This permissive
condition established the potential for both optimism about victory now and
pessimism about defeat later.

The second is Stephen Van Everas arguments about the cult of the
offensive leading inexorably to preventive war. The offense cult magnified the
consequences of power shifts for commitment problems, exacerbated what
would have been minor problems of private information, and fed notions of
cumulative conquest that made any division of resources and strategic assets
look inherently unstable. The belief in the offensive was not grounded in
strategic realities. Instead, it was an outgrowth of the organizational interests
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of Europe’s military organizations at a peak period of their narrow profes-
sionalization and organizational autonomy in an era when civilian institu-
tions of military oversight were poorly developed. As Holger Herwig has
put it, “To concede that the vaunted Prussian General Staff could no longer
conduct short wars of annihilation was to admit that war had ceased to be a
viable option for the state””® Stig Forster concurs: “The ‘demigods’ inside the
General Staff simply could not afford to accept...that war had ceased to be
a viable option of policy. Otherwise, not only they but also the whole army
would lose their elevated position in German society.”” More broadly, the cult
of the offensive reflected the widespread nationalism that was endemic to that
era of European history, highlighting not only the anarchical competition of
nation-states at a time of uneven growth, but also the domestic political strat-
egies of elites who used nationalism to survive in the face of the class conflicts
of that phase of social modernization.

This directs attention to a third general factor: the focus of European
political elites on their own nation’s social divisions, factional complexities,
and ramshackle governmental arrangements, and on their own tenuous legit-
imacy. Bargaining with enemies competed with the need to maintain bargains
with domestic coalitions and allies. As a result, grand strategy in this era was
a three-level game in which the need to cobble together working coalitions
on the domestic and alliance levels often seemed more pressing than even the
life-and-death threats posed by foreign competitors. Despite sharing a great
deal of common knowledge of strategic matters, enemies could not reach a
diplomatic compromise because they were hindered by domestic or intra-
alliance bargains that were rationalized by strategic fictions tied to nation-
alism and the cult of the offensive.

How should these insights from the 1914 timing paradox inform thinking
about the future power transition that might result from China’s economic
and geopolitical rise? An overly simple realist take on this problem might
expect the rising power to lie low until it becomes the stronger party, while
the relatively declining party decides whether to launch an all-out preventive
war before the crossover point is reached. The 1914 example suggests that
the dynamics of a power transition are likely to be more complicated. The
declining power is likely to try to prevent the transition through territorial
containment, alliances with regional states, control over economic and
military choke points, and coercive means short of major war. This like-
lihood might place the onus on the rising power to sustain its rise through
brinkmanship, arms racing, and efforts to break out of hostile encirclement

through coercive diplomacy.
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In this process, secondary windows of opportunity might come to
dominate thinking about the best timing for a showdown. These might
include calculations of alliance solidarity (e.g., an opportunity for the United
States created by a moment when Japan and South Korea are cooperating or,
conversely, an opportunity for China to exploit an episodic rift between the
United States and Taiwan); the need to forestall impending nuclear weapons
proliferation (by Japan, South Korea, or Taiwan), which could give both
China and the United States a simultaneous incentive to hasten a showdown;
an impending Taiwanese declaration of national sovereignty; or the inter-
action of a perceived first-strike advantage with a security dilemma on the
Korean Peninsula resulting from the collapse of the North Korean regime.
Such secondary windows of opportunity could spur China to act “too soon”
in the trajectory of its rise.

In such situations, bargaining failures could lead to a costly war not only
through simple problems of private information, commitment dilemmas, and
indivisibility. Strategic and bargaining calculations are likely to diverge also
because of the various states’ distinctive strategic cultures, their inordinate
focus on their own alliance dilemmas, their self-absorbed military organi-
zational habits and concerns, the pressing domestic political implications of
their international stances, and systematic differences in causal attributions
by actors and observers of action. Although today’s world differs in many
ways from 1914, any of these general mechanisms might still trigger the para-
doxical conclusion that fighting a war now seems better for all parties than
waiting for war to come later. It is the task of students of strategic theory and
history to be prepared to challenge the kind of assumptions that lock strate-
gists into that mind-set.
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Allies, Overbalance, and War

Richard N. Rosecrance

T THE START of World War I in 1914 countries fought with one another

knowing that a balance of power was essentially in place. They also
generally understood the wartime strategies that their opponents would
employ. As many have argued, the parties would have been much better
off fashioning a solution to the conflict before it started, giving to each side
roughly what the division of economic and military power between them
would have dictated. Millions of people would not have been killed; billions
of francs, pounds, and marks would not have been wasted. But that is not
what happened. Because war was not ruled out by a balance of strength, no
one was deterred and each major nation thought that it could chance an
encounter of arms. Wars in 1866 (between Austria and Prussia) and in 1870
(between France and Prussia) had been quickly decided, and this precedent
had become a misleading article of faith for heads of nations that helped to
lead countries into battle in 1914. Other important reasons included the “cult
of the offensive;” which favored immediate and decisive attacks to catch the
enemy off guard and bring defeat.! Great powers also participated in a seesaw
of repetitive crises in which the party that once turned back might not swerve
the next time. Politically, the regimes in 1914 were somewhat insecure, even
sitting monarchs. They had few gains with which to reassure their popula-
tions that the future was benign. Germany did not think that it had enough
important colonies. Britain thought the German navy was designed not only
to gain advantage in general, but also to challenge Britain’s position abroad
and athome. Trade had come to depend more on empire (where each imperial
leader kept tariffs low for his state’s own goods) than on European markets,
which (except for Britain’s) had been progressively closed by higher tariffs.”
No country felt at ease militarily, politically, or economically. It was time for a
good quick war, especially because most believed that it would come sooner
or later anyway.
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The war did not occur, however, because countries were confident of
winning. Germany would have been more likely to win if it had struck France
in 1887, when Paris had no allies, and not in 1914 when it had two strong
supporters, Russia and Great Britain. Germany in fact attacked when it was
relatively weaker than key opponents. But as many have seen, a country in
trouble or decline may opt to fight even if the outcome of the contest is poten-
tially unfavorable. The value attached to peace and the status quo by one party
may lessen even when the balance of force between two opponents remains
the same.’ As seen by a particular state, the value of the status quo can go up
and down irrespective of the military balance.

One important element in that valuation is the existence and status of
a country’s allies. Allies are useful not only as added strength in war, but
also as tangible embodiments of the influence of the primary member in
garnering international support. For years Austria-Hungary was successful
in diplomacy because it was a continual participant in three-nation coali-
tions in a five-nation great power world. Austria acted to fait a trois (make
three), as the French saying goes. When Italy hinted that it might move to
neutrality in a conflict arising in the Balkans, Vienna felt less assured about its
future. From an opposite position, isolated France needed to acquire an ally
to balance Germany and made every sacrifice to attract the Russians. Having
been dropped by Germany in 1890, the Russians felt the same. Paris and St.
Petersburg would go to great lengths to maintain their alliance, and not only
because of the mutual service rendered in military terms; neither wanted to
be left alone.” Somewhat similar motives brought an end to Lord Salisbury’s
“splendid isolation,” as London moved to agreements with Japan (1902),
France (1904), and Russia (1907).

