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The International Order on Trial

I

In the modern world, nations have existed as members of an international 
community that offered security and enhanced the possibilities of national 
existence. What held the separate entities in a stable relationship with one 
another was the freedom of every nation to respond, alone or with others, 
to any threat to the established order. This balancing system required the 
existence of a preponderance of power that was prepared, under duress, to 
confront any unwanted assaults on the established order. In recent centuries, 
the European balance of power had always triumphed over any assaults on 
the status quo that became too ambitious. France under Louis XIV, and later 
Napoleon, sought drastic changes in the map of Europe; in both endeavors, 
France went down in total defeat. If the balance of power failed to prevent 
wars, it limited their consequences, and thereby preserved the existing order 
of power, encouraging restraint and accommodation. With good reason, 
America’s Founding Fathers and those who followed them placed their faith 
in the balancing system as the surest guarantee of the nation’s well-being and 
security.1

The first mammoth assaults on Europe’s long-established equilibrium 
were Germany’s easy six-week triumphs over Austria and France in 1866 
and 1871. Prussia thereby terminated the historic involvement of Austria and 
France in Germanic affairs. Berlin used the latter victory to proclaim the new 
German Empire in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, impose an indemnity 
on Paris, and annex the French province of Alsace-Lorraine. In less than a 
decade, Germany had emerged from a congeries of Germanic states to become 
Europe’s most powerful nation. Facing a vengeful France, Germany sought 
security in its pre-eminent military establishment, as well as in the incitement 
of nationalistic emotions – all certain to disquiet other European powers and 

1 For superb evaluations of the balance of power system, see Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics 
Among Nations (New York, 1949), 125–66; Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of 
Order in World Politics (London, 1977).
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The Versailles Treaty and Its Legacy2

prod them into countermeasures of defense. Prince Otto von Bismarck, the 
German Chancellor, moved quickly to quiet Europe’s reaction. As early as 
1873, he negotiated the Three Emperors’ League to govern the behavior of 
Austria and Russia, Europe’s primary and most vengeful antagonists. Later 
he added Italy to his alliance system. By 1875, France had reorganized its 
army and appeared prosperous and strong. Yet that year, U.S. minister J. C. 
Bancroft Davis could write from Berlin, “On my own judgment peace will 
be preserved so long as there continues to be a good understanding between 
Russia, Austria, and Germany.”2 As late as 1890, when the German Kaiser, 
Wilhelm II, dismissed Bismarck, Europe, having accepted the new German 
Empire, and with the Continent’s chief antagonists under control, appeared 
stable and secure.

Suddenly, Bismarck’s peace structure faced disintegration. The new Kaiser 
terminated the Three Emperors’ League, strengthening ties with Austria 
and dismissing Russia. Russia, now isolated, sought security in the arms of 
France. The burgeoning Franco-Russian relationship, resulting in the 1894 
alliance, created the linchpin of what George Kennan termed “the decline 
of Bismarck’s European order.”3 Europe’s division into two alliance systems 
placed future peace on the altar of diplomatic inflexibility and the deter-
rent power of the alliance structure. U.S. Minister Bartlett Tripp, in Vienna, 
predicted a troubled future for Europe, explaining on January 4, 1894:  
“I see no possibility of the great nations of Russia and Germany at present 
submitting to a peaceful solution of the questions of international differences 
now impending. . . . Nothing but wise statesmanship and the existing fear on 
the part of the nations of the terrible result of such a contest can avert the 
impending conflict. . . .”4

Many observers regarded Russia, with its immense territories, huge pop-
ulation, expansive tradition, and known designs on Eastern Europe and the 
Balkans, as the ultimate danger to Western security. British diplomat Cecil 
Spring-Rice reminded Theodore Roosevelt in September 1896:

It looks like the gathering of great forces for a struggle, not in the immedi-
ate (that would be better) but in the far future. . . . Russia is self sufficient. 
She is also practically invulnerable to attack. She is growing and has room 
to grow. . . . Owing to Alsace and Lorraine, Europe is hopelessly divided. . . . 
Taking all these things together, it is not at all improbable that Europe may 
be in a given period at the mercy of a power really barbarous but with a high 

2 J. C. Bancroft Davis to Hamilton Fish, dispatch no. 164, August 23, 1875, Diplomatic 
Dispatches, Germany, RG59, National Archives. For a superb discussion of Germany’s effort 
to maintain peace between Russia and Austria, see Paul W. Schroeder, “The ‘Balance of 
Power’ System in Europe, 1815–1871,” Naval War College Review, 27 (March-April 1975), 
29–31.

