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McMillan: The war that ended peace

Margaret MacMillan, born in Canada and Professor of History at the University of Oxford, writes in her study “The War that Ended Peace. How Europe Abandoned Peace for the First World War“:

The fact that earlier and quite serious crises among the powers, over colonies or in the Balkans, had been settled peacefully added another factor to the calculations of 1914. The threat of war had been used but in the end pressures had been brought to bear by third parties, concessions had been made, and conferences had been summoned, with success, to sort out dangerous issues. Brinkmanship had paid off. Surely this time in 1914 the same processes would start to work. Only this time brinkmanship did not work. This time Austria-Hungary did declare war on Serbia with Germany's backing; Russia decided to support Serbia and so went to war with Austria-Hungary and Germany; Germany attacked Russia's ally France; and Britain came in on the side of its allies. And so they went over the edge. […]

Very little in history is inevitable. Europe did not have to go to war in 1914; a general war could have been avoided up to the last moment on 4 August when the British finally decided to come in. Looking back, we can of course see the forces that were making war more likely: the rivalries over colonies, economic competition, ethnic nationalisms which were tearing apart the failing empires of Austria-Hungary and the Ottomans, or the growth of the nationalist public opinion which put new pressures on leaders to stand up for their nation's perceived rights and interests. […]

The search will probably never end and I will myself argue that some powers and their leaders were more culpable than others. Austria-Hungary's mad determination to destroy Serbia in 1914, Germany's decision to back it to the hilt, Russia's impatience to mobilise, these all seem to me to bear the greatest responsibility for the outbreak of the war. Neither France nor Britain wanted war, although it might be argued that they could have done more to stop it.

Annotations

concessions – Zugeständnisse; to sort out – to solve; brinkmanship – Politik am Rande des Abgrunds; backing –  support; edge – Rand, Klippe; culpable – to be responsible for sth (schuldig); to back it to the hilt –  es bis zum Schwertgriff / bis an die Schmerzgrenze zu unterstützen; impatience –  unwillingness to wait 


