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Ambition in the East

Germany is the traditional villain in the story of World War I's beginnings, but what if Russia played an even greater role?

by William Anthony Hay

According to the conventional narrative, World War I began when a network of alliances drew ever-larger countries—in particular Germany, France and Britain—into a general conflict that spread from the Balkans after the assassination of Austria's Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914. Germany bears responsibility for the war, in this view, because its leaders deliberately turned a regional clash between Austria-Hungary and Serbia into an existential struggle of rival alliances. Sean McMeekin challenges these assumptions with "The Russian Origins of the First World War," proposing Russia as the driving force in the brinksmanship that led to the terrible slaughter of 1914-18.

The Bolshevik revolution of 1917 and the long shadow cast by the Soviet Union have tended to diminish attention to Russia's role in the war. And writing Russian history from a Western perspective presents its own difficulties, from the notorious trouble of gaining access to Russian archives to the scarcity of Anglophone historians who know the language well enough to conduct worthwhile research. Writers, like many generals at the time, have tended to treat the Western Front as the war's central focus, with everything else a sideshow.

Mr. McMeekin, who teaches international relations at Bilkent University in Turkey, proposes that the war's real catalyst lay in Russia's imperial ambition to supplant the waning Ottoman Empire in the Near East and to control the Turkish straits—the Bosphorus and Dardanelles—linking the Black Sea and the Mediterranean.

Although he fills a real gap by showing the view from St. Petersburg, Mr. McMeekin overstates his case. Russia certainly played a larger role than is generally credited in the July Crisis that followed the archduke's assassination. But Russia did not primarily drive events, as he claims. Other parts of the story, especially the view from Berlin, are essential to showing the full picture.

The crisis involved Austria-Hungary's attempt to assert its power in the Balkans by coercing or defeating Serbia. Russia had ties with Serbia, along with geopolitical interests in the Balkans. When war finally came, Germany, allied with Austria-Hungary, turned the fighting into a European conflict by adopting a strategy called the Schlieffen Plan, which aimed to knock out France and Russia (France's ally) with two quick campaigns. Germany wanted to break out of its perceived encirclement, but the Germans also wanted power within Europe commensurate with the country's growing wealth and industrial capacity. The French did not fall as planned, of course, and Germany's incursion into Belgium brought Britain into the war—which soon spread.

Modern research in German archives has uncovered material showing Germany's eagerness for war. The findings lend credence to the accusations of German war guilt that colored the peace-brokering at war's end, accusations only buttressed by Germany's instigation of World War II.

In Mr. McMeekin's telling, World War I marked the culmination of a rivalry between Czar Nicholas II's Russia and Kaiser Wilhelm II's Germany, each enticed to pursue expansionist dreams by the Ottoman Empire's decline. Constantinople had long held an allure for Russians, who called the city Czargrad. Russia viewed its empire as the rightful successor to Byzantium, with Moscow as the "third Rome." Russian grain exports through the straits also made the region of vital interest.

But rival powers, notably Britain and Austria, had blocked Russia's attempts to enhance its influence in Turkey repeatedly during the 19th century, stirring considerable resentment in Russia and a determination not to be thwarted again. Meanwhile, Germany extended its influence in Turkey at the turn of the century through commerce and by training the Ottoman army, while Britain modernized the Ottoman navy. Russia looked on with alarm, Mr. McMeekin notes, and felt an urgent need to act.

Russia also worried about its western frontier. Allying with France was meant to help, but the vulnerable Polish salient remained a concern. And keeping other powers at bay—even smaller, ambitious ones, like Bulgaria—was a preoccupation. Officials in St. Petersburg, then, felt no less encircled in 1914 than Germany did, the author says, and those fears drove Russian policy during the July Crisis.

Russia began mobilizing before Germany and Austria during the saber-rattling in the summer of 1914. The mobilization included Black Sea areas that would provide a springboard for intervention in the Near East if needed. German and Austrian officials viewed the Russian Black Sea moves as an escalation that demanded a response, Mr. McMeekin says. Russia's foreign minister, Sergei Sazonov, hoped to beat Germany off the starting line if conflict seemed inevitable. All the powers expected—and planned for—a short war. Russia saw a chance for gains at Austria's expense that would put St. Petersburg in a strong position to claim the Turkish straits even before Turkey could enter the war on Austria's side.

The tinderbox of the Balkans, Mr. McMeekin believes, merely provided Russia with an occasion to execute longstanding plans under favorable circumstances. Wars, though, are famous for not going as planned. Russia enjoyed initial success, but then the war bogged down on the Eastern Front, as it did in Flanders fields. Eventually Russians' discontent over their leaders' conduct of the war prepared the way for the Bolsheviks' revolution.

Mr. McMeekin rightly claims that for too long World War I historians have not paid enough attention to the importance of Russian imperialist ambitions in the war's origins. But his well-written attempt to compensate goes too far in the other direction, by stating that "the current consensus about the First World War cannot survive serious scrutiny." As he makes clear, the Russian establishment acted as recklessly as its counterparts in Berlin and Vienna, followed closely by those in Paris, London and other capitals. There is plenty of blame to go around.

Mr. Hay, a historian at Mississippi State University, is the author of "The Whig Revival, 1808-1830."