3 For the French-Russian alliance’s threat to Europe’s peace, see George F. Kennan, The Fateful 
Alliance: France, Russia, and the Coming of the First World War (New York, 1984).

4 Tripp to Walter Q. Gresham, Secretary of State, dispatch no. 62, January 4, 1894, Diplomatic 
Dispatches, Austria, RG59.
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The International Order on Trial 3

military organization. . . . [N]o power will attack Russia – no one can afford 
to. Russia therefore has simply to bide her time.5

For Theodore Roosevelt, Russia was an appalling problem that Germany 
alone had the power to crush. He wrote in August 1896: “Even if in the dim 
future Russia should take India and become the preponderant power of Asia, 
England would merely be injured in one great dependency; but when Russia 
grows so as to crush Germany, the crushing will be once for all.”6

French revanche, emboldened by the alliance with Russia, appeared equally 
menacing to European peace and stability. It was the Franco-Russian alliance 
that lent credibility to France’s determination to recover Alsace-Lorraine.7 
But for French revanche, Europe might have faced the Eastern Question with 
comparative ease. What gave the impending crisis its dreadful character was 
the fear of a simultaneous Franco-Russian assault on Central Europe. No 
American saw the essentially tragic nature of the Franco-Russian alliance 
more clearly than did William R. Thayer, an acute observer of the European 
scene, who wrote in November 1891:

Russia is . . . the center of the warlike storm-area to-day. Eliminate her from 
European politics, and the other powers would have no plausible excuse for 
keeping up their armaments, because France, in spite of her grievances and 
wrath, would see the hopelessness of dashing her head against Germany, sup-
ported by Austria and Italy. The possibility of winning Russia as an ally . . . 
has forced Germany to stand by her guns. But the Russian monster threatens 
not only Germany; as Napoleon discerned eighty years ago, he endangers all 
western Europe.

One day, Thayer predicted, France and Germany – indeed, all Western 
Europe – would stand together against the Cossack invader.8

Tragically, Europe’s burgeoning insecurities had transformed the Continent 
into an armed camp. Never had its leading nations embarked on such an insa-
tiable quest for weapons. “Every city,” wrote Thayer, “has its barracks and 
parade-ground; every frontier frowns with a double row of fortifications. . . . 
Europe from the Douro to the Don, is a camp whereon ten times three hundred 
thousand of her able-bodied men are bivouacking, ready at a sign to spring to 
arms and slay each other.”9 Tripp reported from Vienna: “Europe is one armed 
camp, and every lightning flash from diplomatic wires is like the firing of a  
sentry gun – a call to arms.”10

 5 Spring-Rice to Theodore Roosevelt, September 14, 1896, in Stephen Gwynn, ed., The Letters 
and Friendships of Sir Cecil Spring-Rice: A Record (London, 1929), 1: 210–11.

 6 Roosevelt to Spring-Rice, August 5, 1896, in Elting E. Morison, ed., The Letters of Theodore 
Roosevelt (Cambridge, MA, 1951), 1: 555.

 7 Edward A. Freeman, “Dangers to the Peace of Europe,” Forum, 12 (November 1891), 301;  
W. J. Stillman, “Italy and the Triple Alliance,” Nation, 51 (October 30, 1890), 340.