Thus in 1914, great powers had at least two motivations: not to lose a war
and to maintain their alliances. Obviously the second aim could conflict with the
first if, by supporting an ally, a great power got into a conflict it could not win.
This is the essential dilemma in what follows: allies frequently were so important
that assisting and retaining them became a priority almost equal to avoiding or
winning a war. This phenomenon was as true of World War II as World War L.

In international relations, there is much disputation about the relevance and
effect of the balance of power.” Do balances operate, and if so, what impact do
they have? Some scholars assert that balances tend to occur and are stabilizing,
that is, they help to prevent war.® Others claim that balances take place, but that
theylead to conflict between the conflicting (balancing) parties.” A third group of
scholars asserts that balances infrequently take place largely because of the public
goods costs that nations must pay in trying to implement them.® Confronting an
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imbalance, countries usually pass the buck to others rather than join the weaker
side where they would have to fight stronger states.’ Finally, imbalances or over-
balances of power occur periodically and may have hegemonic effects."

Each of these views has a long and actively debated history, but the
important point for 1914 is twofold. First, the balance of 1914 did by no
means prevent war: the commitment of one or two powers led to others being
involved in the conflict until it became a world war. It was a chain-ganging
phenomenon.!' Second, if (counterfactually) an overbalance had existed with
the United States already allied to the Triple Entente in 1914, Germany and
Austria would have hesitated to act."?

Balance or Overbalance?

Allies are critical to maintain a balance of power.”* An overbalance of power
can form when a great coalition (e.g., the Concert of Europe after 1815)
emerges by negotiated consent. The Concert comprised all major powers
including France, the late hegemonic but subsequently more quiescent nation-
state. The Concert was a resilient but not unbreakable institution. Its existence
depended on countries agreeing to maintain conservative regimes in power
and also on self-restraint by the great powers. No one wanted another period
of French-style revolutionary warfare that would tip the social scales in Europe
and unseat the aristocrats. As social change came to the fore, however, led in
part by France’s rejection of the autocratic Charles X, international relations
became more tentative. In response, in 1830 Belgium sought independence
from Holland, and for a time during the revolutionary fervor, France hoped to
annex Belgium. England did not want France to control rivers—especially the
mouth of the Scheldt, just opposite Dover—and persuaded France to relent
on its demands. After agreement on Belgian independence in 1832, however,
Britain and France worked increasingly together as the liberal two in a concert
that also included the conservative three (Russia, Prussia, and Austria). But
because no power wished to repeat the antagonisms of the Napoleonic period,
self-restraint held back Russia in its attempts to undermine Turkey, and France
in its equally unsuccessful efforts to put an Egyptian prince on the throne of
Damascus. (Turkish and British fleets also stood in the way.)

The revolutions of 1848 undermined the Concert agreement. Liberals came
to temporary authority in the Frankfurt parliament. Yet they could not stay
in power after Russia had intervened to put down the Hungarian revolution
in 1849. As one writer commented, “The success of the revolution discredited

conservative ideas; the failure of the revolution discredited liberal ideas”™*
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Thereafter both sides sought to buttress their own domestic positions. France
moved to seek liberal empire under Napoleon III, and the British embraced
liberal ideas, trying to move Austria out of northern Italy. In 1854 France
and Britain took out their ire against conservative Russia in the Crimean
War, in which diplomacy was occasionally interrupted by battles. In 1856 the
Russians surrendered, but did not concede to liberalism.

Successful foreign policy remained the method of staying in power; nation-
alism would become the savior of conservative regimes resisting liberalism.
All countries sought foreign policy successes. France and Austria warred over
Italy in 1859, and Austria’s failure meant greater success for Sardinia in the
effort to unite Italy. Thereafter, however, Prussia (under Chancellor Otto von
Bismarck from 1862 on) moved to reinsure conservative rule by successively
defeating Denmark, Austria, and France. The conservatives gained a new
lease on life as German unification (with the omission of Austria) took place.

The Concert of Europe had no effect on these struggles and only briefly
convened in Paris in 1856 to deal with their consequences; it did not act until
Bismarck reinstituted a partial concert after 1871. German alliances between
1871 and 1890 brought all countries but France together. Bismarck gingerly
and slowly reconstituted an overbalance of power in Europe. First, he resus-
citated Austria after its defeat in 1866 and allied with it in the League of the
Three Emperors in 1873. When Russia withdrew from this alignment after
the Russo-Turkish War, Austria entered into the Dual Alliance with Berlin
in 1879. But Germany (i.e., Bismarck) was determined to re-ensnare St.
Petersburg, and offered the Reinsurance Treaty in 1887 as a gesture of recon-
ciliation. Meanwhile, to keep Russia in line, Bismarck brought Britain into
the Mediterranean agreements of that same year, making it unnecessary for
Germany to restrain Russia in the Near East. By 1890 all countries but France
(the victim of territorial loss to Germany in 1871) were tied up in the German
alliance system. By combining Austria and Russia in the same pacts, Bismarck
could restrict each by threatening closer ties with the other. This inconsistency
was actually the great strength of German diplomacy;, for it left Bismarck with
freedom to choose.

After 1890, however, Kaiser Wilhelm II and Count Leo von Caprivi
undermined Bismarck’s intricate system of alliances and its strong over-
balance of power. They dropped Russia and the Reinsurance Treaty in 1890,
which meant that St. Petersburg became the potential ally of France. For
a while it appeared that the Germans would exchange Russia for Britain,
but after Prime Minister William Gladstone took office, Lord Rosebery, the
new foreign secretary, could not sustain Lord Salisbury’s closeness with

48



Allies, Overbalance, and War

Berlin. Had he succeeded, a British-German coalition would have more
than substituted for the Russo-German connection because Britain got on
famously with Austria. But the failure to draw in London (also a colonial
enemy of France) meant that the European world moved from overbalance
to a mere balance of power, as France and Russia allied in 1894. The Triple
Alliance was now opposed by a nearly equal Franco-Russian alliance. Under
Joseph Chamberlain’s influence, the British renewed overtures to Berlin in
1899-1901, but they were rebuffed by Chancellor Bernhard von Biilow who
was animated by the doctrine of “the free hand” The free hand meant that
Germany did not have to ally with England to prevent its union with France
and Russia, because France would always differ with Britain over colonial
policy. France and Britain had nearly gone to war over Fashoda in the Sudan
and control of the headwaters of the Nile in 1898.

