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Document 1 

The following excerpt is from a book by the American historian Sidney Bradshaw Fay, entitled Origins 
of the World War. It focuses on the problem, long debated by historians, of fixing responsibility for 
the outbreak of World War 1. This issue is complicated. Everyone agrees that the murder of the 
Austrian Archduke Francis Ferdinand by a Bosnian patriot at Sarajevo was the incident that touched 
off the war, but there is little agreement about the underlying causes of the war or the ultimate 
responsibility for the outbreak of hostilities.  
 
Fay's two-volume work on the causes of the war, first published in 1928, has stood the test of time 
and critical scholarship. To Professor Fay's credit is the fact that he waited until official records of 
events were available. In his first volume he explored the long-range causes of the war, extending his 
study far back into the 19th century. He devoted his entire second volume to the immediate causes of 
the war and examined' in detail the responsibilities of each major party. 

Questions: 1. In what way was each of the nations involved partly responsible for the 
outbreak of hostilities? 

2. Do you agree with Fay's analysis of individual responsibility? 

None of the powers wanted a European War. Their governing rulers and ministers, with very few 
exceptions, all foresaw that it must be a frightful struggle, in which the political results were not 
absolutely certain, but in which the loss of life, suffering, and economic consequences were bound to 
be terrible. 

Nevertheless, a European War broke out. Why? Because in each country political and military leaders 
did certain things which led to mobilizations and declarations of war, or failed to do certain things 
which might have prevented them. In this sense, all the European countries, in a greater or less 
degree, were  responsible. One must abandon the dictum of the Versailles Treaty that Germany and 
her allies were solely responsible. It was a dictum exacted by victors from vanquished, under the 
influence of the blindness, ignorance, hatred, and the propagandist misconceptions to which war had 
given rise. It was based on evidence which was incomplete and not always sound. It is generally 
recognized by the best historical scholars in all countries to be no longer tenable or defensible. They 
are agreed that the responsibility for the War is a divided responsibility. But they still disagree very 
much as to the relative part of this responsibility that falls on each country and on each individual 
political or military leader. 

Some writers like to fix positively in some precise mathematical fashion the exact responsibility for 
the war. This was done in one way by the framers of Article 231 of the Treaty of Versailles. It has 
been done in other ways by those who would fix the responsibility in some relative fashion, as, for 
instance, Austria first, then Russia, France and Germany and England. But the present writer 
deprecates such efforts to assess by a precise formula a very complicated question, which is after all 
more a matter of delicate shading than of definite white and black. . . . Moreover, even supposing that 



a general consensus of opinion might be reached as to the relative responsibility of any individual 
country or man for immediate causes connected with the July crisis of 1914, it is by no means 
necessarily true that the same relative responsibility would hold for the underlying causes, which for 
years had been tending toward the creation of a dangerous situation. 

One may, however, sum up very briefly the most salient facts in regard to each country. 

 
 
 

Document 2 

Germany did not plot a European War, did not want one, and made genuine, though too belated efforts, 
to avert one. She was the victim of her alliance with Austria and of her own folly. Austria was her only 
dependable ally, Italy and Rumania having become nothing but allies in name. She could not throw her 
over, as otherwise she would stand isolated between Russia, where Pan-Slavism and armaments were 
growing stronger every year, and France, where Alsace-Lorraine, Delcasse's fall, and Agadir were not 
forgotten. Therefore, Bethmann {German Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg} felt bound to 
accede to Berchtold's request for support and gave him a free hand to deal with Serbia; he also hoped 
and expected to "localize" the Austro-Serbian conflict. Germany then gave grounds to the Entente for 
suspecting the sincerity of her peaceful intentions by her denial of any foreknowledge of the 
ultimatum, by her support and justification of it when it was published, and by her refusal of Sir 
Edward Grey's conference proposal. However, Germany by no means had Austria so completely under 
her thumb as the Entente Powers and many writers have assumed. It is true that Berchtold would 
hardly have embarked on his gambler's policy unless he had been assured that Germany would fulfill 
the obligations of the alliance, and to this extent Germany must share the great responsibility of 
Austria. But when Bethmann realized that Russia was likely to intervene, that England might not 
remain neutral, and that there was danger of a world war of which Germany and Austria would appear 
to be the instigators, he tried to call a halt on Austria, but it was too late. He pressed mediation 
proposals on Vienna, but Berchtold was insensible to the pressure, and the Entente Powers did not. 
believe in the sincerity of his pressure, especially as they produced no results.  