 8 Charles W. Thayer, “The Armed Truce of the Powers,” Diplomat (Westport, 1974), 322, 323.
 9 Ibid., 312.
10 Tripp to Secretary of State Richard Olney, dispatch no. 175, January 18, 1896, Diplomatic 

Dispatches, Austria, RG59.
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II

By 1900, Germany had supplanted Russia as the focus of Europe’s inse-
curities. Germany’s military primacy was obvious enough, and Bismarck’s 
assurances of German acceptance of the post-1871 status quo had evap-
orated. German power was moving onto the high seas with the Kaiser’s 
widely proclaimed naval-building program, designed to challenge Britain’s 
dominance of the oceans. Germany’s rapidly expanding naval power ren-
dered Berlin’s known interests in the Middle East, its possible ambitions to 
build a colonial empire, a rising threat to Europe’s established order. In 1898, 
the Kaiser proclaimed that Germany had “great tasks . . . outside the narrow 
boundaries of Old Europe.”11 Had Germany, in its expansiveness, concen-
trated on specific, limited goals, other nations might have better judged their 
interests in questioning German ambition. But Berlin, by pursuing general, 
ill-defined, unknown but suspected, changes in the status quo, aroused uni-
versal apprehension.

What rendered Germany’s suspected quest for primacy in world affairs even 
more unsettling was the burgeoning rhetoric of German nationalism. German 
spokesmen resented the superior prestige that Britain and France enjoyed as 
traditional world powers. The Kaiser complained that British nobility, when 
touring the Continent, visited Paris but never Berlin. He issued a veiled warn-
ing to the King of Italy: “All the long years of my reign my colleagues, the 
Monarchs of Europe, have paid no attention to what I have to say. Soon, with 
my great Navy to endorse my words, they will be more respectful.” Germans 
felt cheated by Europe’s refusal to recognize their rightful position in world 
affairs. Friedrich von Bernhardi, the noted spokesman of German national-
ism, expressed his country’s ambitions when he wrote: “We must secure to 
German nationality and German spirit throughout the globe that high esteem 
which is due them.”12

As early as 1894, France and Russia sought security in their alliance against 
Germany and Austria. Isolationist Britain had long resisted membership in 
any formal alignment against Germany, but in 1904 the London government 
signed the Entente Cordiale with France. So dominant and threatening had 
Germany become that Britain, France, and Russia, to right the European bal-
ance, formed the Triple Entente (1907), with its detailed military preparations, 
to convince Germany that any aggression would fail. Britain now assumed 
the lead in confronting German ambition. The Entente represented Europe’s 
 ultimate massing of power in defense of the old order.

11 The Kaiser, quoted in Newsweek, November 25, 1991, 57.
12 Fritz Fischer’s Griff nach der Weltmacht (1961) and James Joll’s translation, Germany’s Aims 

in the First World War (1967), based on a deeper examination of the German record, revealed 
the extent of German ambitions before and during the Great War of 1914, but those revela-
tions did not determine the pre-war doubts and insecurities unleashed by German behavior 
prior to 1914.
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The International Order on Trial 5

Still, the Entente contained a serious flaw. It was only the organizational 
deficiencies of the Tsarist regime that clouded Russian expansionism. In the 
diplomacy that led to the Triple Entente, Russia demanded and received con-
cessions to its historic aspirations in the Balkans. To sustain the credibility of 
their alliance, Britain and France encouraged Russian firmness against Austria,  
even as they knew that any Allied victory over Germany would weaken German 
and Austrian influence in Eastern Europe and open wide the gates to Russian 
expansion. Thus the faltering balance of power eliminated British and French 
primacy on two fronts. The potential European giants, Germany and Russia, 
had emerged as the new poles in the European equilibrium.

III

The murder of the Austrian Archduke, Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo, the 
capital of Bosnia, on June 28, 1914, lit the slow fuse that five weeks later 
exploded into catastrophe. For a decade, the Balkans had been the scene of 
plots and conspiracies, but the rivalry that mattered on that June day was 
the burning determination of Serbian nationalists to recapture the former 
Serbian province of Bosnia, annexed by Austria in 1908. The assassination 
of the Archduke, quickly linked to Serbian officialdom, provided Vienna the 
occasion to resolve its Serbian question permanently.13 This was the moment 
that Bismarck’s alliance system had sought to avoid. Emperor Franz Joseph’s 
Vienna was replete with pomp, externally grandiose but internally sterile.14 
Austria lacked the power to wage a successful war, but Vienna’s imperial com-
mand, led by General Conrad von Hötzendorf, had entrusted its ambitions to 
a war against Serbia.