Having failed with Germany, Britain now turned to Japan, the only other
power that could restrain Russian expansion in the Far East, and the Anglo-
Japanese alliance was concluded in 1902. This put France in a quandary:
Since Japan and Russia were rivals in the Far East, would France’s alliance
with Russia cause a conflict with Britain? France needed a rapprochement
with Britain to avoid such an outcome, and the Anglo-French Entente was
negotiated in 1904. Thus gradually, almost imperceptibly, what had been an
overbalance of power in favor of Germany now became a balance of power as
France, Russia, and Britain became progressively closer.*®

A Western Overbalance

A half-century later, the United States’ postwar coalitions gradually became
dominant against opponents and acquired broadened influence. The Brussels
pact brought Germany’s continental foes (Britain, France, Italy, and Benelux)
together in 1948. In 1949 the United States and Canada joined, and in 1955
Western Germany was admitted. Thus began the process that gradually led to
the unification of the West and the great preponderance of Western economic
power. West Germany’s economy grew by 10 percent annually during the 1950s,
while France and Britain regained their prewar strength. The alliance expanded
east, with Greece and Turkey joining. The United States regained economic
growth in the 1960s, and the process was matched by the gradual lessening
of Soviet development rates, which had been at 5 percent per year in the late
1950s and early 1960s, but declined to 2 percent by the mid-1970s (and were
reduced to 1 percent in the 1980s). Equally important, Western technology
grew dynamically during the 1960s and culminated in the successful moon
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landing in 1969. Computers entered Western inventories by 1974, with Apple
and IBM vying for ascendancy in desktops as Intel fashioned a near monopoly
in microprocessors. This Western gain was buttressed by success in military
technology, as greater accuracies and new types of warheads stemmed Soviet
success in strategic weapons. New battlefield control by airborne warning and
control systems (AWACs) countered Soviet strength in conventional weapons.
By the mid-1980s, the Soviet thrust for European dominance was over, and
Soviet leaders, especially Mikhail Gorbachev and Eduard Shevardnadze, came
to see agreement with the West as the best future strategy.

The U.S.-Russian Cold War came to an end because Western states led
by the United States finally achieved a decisive level of superiority over the
Soviet bloc in both economic and military terms. At that point, the Soviets
decided to try to join the West, but Russia did not qualify for membership
because of its lack of political freedom and respect for the rule of law. Its
relative industrial decline did not help it in the scales of world power. Since
then, Moscow has achieved greater oil and natural gas production, but it also
has remained a more or less isolated entity in world politics, taking some risks
with its aggressive stance in Ukraine. It has had difficulty attracting other
states peacefully to join its side.

Allies and War

World War I occurred because allies had to be bailed out. In this instance, major
power support of minor allies (Russia assisting Serbia and Germany aiding
Austria) served to bring on rather than deter the war. In 1914 there was no
strong disincentive against aiding beleaguered allies. Each side could calculate
that it might win if it acted quickly and decisively.'® As shown, however, if
Britain had been able to bring the United States into the Triple Entente before
1914 (instead of its de facto entry in April 1917), that juxtaposition would
have created an overbalance that might have deterred Germany and Austria
and prevented the war.

In sum, minor allies throughout history posed the following difficulty: they
committed a great power to take a strong stand against an opponent without
giving it the superior strength to do so. They added to the incentives to make
war, rather than increasing the disincentives that might have prevented it.

The great difficulty in maintaining an appropriate relationship between
allies and potential opponents is further illustrated by attempts to prevent
World War II. By 1939 Britain needed to stop Germany; in terms of domestic
politics alone, the British government could not tolerate further losses to Adolf
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Hitler. Zara Steiner writes, “Britain and France took up Hitler’s challenge. They
were Great Powers and were not prepared to relinquish their positions without
a battle”” But determining how to stop Germany presented intractable
problems for London. Ideally, Britain should have recruited a powerful ally to
overawe Germany and force it to back down. There were only two candidates
for this role: the Soviet Union and the United States. The United States was the
preferred choice, but in 1938-40 it was not yet ready to make a commitment to
Britain. Congress would not permit President Franklin Roosevelt to amend the
neutrality laws. In fact, this could happen only if the German threat became
much greater to both Britain and the United States. In this respect, Britain had
to lose further ground to persuade the United States to intervene.

Russia was the other possible savior, but Hitler tied up Russia in the
infamous Nonaggression Pact of August 23, 1939. Thus, when Britain
clinched the alliance with Poland on August 26, 1939, it added little to the
balance against Germany and failed to prevent war on September 3. Fighting
over Poland would get Britain involved in eastern Europe, where it could not
possibly prevail against Germany. Not surprisingly, Hitler did not believe that
Neville Chamberlain would declare war.'® Britain could not win alone, and
aside from France, it had no powerful allies. Further, it had no access to Poland
geographically, so it could not practically assist Warsaw. It was also dependent
on exports of machinery, which came from the same machine-tools indus-
tries that would be needed for armaments production. As the British treasury
pointed out, given Britain’s shortage of financial resources, the country would
have to limit rearmament and shift back to exporting capital goods in two or
three years’ time.”” How then could it declare war? In purely rational terms,
Hitler had good reason to believe that London could not act against him.*

Creating an Overbalance of Power

Smaller states can get their major allies into war without necessarily contrib-
uting to victory, though sometimes a powerful ally does make the difference
between victory and defeat. An overbalance of power that might obviate a war
altogether is difficult but not impossible to create.

For an overbalance to work, the tendency toward structural balance has to
be overcome. Polarization is an independent cause of conflict. Consistency in
structural (social) balance in which all enemies are on one side and all friends
on the other is likely to provoke conflict between them. According to the Arab
proverbs: an enemy of an enemy is a friend; a friend of a friend is a friend; an
enemy of a friend is an enemy; and a friend of an enemy is an enemy.*'
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A complete structural balance occurs when all of the proverbs are fulfilled.
Carrying out the terms of full structural balance (and polarization), however,
will create difficulties. Under a strict balance, a great power has to decide
whether to endorse an ally or the friend it may oppose. If so, an absence of
structural balance is more likely to bring and hold the world together than a
rigid social balance of diametrically opposed parties.”? As a policy program,
this means maintaining the ally and an opposing great power in separate
compartments of friendly relations. It is important to retain the ally, but
not jettison the great power friend. One must find a way to accommodate
whatever inconsistency may be involved in maintaining a mutually favorable
connection with countries that are antagonists.

Bismarck squared this circle, retaining strong ties with both Russia and
its Austrian rival in 1887.% But by 1914, Bismarck’s successors had concluded
that they had to support Austria (against Serbia) even when this would be to
act directly against Russia (and potentially Britain). Thus allies may move up
and down in the scales of priority. In 1956 the United States remained an ally
of Britain and France, but acted against them in the Suez crisis.**

For a major power, the ideal is to remain on good terms with the ally and
the alternative great power, refusing to make a final choice between them,
just as Bismarck refused to choose between Russia and Austria in the Three
Emperors’ Alliance of 1873 and again after 1881. Henry Kissinger did the
same in the period 1971-74, moving the United States toward China, but not
so close as to sacrifice the possibility of détente with the Soviet Union. The
link with China was designed to discipline, not ostracize, the Soviet leader. In
response, President Leonid Brezhnev became so committed to the U.S. link
that he supported Richard Nixon to the last in the Watergate crisis. Kissinger
entertained the possibility of a stronger tie with Moscow even before Mikhail
Gorbachev’s reforms of the late 1980s.

The problem in 1914, however, was not only that of selecting a priority ally,
but also the order in which allies were sought—that is, “sequencing”® In the
early stages of a conflict, a state makes preliminary choices that may (if fully
adhered to) determine later decisions to bring in other powers. Agglomeration
(bringing all parties together) is the appropriate remedy, but as James Sebenius
shows, a state may have to reassure one power before bringing in another.”® In
1879 Bismarck chose Austria, but he leavened this choice by concluding the
Reinsurance Treaty with Russia eight years later.