Germany's geographical position between France and Russia, and her inferiority in number of troops, 
had made necessary the plan of crushing the French army quickly at first and then turning against 
Russia. This was only possible, in the opinion of her strategists, by marching through Belgium, as it was 
generally anticipated by military men that she would do in case of a European War. On July 29, after 
Austria had declared war on Serbia, and after the Tsar had assented to general mobilization in Russia 
(though this was not known in Berlin and was later postponed for a day owing to the Kaiser's telegram 
to the .Tsar), Bethmann took the precaution of sending to the German Minister in Brussels a sealed 
envelope. The Minister was not to open it except on further instructions. It contained the later 
demand for the passage of the German army through Belgium. This does not mean, however, that 
Germany had decided for war. In fact, Bethmann was one of the last of the statesmen to abandon 
hope of peace and to consent to the mobilization of his country's army. General mobilization of the 
continental armies took place in the following order: Serbia, Russia, Austria, France and Germany. 
General mobilization by a Great Power was commonly interpreted by military men in every country, 



though perhaps not by Sir Edward Grey, the Tsar, and some civilian officials, as meaning that the 
country was on the point of making war, — that the military machine had begun to move and would not 
be stopped. Hence, when Germany learned of the Russian general mobilization, she sent ultimatums to 
St. Petersburg and Paris, warning that German mobilization would follow unless Russia suspended hers 
within twelve hours, and asking what would be the attitude of France. The answers being 
unsatisfactory, Germany then mobilized and declared war. It was the hasty Russian general 
mobilization, assented to on July 29 and ordered on July 30, while Germany was still trying to bring 
Austria to accept mediation proposals, which finally rendered the European War inevitable. 

 
 
 
 
 

Document 3 

Former generations as well as those who stand here today have often seen the soldiers of the First 
Guard Regiment and My Guards at this place. We were brought together then by an oath of allegiance 
which we swore before God. Today all have gathered to pray for the triumph of our weapons, for now 
that oath must be proved to the last drop of blood. The sword, which I have left in its scabbard for 
decades, shall decide. 

I expect My First Guard Regiment on Foot and My Guards to add a new page of fame to their glorious 
history. The celebration today finds us confident in God in the Highest and remembering the glorious 
days of Leuthen, Chium, and St. Privat. Our ancient fame is an appeal to the German people and their 
sword. And the entire German nation to the last man has grasped the sword. And so I draw the sword 
which with the help of God I have kept in its scabbard for decades.  [At this point the  Kaiser drew 
his sword from  its scabbard and held it high above his head.] 

The sword is drawn, and I cannot sheathe it again without victory and honor. All of you shall and will 
see to it that only in honor is it returned to the scabbard. You are my guarantee that I can dictate 
peace to my enemies. Up and at the enemy! Down with the enemies of Brandenburg! 

Three cheers for our army! 

SOURCE:  Kaiser Wilhelm II, August 18, 1914. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 4 

Berlin, July 6, 1914  

Confidential. For Your Excellency's personal information and guidance  

The Austro-Hungarian Ambassador yesterday delivered to the Emperor a confidential personal letter 
from the Emperor Francis Joseph, which depicts the present situation from the Austro-Hungarian 
point of view, and describes the measures which Vienna has in view. A copy is now being forwarded to 
Your Excellency.  

I replied to Count Szagyeny today on behalf of His Majesty that His Majesty sends his thanks to the 
Emperor Francis Joseph for his letter and would soon answer it personally. In the meantime His 
Majesty desires to say that he is not blind to the danger which threatens Austria-Hungary and thus 
the Triple Alliance as a result of the Russian and Serbian Pan-Slavic agitation. Even though His 
Majesty is known to feel no unqualified confidence in Bulgaria and her ruler, and naturally inclines 
more to ward our old ally Rumania and her Hohenzollern prince, yet he quite understands that the 
Emperor Francis Joseph, in view of the attitude of Rumania and of the danger of a new Balkan alliance 
aimed directly at the Danube Monarchy, is anxious to bring about an understanding between Bulgaria 
and the Triple alliance [...]. His Majesty will, further more, make an effort at Bucharest, according to 
the wishes of the Emperor Francis Joseph, to influence King Carol to the fulfilment of the duties of 
his alliance, to the renunciation of Serbia, and to the suppression of the Rumanian agitations directed 
against Austria-Hungary.  

Finally, as far as concerns Serbia, His Majesty, of course, cannot interfere in the dispute now going on 
between Austria-Hungary and that country, as it is a matter not within his competence. The Emperor 
Francis Joseph may, however, rest assured that His Majesty will faithfully stand by Austria-Hungary, 
as is required by the obligations of his alliance and of his ancient friendship.  

BETHMANN-HOLLWEG  

SOURCE: Germany’s “Blank Check” to Austria, July 6, 1914. 

 