Germany issued its “blank check” to Austria, knowing that Austria’s 
warlike mood against Serbia might bring Russia into the field.15 Berlin 
placed the burden of decision on the Tsarist government.16 Serbia responded 
to Austria’s demands with moderation, but ordered mobilization. Austria 
rejected Serbia’s concessions and also ordered mobilization. Europe knew 
that it was in deep trouble. Imaginative diplomacy might have prevented the 
impending crisis, but in the test of wills, time and inflexibility became the 
determinants of national action, eliminating any possibility of diplomatic 
compromise.17

13 Serbian officials knew of the plot, but failed to warn the Austrian government. For a detailed 
account of the crisis, see Sidney Bradshaw Fay, The Origins of the World War (New York, 
1928), II, 157–66.

14 For a description of Vienna in the 1914 crisis, see Frederick Morton, Thunder at 
Twilight: Vienna 1913/1914 (New York, 2001).

15 Quoted in Sir Horace Rumbold, The War Crisis in Berlin: July-August 1914 (London, 1940), 
339.

16 Prince von Bülow, Memoirs: 1903–1909 (New York, 1930), 318.
17 Sir John Keegan stresses this inflexibility in his The First World War (New York, 1999), 

60–70.
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The Versailles Treaty and Its Legacy6

What elevated the time factor to a controlling role in the crisis was not only 
the credibility of each alliance, but also the existence, in all the major powers, 
of detailed military plans and timetables for mobilization and attack. Because 
of the known readiness of the opposing armies, each nation’s hopes for victory 
were anchored to a first strike. Germany, requiring an immediate resolution of 
the Austro-Serbian confrontation, pressed Vienna for a quick showdown with 
Serbia before France and Russia had time to mobilize. By late July, Austria’s 
ultimatum, with its 48-hour deadline, had brought all of Europe to the verge 
of war. Austria and Serbia had already mobilized. Assured that Russia would 
not move, Austria declared war on July 28.

Only the postponement of military operations could have provided time 
for calm reflection and negotiation, but the need for a time advantage over-
whelmed the more illusive hope of averting war. Russia mobilized on July 30 in 
the face of a direct German warning. The Kaiser ordered German mobilization 
on August 1; within minutes, France made that same fateful decision. Britain 
waited an additional day. As late as July 25, Serbia and Austria had mobilized 
400,000 men; a week later, Europe stood poised for a gigantic struggle, with 
almost 12 million men under arms. Every mobilization order had been issued 
in the name of defense.18 Seldom had the world experienced such a failure of 
diplomacy. No nation, other than Serbia, was in danger of attack, and that was 
preventable. None possessed clear and reasonable objectives commensurate 
with the predictable costs. Again and again, the five-week drive toward war 
could have been halted. Because the war had no rationale that could direct or 
limit its objectives, it could only become one of attrition, with the single goal 
of victory.

IV

The war’s euphoric inception revealed the emotional state of preparedness. 
British students rushed to the colors, cheered on by families and friends. 
German soldiers left Berlin on August 3, 1914, with the jubilant pledge, “We’ll 
be back by Christmas.” Within weeks, the massive clash of arms became 
more immense and costly than those responsible had anticipated; instead of 
short and promising, it evolved into a four-year struggle of unprecedented 
death and destruction. Some 13 million died, mostly young men under condi-
tions of almost unimaginable terror. The limited wars of the nineteenth cen-
tury engaged several hundred thousand men at most; the Great War of 1914 
trapped millions of soldiers in battles that lasted not days, but months.