As applied to China and the United States, Washington may have to choose
Japan first, but it may later want to draw in Beijing. Kissinger first selected China
not to isolate Russia but to bring it to his way of thinking over time. A generation
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later, President George H.W. Bush succeeded in persuading the Soviet Union to
compromise its claims against the West. He reached agreement to end the Cold
War, thereby implementing elements of the Kissinger strategy.

Power factors are important to the choice. A direct attempt to create a
condominium between two contending great powers (leading to duopoly) is
unlikely to occur and may not last if tried. President Barack Obama did not
succeed in preliminary efforts with either Chinese President Hu Jintao or Xi
Jinping. But one side can begin to draw together what in time could become
a preponderant coalition; at a certain point, this agglomeration might grow
strong enough to attract the other great power as well.

In a more recent example, France and Germany did not have enough
strength or diplomatic clout to bring Britain into the Common Market in
1957, but they could do so in the early 1970s, when many other states had
already joined what was to become the European Union and a kind of joining
momentum had been established. The key, as Sebenius shows, is to recruit
an important friend of the recalcitrant great power whose engagement could
pave the way for the latter’s accession.”” In the U.S. effort to influence China,
it could start by bringing Japan, then India, then Russia into the accord. This
could ultimately attract a China that would have nowhere else to go.

The United States and China?

Power balances can lead to war; overbalances can attract the potential
adversary to join. What is the implication of this relationship for the United
States and China in the future? Power relationships are changing as China
rises. If China were to accumulate (with allies) equal power with the West
(the United States, the European Union, and perhaps Japan), it might achieve
a balance of power, but it would not thereby prevent war.

Nor should analysts remain sanguine that a generally peaceful relationship
between China and key Western powers will solve all problems in the future.
Sean Lynn-Jones and Charles Maier both observe the relative equanimity of
early twentieth-century relations between Britain and Germany (a cordiality that
helped to settle major Balkan issues in which both Russia and Austria were
involved in 1912 and 1913).® Yet despite the possibility that Anglo-German
friendship would smooth matters in 1914, it did not. Could China’s friendship
with the United States also be misleading, now or in 2030? The problem is that
allies as well as power relationships frequently get in the way.

This can happen even when cooperation between great power parties has
been growing steadily over a period of years. Even in an ostensibly peaceful
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context, potential antagonists sometimes cannot afford to absorb any more
(real or imagined) aftronts to their diplomatic and international position and
decide to take a tough stand. Russia did this in 1914.% Past friendships may
then count for little. Despite its comfort with Germany and the “Willy-Nicky”
correspondence between the two emperors, Russia under Sergey Sazonov and
Vladimir Sukhomlinov would make no further obeisance to Berlin and stood
firm against the Austro-German demands on Serbia in 1914. Instead, Russia
would act to help its de facto ally, Serbia. In response, Germany sided strongly
with Austria.

Would the United States act to support its Far Eastern allies against
China? As China’s naval power develops, Beijing might be tempted to
conclude that the United States will back away from confrontation in East
Asia. Observers are aware, however, that the United States has not only
nominal but also crucial allies in the region. The United States could not
tolerate a loss of Japan any more than it could accept a loss of Europe. Thus
the dilemma posed by allies may be a continuing problem besetting U.S.-
Chinese relations.”

Conclusion

This chapter argues that the great power participants in 1914 faced the
worst of all possible worlds: They committed their support to a particular
ally (Serbia or Austria) whose role in the war would be less than decisive.”’ It
would involve the great power in war without winning. In 1939 the issue was
even clearer. Poland could not win the war for Great Britain—it could only
involve London in war. It was a liability rather than an asset. But Britain could
not tolerate any more losses: its “value of peace” had radically declined as it
entered a zone of loss. Serbia added nothing to Russian power in 1914, but St.
Petersburg could not yield again and still maintain its international standing
relative to Germany and Austria.

Usually, hegemonic great powers have the greatest number of allied
responsibilities and the most extensive periphery of interests. It is hardest for
them to back down. The United States may well fall into that overextended
category in the years ahead. But will it be able or willing to jettison needed
allies? That is far from certain.

By 2030 the China issue will be paramount in world politics. Beijing will
be tempted to expand against U.S. allies in East Asia, particularly Japan and
possibly Vietnam and the Philippines. The United States will certainly view
Japan as a crucial ally and will not be willing to yield to China’s challenges.
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In diplomatic terms, this means that both Washington and Beijing will
need to craft strategy to create a greater rapprochement before this challenge
occurs. These reflections underscore the point that “winning a war” is not the
only desideratum in international politics, and allies are critical to a state’s
estimate of its international position. The United States and China would
do better to create steadily an overbalance of power by forming a large great
power grouping in world politics.

The United States is establishing this core grouping by reinsuring its
connections, both political and economic. Uniting the two halves of the
Western alliance creates a bloc of more than $33 trillion in gross domestic
product. If Japan is added, the sum approaches $40 trillion, becoming the
most attractive and technologically advanced network in world politics. At
some point, China will seek and will likely be offered membership in this over-
balancing coalition as its internal economic and political reform proceeds.

In his Farewell Address in 1796, President George Washington warned
Americans of the danger of “entangling alliances” Permanent alliances with
one party, he averred, tended to “infuse into one the enmities of the other”
Intrigues with France might get the United States into war with England, as
it did later, with 40 percent greater losses for the former colonies than Britain
suffered in the War of 1812.

Although President Washington did not use these terms, he strongly
implied that allies of great powers may cause war by entangling major states
in relatively minor conflicts. Once drawn into a dispute, great powers may
find themselves in a major war. In this chapter, I have sought to show that
the centrality of crucial and even nonessential allies is a powerful factor in
provoking conflict between principals on both sides. This factor is not likely
to be changed in the next few years and will continue to cause conflict between
China and the United States in East Asia.
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Economic Interdependence and War
Richard N. Cooper

D OES A HIGH degree of economic interdependence between countries
reduce the probability of war between them? The issue has salience
for this volume because the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914
followed four decades of rapidly growing economic interaction among the
countries of western Europe, as well as between them and the far corners
of the world. The period 1870-1913 has sometimes been called the “first
globalization,” which was followed a hundred years later by a second great
period of globalization.

The outbreak of war in 1914 is frequently adduced as evidence that high
economic interdependence does not ensure that war will not take place between
the relevant countries—and so it was. Often cited in this connection is Norman
Angell, to the effect that high economic interdependence and the resulting
common economic interests should make war inconceivable.' Similar arguments
are made today with respect to the modern world, particular regarding the rela-
tionship between the United States and China.

Growth of Economic Interdependence

Technological developments followed by capital investment greatly reduced
both the cost and the uncertainties associated with long-distance communi-
cation and transportation in the late nineteenth century. These developments
included, most notably, the telegraph and the use of steam power for loco-
motion both on land and at sea. The modern era can plausibly be dated from
the 1860s, which saw the laying of the first successful transatlantic cable in
1866; for the first time, a message could travel much faster than a person (and
the diseases the messenger might carry). London had been linked to Paris
in this way fifteen years earlier. The transcontinental railway in the United
States and the Suez Canal were both opened for operation in 1869, signifi-
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Table 1. Merchandise Exports (percentage of gross domestic product)

1870 1913 1973 1998

United Kingdom 12.2 17.5 14.0 25.0
France 4.9 7.8 15.2 28.7
Germany 9.5 16.1 23.8 38.9
Spain 3.8 8.1 5.0 235
Russia n/a 2.9 3.8 10.6
United States 2.5 3.7 49 10.1
India 2.6 4.6 2.0 2.4
China 0.7 1.7 1.5 49
Japan 0.2 2.4 7.7 13.4
World 4.6 7.9 10.5 17.2

Source: Ronald Findlay and Kevin H. O'Rourke, “Commodity
Market Integration, 1500-2000,” in Michael D. Bordo, Alan M.
Taylor, and Jeffrey G. Williamson, eds., Globalization in Historical
Perspective (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), p. 41.

cantly easing transportation between Europe and Asia and between Asia and
the populated east coast of the United States. The steamship greatly reduced
travel times and their variability compared to sailing vessels; the travel time
from Britain to New York shrank from five to seven weeks in the 1830s to
a reliable two weeks in the 1870s. These developments, and soon thereafter
the invention of refrigeration, resulted in a veritable explosion of trade and
movements of financial capital, people, and ideas. Also, many European
countries, led by Britain, reduced their duties on imports.

Table 1 presents the ratio of merchandise exports to estimated gross
domestic product (GDP, a measure of the total economic output of a country
for a given year) for 1870, 1913, 1973, and 1998 for nine leading countries
and for the world. The table shows that trade in 1870 was more important
for Britain, the world’s leading trading nation, than for other countries. By
1913 the importance of trade for Britain had grown by nearly 50 percent (to
more than 17 percent) and by proportionately even more for the other listed
countries. Germany also showed a relatively heavy dependence on exports
(as did most smaller European countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands,
and Switzerland, not shown here). That dependence was notably less for
France, and still less for Russia and the United States, both of which had high
protective tariffs against imports (84 percent on manufactures in 1913 in
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Table 2. Foreign Assets (percentage of gross domestic product)

1914 2005

United Kingdom 92 244

France 67 174
Germany 26 99
United States 8 90
Japan neg. 50

Sources: The percentages for 1914 are calculated from Angus
Maddison, The World Economy: A Millennial Perspective (Paris:
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2001),
p. 260. The percentages for 2005 are calculated from Richard N.
Cooper, “Global Imbalances: Globalization, Demography, and
Sustainability;” Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 22, No. 3
(Summer 2008), pp. 93-112.

Russia, compared with 44 percent in the United States, 20 percent in France,
and 0 percent in Britain). According to well-established economic analysis,
such tariffs will eventually also hurt exports.

The period between 1913 and 1973 witnessed two world wars and the
Great Depression of the 1930s, all of which discouraged trade—partly through
disruption and lower incomes, partly through the sharp increase in trade-
restrictive policies, which gradually began to ease starting in the late 1940s.
The importance of exports for Britain actually fell between 1913 and 1973, as
it did for China, India, and Spain, all of which had introduced strong trade-
restricting policies. But for the other countries listed in table 1, exports were
more important economically than they had been even in 1913. This relative
importance had greatly increased by the end of the century, during the next
period of globalization. The only exception was India.

Table 2 offers a different measure of interdependence: the importance (again
relative to GDP) of ownership of assets abroad for five leading capital-exporting
countries in 1914 and in 2005. (These are gross assets, not netted against liabilities
to foreigners, which also grew substantially, because much British investment,
for example, was in the United States and vice versa.) By 1914 the foreign assets
of Britain—by far the largest investor abroad—were already approaching GDP
in magnitude. France’s foreign assets, though considerably lower than Britain’,
were also quite significant; much lower were those of Germany and the United
States, the other largest economies. Much of this foreign investment was lost or
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sold during the world wars. In the second half of the twentieth century, however,
foreign investment resumed on an even larger scale. By 2005 it reached more
than twice GDP for Britain and nearly twice for France. It was not far short of
GDP for Germany and the United States (the world’s largest foreign investor in
dollar value). In 2005 foreign investment represented half of the GDP of Japan,
the world’s second largest economy after the United States.

In addition to goods and financial capital, people began to move on a
large scale in the late nineteenth century, facilitated by the greater ease and
lower cost of long-distance travel, mainly from Europe to North and South
America, but also within the British Empire, especially from India to many
other British possessions, and from China. Gross annual emigration from
Europe rose from less than 300,000 before 1865 to 700,000 in the 1880s to
more than 1.2 million in the first decade of the twentieth century.?

Moreover, ideas—especially those involving technology—were rapidly
being disseminated. The demand for railroads and steam locomotives, first
developed in Britain, spread to other parts of the world. Construction was
often facilitated by British investment. British and other European and increas-
ingly American machinery involved not only facilitated trade in goods, but
also introduced new techniques of production. As a consequence, national
economies became increasingly tied together through multiple channels.

Rehabilitating Norman Angell

Against this background, Norman Angell wrote The Great Illusion. Angell
was disturbed by the naval race taking place between Britain and Germany
during the first decade of the twentieth century, especially the construction
by both sides of huge Dreadnought-class battleships. This enterprise was
vastly expensive in budgetary terms, and Angell could not see how it could
possibly be useful, because war or even the threat of war could not produce
greater prosperity. The book’s main message was not that a high degree of
economic interdependence between these two large economies would make
war between them inconceivable, but rather that it would make such a war
stupid (my term, not Angell’s). Concretely, even the “winner” in a war between
Britain and Germany would be worse off after the victory than before. In
Angell’s view, such an outcome would stand in sharp contrast with those
of many previous wars, where the winner could plausibly expect to gain in
booty or in territory. Modern economies were built on money and credit,
both requiring trust and benign conditions that would be destroyed or
badly damaged by war under modern conditions. In this, he was completely
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correct. Victorious Britain was worse off after the war, having inter alia
depleted its overseas investments to pay for the war, not to mention having
lost or suffered the maiming of thousands of young men. The same was true
for France. Although he couched many of his arguments in general terms,
Angell was specifically addressing Britain and especially Germany (as Niall
Ferguson has noted), not all countries or even all European countries.*

Origins of the Great War

Why then did such a stupid war ever take place? Here is not the place to
recount in detail the sequence of events leading to the German invasion
of Belgium on August 3, 1914, or the extensive imputation of motivations,
or the “domino” logic of the relationships among events. These have been
examined many times, and interpretations continue to differ a century later.”
Nonetheless, it is useful to briefly review the main events, given that over
previous decades international tensions had also occasionally run high.
In some cases, the result was limited war, but in the end the conflicts were
“managed” diplomatically. In general, compared with earlier periods in
Europe, the nineteenth century was one of peace after the defeat of Napoleon
in 1815, having been managed by the Concert of Europe. To be sure, there
were several wars involving the major powers: the Crimean War of 1853-54,
pitting Britain, France, and Turkey against Russia; the Austrian-Prussian War
of 1866; the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71; and the Russo-Turkish War of
1877-78. All of these wars, however, were relatively brief, limited in their
military engagements, and settled through negotiations. In 1879 Germany
and Austria formed a five-year alliance, renewing it regularly until 1918. A
newly created Italy joined in 1882, forming the Triple Alliance. In partial
response, France and Russia formed an alliance in 1894. Britain main-
tained its distance from such formal alliances, although from time to time
it was wooed by both groups. In 1912 joint British-French military planning
started, creating French expectations of British support under some circum-
stances, without (as the British government occasionally reminded France)
representing a formal commitment.