Military plans anticipated quick and decisive victories. For no nation was 
this more true than for Germany. Count Alfred von Schliefen, Chief of the 

18 For the time factor in the rapid expansion of the war, see Ole R. Holsti, “The 1914 Case,” The 
American Political Science Review, LIX (June 1965), 365–73; Gilbert C. Fite and Norman 
A. Graebner, Recent United States History (New York, 1972), 13–15; John Keegan, The First 
World War (New York, 1999), 60–70.
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The International Order on Trial 7

German General Staff, had perfected the German strategy as early as 1905. 
It called for a wheeling movement of the German army, with its major force 
massed on the right, driving through Luxembourg, Belgium, and northern 
France. As the huge German army advanced toward Paris during August, 
the French staged their counteroffensive against the German middle to shat-
ter the weaker German lines and force a German retreat. Both offensives 
failed. The French could not dislodge the German center; the Germans, 
approaching Paris, failed to penetrate the French defenses at the Marne.19 
That victory brought the Western Front to a standstill, as the opposing 
forces soon faced one another from long lines of trenches that ultimately 
stretched from the sand dunes of the Belgian coast to end within view of 
the Swiss mountains.

Rendering the positions virtually impregnable were the well-placed, death-
dealing machine guns, backed by mortars and accurate rifle fire. Only four 
months separated mobilization from the stabilization of the Western Front. 
The meticulously planned war was over before it began. The generals now 
faced challenges they had not anticipated and for which there were no prom-
ising responses. The machine gun had forced the war into the trenches, where 
there was nothing but attrition, misery, hopelessness, and unprecedented 
human and physical destruction.20 Amid the futility and human cost of trench 
warfare, ultimate success would come to those who could best tolerate the 
losses.21 On the Eastern Front, Russia was already approaching the limits 
of its military capacity for modern warfare. As early as late August 1914, 
Russian forces had advanced to Tannenberg in East Prussia, only to suffer a 
devastating German assault, with casualties so immense that Russia ceased to 
be a major factor in the war.”22

As 1916 dawned, the contestants on the Western Front remained mired in 
a costly stalemate reaching from Switzerland to the North Sea. Already the 
German and Allied casualties had become horrendous, with hundreds of thou-
sands killed, and even more wounded. It was clear that neither side could with-
stand the frightful casualties of 1914 and 1915 indefinitely, and must press hard 
for the needed victory. General Erich von Falkenhayn, the German commander, 
planned an offensive that would chew up the French army and at last open 
the road to Paris. Convinced that the French would defend their historic and 

19 For the critical battle of the Marne, see Keegan, The First World War, 100–09.
20 For a history of the machine gun, beginning with the Maxim in 1884, see Steve Featherstone, 

“The Line Is Hot: A History of the Machine Gun, Shot,” Harper’s Magazine, 311 (December 
2005), 59–66. The British and the Germans found it useful in killing hordes of African natives 
at the turn of the twentieth century. Initially, the British hesitated to use it against fellow 
Europeans, whereas the Germans proceeded to perfect a strategy for its use in a possible 
European war.

21 For the evolution and horrors of trench warfare, see Lyn Macdonald, 1915: The Death of 
Innocence (New York, 2004).

22 Keegan, The First World War, 148–50. Tannenberg inaugurated the long wartime Russian 
agony that culminated in revolution.
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The Versailles Treaty and Its Legacy8

 semi-sacred fortress, Verdun, to the last man, Falkenhayn massed German artil-
lery and manpower in the Verdun sector to overwhelm and destroy the French 
forces that, he hoped, would refuse to retreat.23 The German Fifth Army, under 
German Crown Prince Wilhelm, prepared to conduct this victorious operation. 
By February, the Germans had brought 1,200 guns of all sizes into position.