By 1900 Britain had established itself as the dominant power, a position
never definitively accepted by France, which was still smarting from its defeat
in 1871 and the loss of Alsace-Lorraine, as well as its rebuff at Fashoda in
1898. Britain and France viewed Germany as a rising power that posed some
threat to each. In economic terms, however, the United States, safely on the
other side of the Atlantic and with a tradition of self-absorption, was by 1880
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larger than any of the three western European economies. But from a German
and Austrian perspective (as well as among some French who viewed the
development more positively as a counterweight to Germany), Russia was
the rising power. Both Germany and Austria perceived Russia as a potential
threat to their interests in eastern and southeastern Europe and in the Near
East. Italy, Japan, and the United States were aspiring powers, joining the
scramble for overseas colonies late in the century. Spain and Portugal had
passed their prime. The Ottoman Empire, based in Istanbul, was considered
the “sick man of Europe” and probably on the verge of collapse; and the
Austro-Hungarian dual monarchy was also viewed as very fragile.

There were far fewer centers of policymaking in 1913 than there are
now, roughly fifty as opposed to more than two hundred today. All of Africa,
except Ethiopia, was under the effective, usually determining, influence of
one or another European country. This was also true of Asia, except for Japan,
China, Siam (Thailand), Persia, and Afghanistan. Even in those countries,
European influence and rivalries were strong. Most of the Western Hemi-
sphere had separated from European control, although British influence
remained strong in some places. Independent countries were concentrated
in Europe and the Western Hemisphere.

In the decades before 1914, European countries engaged in a variety
of tense situations and conflicts. An incomplete list includes the British-
German naval race; Fashoda in 1898; the Boer War in 1899-02; Morocco in
1905-06 and again in 1911; the Austrian annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina
in 1908, which represented a particular affront to Russia; Tripoli, Libya, in
1911; and two Balkan wars in 1912-13, involving Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece,
Montenegro, and the Ottoman Empire. Each was brief and brought to an
end by intercession of the great powers through a combination of threats
and negotiation. These experiences created a climate of expectation that the
European powers could manage matters well enough to keep them from
spiraling out of control. Some of the powers, however, were not so sure.
Germany passed an army law in July 1913 to raise the size of its peacetime
army by 136,000 to 890,000 men. France followed a month later with its
controversial Three Year Law, extending the term of conscripts and raising
the French army to 700,000 men. And in October, Russia adopted its Great
Program to raise its winter peacetime army by 800,000 men by 1917.°
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July 1914

On June 28, 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, nephew of Habsburg Emperor
Franz Josef and heir to his throne, was assassinated in Sarajevo by a Bosnian
Serb. The assassin was suspected of being encouraged and supported by
elements of the Serbian government. In Austria a vigorous debate arose
about how to respond to this provocation. Vienna received the infamous
“blank check” from Berlin to deal with the affront as it thought appropriate.
Hungarian Prime Minister Istvan Tisza objected to the threat of war—a
war urged by, among others, German Chief of Army Staft Franz Conrad
von Hoétzendorf. Eventually Tisza relented on the condition that no Serbian
territory be absorbed into Austria.

From July 20 to July 23, a summit meeting was held in St. Petersburg
with French President Raymond Poincaré, joined by newly installed Prime
Minister and Foreign Minister René Viviani and Russian Tsar Nicholas II,
accompanied by several senior officials. To avoid Franco-Russian coordi-
nation of their responses, Austria did not want to act until Poincaré was on
his way by warship back to France. Germany had hoped for quick and decisive
action by Austria, whatever it chose to do, but the resulting forty-eight-hour
ultimatum to Serbia with hard conditions was not made until July 23 (with
Poincaré and Viviani at sea), nearly four weeks after the assassination. Perhaps
surprisingly, Serbia gave a generally responsive albeit ambiguous reply, clearly
rejecting only one of the conditions. Austria, however, wanted to punish
Serbia once and for all for its impudence and anti- Austrian behavior over the
preceding five years. Immediately after receiving Serbia’s reply, Austria began
to mobilize its forces, declaring war on Serbia on July 28. Soon thereafter it
bombarded Belgrade (which was within reach from Hungarian territory),
although it was not prepared to invade until August 12.

It was understood in Russia and elsewhere that Russian mobilization of its
army would be more time consuming than mobilization in Germany, Austria,
or France. Russian officials ordered in succession a premobilization, a partial
mobilization, and a full mobilization. The tsar canceled the full mobilization
order on July 29 and then reinstated it a day later. On July 31, Austria responded
with a general mobilization, and Germany declared a “state of threatening
danger of war,” followed by a full mobilization on August 1, when France
also mobilized. Germany, influenced by Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann
Hollweg’s sense of legal rectitude, declared war on Russia. Germany’s war plan
(the Schlieffen Plan going back to 1908) entailed first hitting France hard,
westward through Belgium away from the heavily fortified French-German
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border. Germany hoped that this swift action would force France to sue for
peace early, thus permitting the German troops to move eastward to face
the slowly responding Russians. In a preemptive move, Germany invaded
Luxembourg on August 2, and requested Belgium to allow its troops to pass
through Liege to the French border. When the Belgians (predictably) denied
the request, Germany invaded on August 3 and declared war on France. This
invasion tipped the balance within the neutral-leaning British cabinet toward
declaring war on Germany, as Britain had been a guarantor of Belgium’s
neutrality and integrity since its creation in 1830. Strategically, Britain did
not want Germany lodged on the banks of the Scheldt River directly opposite
it. Foreign Minister Sir Edward Grey argued that without strong reaction to
this German provocation, Britain’s credibility (to use a contemporary term)
would be questioned around the world. Germany’s chief of the General Staff,
Helmuth von Moltke, had insisted on the invasion of France through Belgium
for technical military reasons. Moltke was driven partly by strategy but even
more by the details of logistical planning—“war by timetable,” as A.].P. Taylor
later called it.” In the words of Sean McMeekin, Moltke’s action was “a political,
diplomatic, strategic, and moral blunder of the first magnitude®

Who then was responsible for starting the European-wide war among the
major powers? Austria wanted war, but only with Serbia. Austria assumed that
unambiguous German backing would keep Russia at bay. France and particu-
larly Britain were not especially concerned—the archduke’s assassination and
Austria’s reaction were just another set of events in the troublesome Balkans,
to be managed (as in the past) with skillful diplomacy. It is also true that in July
1914 the British government was again preoccupied with the question of home
rule for Ireland. Meanwhile France was preoccupied with the sensational trial
of Madame Henriette Caillaux, who had been charged with killing an editor
for his attacks on her husband, Joseph Caillaux, leader of the Radical Party and
prospective prime minister. Caillaux had called for a less aggressive foreign
policy, causing Poincaré to fear that he would reduce the size of the French army.

The Russians knew that their mobilization would provoke a German
mobilization and probably lead to a major war. President Poincaré, Russia’s
strong ally, was conspicuously anti-German. He probably did not seek war,
and he certainly wanted to avoid starting one that would alienate Britain,
whose support he sought and expected. At the same time, Poincaré probably
welcomed war if it started elsewhere and if he could count on Russian
support, to rectify past wrongs and eliminate future threats by Germany. Thus
the earliest decision for a European war was made by Russia.
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Russia

In 1914 Russia was formally an absolute monarchy under Tsar Nicholas II, a
weak personality but the ultimate decisionmaker on matters of foreign policy
and war and peace. Russia had greatly expanded eastward in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, and still harbored territorial aspirations in China and Korea
(challenged by Japan) and in Persia and Afghanistan (challenged by Britain).
It also wanted more secure borders in Europe. It had its eye on the Carpathian
Mountains, west of Austria’s East Galicia, after having already absorbed Finland
and much of Poland. Above all, it sought control of access to the Mediterranean
and wider oceans from the Black Sea through the Bosphorus and Dardanelles.
In practice, this meant controlling Istanbul. Spiritual and religious reasons lay
behind this objective, not to mention economic and geopolitical ones. Russia
saw itself as the “third Rome,” the seat and protector of Orthodox Christianity
since the fall in 1453 of Constantinople and the Byzantine Empire. Many
Orthodox Christians lived under Ottoman rule and arguably were treated as
second-class citizens.

Russias experience with major domestic disturbances, including
pressures for relief from absolute rule, led in 1906 to the creation of an elected
legislature (Duma). Although the Duma gained some legislative powers, the
tsar retained ultimate authority. Russia had also suffered a crushing defeat,
both on land and at sea, by Japan in 1904-05, over which country would be
dominant in Manchuria and Korea. Compared with the increasingly industri-
alized western Europe and North America, Russia was a relatively backward
country. Its leaders, however, wanted to catch up, more to obtain power
and status than to bring prosperity to their people. In the pre-1914 period,
Russia was showing some success: its GDP grew at 2.4 percent a year in the
period 1870-1913, slower than Germany but faster than Britain, and by an
impressive 6 percent a year in 1908-13.° Industrialization was beginning to
take hold, largely with strong government initiative and support, including
high import tariffs, even higher than those in the United States at the time."
Russia’s economy, however, was still largely self-contained and localized. A
large country with poor internal transportation, it was exporting grain from
Odessa primarily through the Bosphorus and importing modern equipment
from western European countries through the Baltic to St. Petersburg. (An
indicator of internal transportation difficulties is that it was also importing
grain from high-cost Germany into northwestern Russia.) By 1913, Russian
officials were feeling confident again, although some were still greatly worried
about further internal disturbances.
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Russians saw the main obstacles to their territorial ambitions in the
west as the Austrian and Ottoman Empires, and their most serious potential
adversary as Germany. Russia was mainly concerned not only about Germany’s
alliance but also about its strong commercial interests in the Ottoman Empire,
reflected, for example, in the prospective Berlin to Baghdad railway. It relied
on its alliance with France, strongly reaffirmed in the July 1914 summit, to
distract and preoccupy the German army in the event of war. The Russians
played skillfully on the strong residual resentment at the reparations and loss
of Alsace and Lorraine in 1871, still in living memory for most French leaders.

If war occurred, Russia planned an amphibious invasion of European Turkey,
near Istanbul, as well as from the Caucasus in eastern Anatolia. It also planned to
invade eastern Galicia. Meanwhile the French would tie up the main German forces
in the west. In sharp contrast, the French wanted Russia to attack Germany in East
Prussia as soon as possible to draw significant German forces away from the
western front. France made large loans to Russia in 1906 on the condition that
Russia reach an armistice with Japan, permitting its troops to move west, and
again in 1913 on the condition that Russia improve its railway network. The
objective was to bring Russian forces into action more quickly. Indeed, capital
outflows from both France and Germany (as reflected in table 2) during the
pre-1914 period were often politically motivated, encouraged, and approved."

Russian prospects in 1914 seemed formidable, at least to German and
French leaders. Russia had a large and growing population; it was industrial-
izing successfully; and it had plans to raise the size of its standing winter army
(including conscripts) to 2 million by 1917, an army that would be better trained
and better equipped than it was in 1913 and would surpass the German army
in size. Above all, as Patrick McDonald has emphasized, Russia had a much
stronger fiscal position than either France or Germany, thanks in part to profits
from state monopolies such as the railroad and production of vodka.'* From
Germany’s perspective, Russia was the rising power. At the same time, Poincaré
worried that in time Russia would become less dependent on France, both stra-
tegically and financially. Thus time was not on France’s side.

Russia had a more immediate concern: an amphibious invasion of Turkey
would require naval predominance in the Black Sea, which Russia had in 1913.
The Ottomans, however, had ordered four new Dreadnought-class battleships
from abroad, including two from Britain that were scheduled for delivery in late
1914 or 1915. Under the Straits Convention of 1841, modified only slightly in
the Berlin Treaty of 1878, no country, including Russia, could move warships
through the Turkish Straits in peacetime. Russia therefore had to build its own
warships in the Black Sea, but battleships of such quality would not be ready
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until 1917. Delivery of the Dreadnought warships would provide Turkish naval
dominance in the Black Sea in the near future, thus foiling any sea-based attack.

Russia’s interest in a European war was thus very different from that of
other countries. If all went well, Russia could expect to gain economically, as
well as in stature, territory, and population, from a successful war. As shown
in table 1, Russia’s economic engagement with other countries was much
lower than that of the western European countries. Controlling the straits
would increase Russian influence in the eastern Mediterranean (possibly
threatening the Suez Canal, Britain’s key route to India) and make foreign
trade from southern Russia more secure. (The Ottomans had briefly closed
the Turkish Straits to Russian commercial trade during the Balkan wars, but
reopened them after international protest.) Russian incentives were thus
very different from those of Britain or Germany, about which Angell was
writing. (According to Nicholas Lambert, the Dardanelles campaign of 1915
was meant not only to provide strategic diversion from the western front, but
even more to permit export of Russian grain, badly needed in Britain, and
the transfer of British arms into Russia.)"®

Unfortunately for Russia, not all went well. To be sure, First Lord of the
Admiralty Winston Churchill diverted the two Ottoman battleships to the British
navy, thus preventing their delivery to Istanbul. Early in the war, however, two
German warships trying to escape British pursuit in the Mediterranean were
granted refuge in Ottoman waters. The larger of the two, the Goeben, though
not a Dreadnought, outclassed all of the Russian warships in the Black Sea.
This of course compromised Ottoman neutrality in the war. In response, the
Germans “sold” the two ships to Turkey, along with their German crews and
commanders, who were commissioned in the Ottoman navy (with permission
from Berlin). This unexpected development effectively made a Russian
amphibious attack prohibitive.

Russia’s main military thrust was in East Galicia, where its armies initially
gained the advantage (Austria had moved many troops south to invade Serbia,
wrongly guessing that Russia would not attack). But to support its French
allies, Russia also invaded East Prussia with two army corps. Together they
outnumbered the defending Germans. But as a result of poor communication
and coordination between the Russian armies (and some antagonism between
the two Russian generals), the Germans defeated both corps in the battle of
Tannenberg—another event unanticipated by the Germans, who had been
prepared to retreat to a more defensible line, and by the Russians.
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Personalities and Public Opinion

Instandard discourse, a tendency exists to personify nations and governments.
But people, not countries, make decisions. Foreign and military policy in all
the great powers in 1913 was made by relatively few people, albeit influenced
by press commentary in all countries, even in Russia. Meanwhile the press
often reflected the views of organized pressure groups and of public sentiment
more generally. In Russia Tsar Nicholas II was the ultimate decisionmaker
on these issues, but he was strongly influenced by Foreign Affairs Minister
Sergey Sazonov and Minister of War Gen. Vladimir Sukhomlinov, as well
as by other members of the cabinet. In France Poincaré was the dominant
figure, even though as president he had few formal powers. Prime Minister
Viviani, a mere placeholder until the trial of Madame Caillaux concluded,
was inexperienced in foreign affairs. Joseph Joffre commanded the army.
In Germany the erratic Kaiser Wilhelm II, often belligerent in words but
shrinking from actual combat, was the highest authority, with Bethmann
Hollweg as chancellor and Moltke as chief of the General Staft. In Austria
Franz Josef was emperor, advised by Count Leopold von Berchtold on foreign
policy with Conrad as army chief of staff. H.H. Asquith was prime minister
of Britain and Grey its influential foreign minister. The cabinet participated
in most key decisions.

The top military figures in Russia, Austria, and Germany had direct access
to their monarchs, without necessarily going through the civilian ministers.
In all three cases, not only did they have responsibility for preparing for war,
but in each case, they advocated on behalf of it: Conrad with respect to Serbia,
Moltke with respect to Russia (thereby taking on France), and Sukhomlinov
with respect to Vienna and Istanbul. Prime ministers and foreign ministers,
though generally more cautious, were gradually brought around, whether by
external events or internal argument.

There were serious antiwar voices in all countries and in all governments.
These voices were eventually sidelined (e.g., Prime Minister Vladimir Kokovstov
in Russia) or overwhelmed by events (e.g., the assassination of Archduke Franz
Ferdinand or Germany’s attack on Belgium in the case of Britain).

Press commentary in 1913 was widely divergent, from chauvinistic and
even xenophobic to cautionary and internationalist. Publics, however, were
easily worked up by the actions of potentially hostile foreigners. Once the war
started, the press and public opinion, with rare exceptions, became national-
istic and hostile to the enemy. Partial exceptions were polyglot Austria and
relatively uneducated Russia, where conscription was universal but unpopular.
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The consequences of the war are well known. It was much longer and
much more costly in lives and resources than anyone had imagined in 1914.
Four empires disappeared, and the two leading European democracies were
greatly weakened. Russia experienced a revolution (with German help in
transporting Vladimir Lenin from Switzerland to Finland) that introduced
a communist dictatorship for the next seven decades. If leaders had forecast
the actual costs, they (and even the generals) undoubtedly would have worked
much harder to avoid war. Every government, however, thought not only that
its approach had a chance of working in the country’s perceived interests, but
that it would work. Moltke was perhaps the most pessimistic, but he was also
pessimistic about the alternatives and, on balance, opted for preventive war.

Conclusion

It is doubtful whether one can learn lessons from history. But if there are any
to be learned, they may be the wrong ones. Consider Germany’s beliefin 1914
that it could drive France quickly to plead for an armistice, as it did in 1871, or
that winners of wars can gain in material terms, as they often had in the past.
Nevertheless, history can stimulate the imagination. It is possible, as Angell
warned in 1910, and as occurred in 1914-18, that even the victor may end
up much worse off than it was before the war. Russia, however, was the least
interdependent of the great powers.

For most countries, including China and the United States, economic
interdependence is much greater in 2014 than it was in 1914. Beyond the
direct budgetary costs, war would be extremely costly for both countries. That
it would be more costly to China than to the United States, because of the likely
quicker recovery of the United States from the 2008-09 Great Recession, is
small consolation. The governments of both countries recognize this reality.

The lesson of this chapter is to beware of third countries. Do not focus on
the leading protagonists alone. Every society has vulnerabilities that skillful
outside parties can exploit to engender conflicts that are objectively irrational
in material terms. Who might those third countries be in the contemporary
context? North Korea, Taiwan, and Iran come immediately to mind. Yet, it is
also worthwhile to keep a watchful eye on others, including perhaps Japan and,
yes, even Russia, which might calculate that a serious conflict between China
and the United States would enhance its status in the world—something that
some Russians always seem to be seeking without having to earn.
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The Thucydides Trap

Graham Allison

H OW SHOULD POLICYMAKERS and analysts think about relations
between the United States and China in the decade ahead? Common
frames include two twenty-first-century nations; two twenty-first-century
great powers; an already established power and a developing one; two members
of an emerging international rule-based order; a status quo power and a revi-
sionist power; and a Group of Two or potential Group of Two. Each frame
captures facets of a much more complex reality. Of the many challenges that
U.S. and Chinese leaders will face over the coming decade, however, none is
more illuminating than two countries’ need to escape the “Thucydides Trap.”

The analogy to Thucydides is a reminder of the dangers that can emerge
when a rising power challenges a ruling power—as Athens did Sparta in
Ancient Greece and as Germany did Britain a century ago. Most of these
dangerous challenges have ended badly, often for both sides. In eleven of
fifteen cases in the past five hundred years, the result was war. In cases where
the parties escaped war, huge, painful adjustments in the attitudes and actions
of both the challenger and the challenged were required.

Most observers believe that the chances of the United States and China
finding themselves in a war that would leave both countries devastated is
as unlikely as it would be unwise. The centenary of the start of World War
I, however, offers a bracing reminder of humans’ capacity for folly. The
statement that war is “inconceivable” reflects not what is possible, but what
human minds are able to conceive. In 1914 very few imagined the slaughter
to come, and on such a scale that it demanded a new category: “world war” By
1918 Europe lay in ruins: the kaiser was gone; the Austro-Hungarian Empire
had dissolved; the Bolsheviks had overthrown the Russian tsar; France would
continue bleeding for a generation; and Great Britain was shorn of the flower
of its youth and treasure. A millennium in which Europe had been the creative
center of the world came to a crashing end.
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To explore whether there are relevant parallels for the United States and
China today, this chapter considers, among other things, what one of the key
players, Chinese President Xi Jinping, has to say about the Thucydides Trap.

Xi Jinping on the Thucydides Trap

In one of the brashest statements in recent memory about China’s national aspi-
rations for the coming decade, President Xi Jinping presented his thinking to a
group of international leaders at a November 2013 conference, “Understanding
China,” hosted by the Berggruen Institute on Governance. In the presentation,
Xi remarked that “we all need to work together to avoid the Thucydides Trap—
destructive tensions between an emerging power and an established power,
or between established powers themselves” His proposed “new form of great
power relations” is meant as a direct response to that challenge.

Earlier in the same presentation, Xi addressed the question, “What are
the primary goals for China?” He said, “We summarize them as two centenary
goals: first, we aim to double the 2010 level of GDP [gross domestic product]
per capita income and build a mo