Ten miles separated Verdun from the German lines – ten miles of intri-
cate defenses, held by determined French troops. So heavy was the initial 
German bombardment that it obliterated many of the French trenches. Still, 
the German infantry advances came hard. French artillery positions along the 
German flanks took a heavy toll and diverted the German attack. Between 
February and June, 20 million shells reduced forests to splinters and erased 
whole villages. French soldiers died without seeing the enemy. Verdun was 
horrible, wrote one French soldier, “because man is fighting material, with the 
sensation of striking out at empty air. . . .” So pulverized was the terrain before 
Verdun that many French soldiers were never found. One witness recalled 
that the shells “disinterred the bodies, then re-interred them, chopped them to 
pieces, played with them as a cat plays with a mouse.” Never had French sol-
diers revealed such tenacity, but from that disaster the spirit of France would 
not soon recover.24 German units came within sight of Verdun, but that was 
all. Even for the Germans, the losses had become unbearable.

British and French leaders understood that they could not achieve victory 
before they had driven the Germany army from French soil. Marshal Joseph 
Joffre, the French commander-in-chief and hero of the Marne, carefully 
planned a joint French and British offensive along the Somme. In late June 
1916, Joffre’s powerful assault, in which the British suffered 60,000 casualties 
on the first day – 20,000 dead and 40,000 wounded – forced Falkenhayn to 
transfer troops from the Verdun sector. Eventually, Sir Douglas Haig’s British 
forces suffered half a million casualties in their unsuccessful attempt to break 
the German lines.25 The Somme demonstrated the raw firepower of machine 
guns against enemies that possessed no defense against them. No British sol-
dier saw more clearly the terrible futility of the British effort than young Guy 
Chapman in his sensitive memoir, A Passionate Prodigality (1933):

The next hour, man, will bring you three miles nearer to your death. Your 
life and your death are nothing to these fields – nothing, no more than it is to 
the man planning the next attack at G.H.Q. You are not even a pawn. Your 
death will not prevent future wars, will not make the world safe for your chil-
dren. Your death means no more than if you died in your bed, full of years 
and respectability. . . .26

23 For Falkenhayn’s strategy of attrition, see Robert T. Foley, German Strategy and the Path 
to Verdun: Eric von Falkenhayn and the Development of Attrition, 1870–1916 (New York, 
2005).

24 For the battle of Verdun, ibid., 277–86.
25 Battle of the Somme, ibid., 286–99.
26 Guy Chapman, A Passionate Prodigality (New York, 1933), 122.
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The International Order on Trial 9

That summer, the combined casualties at Verdun reached 800,000; on the 
Somme, perhaps 1,200,000.

The absence of specific culpability for the war compelled every European 
capital to place responsibility for its immeasurable costs on others. That the 
conflict was fought on French soil lent special credence to Allied accusations 
that German aggression was the sole cause of the death and devastation. To sus-
tain the morale of weary troops and distraught civilians, as well as to overcome 
the normal reluctance of soldiers to kill, governments resorted to propaganda 
designed to demonize the enemy, thereby rendering domestic sacrifices tolera-
ble and the willingness to kill acceptable, even meritorious.27 The resulting ani-
mosity deteriorated to the level of hatred, with appalling quests for revenge.

V

Among that perceptive minority of Europeans who in 1914 recognized the 
essentially tragic nature of the approaching conflict was the noted French pac-
ifist, Romain Rolland. By September, he had taken refuge in Switzerland to 
escape the necessity of choosing sides. That month he wrote prophetically:

Thus the three great peoples of the West, the guardians of civilization, are 
rushing headlong toward their ruin and are calling to their rescue . . . the 
hordes of the whole universe in order that they might devour one another. Is 
our civilization so firmly rooted that you do not fear to weaken its pillars? 
(Fite and Graebner, Recent History of the United States. New York, 1972.)

Few Europeans could see as clearly as Rolland that Europe’s great civiliza-
tion had fallen upon itself in one vast suicidal struggle that could only weaken 
those elements of political and military superiority that underwrote its pro-
gress, security, and predominance in world affairs.

Unfortunately, the Great War, both in its coming and its subsequent conduct, 
challenged not only Europe’s centrality in world politics, but also the institu-
tions that assured the apparent grandeur of its civilization. Despite its societal 
and economic successes, the Europe of the late nineteenth century was beset 
with astonishing failures. Democracy itself was limited to the few. In England, 
neither women nor millions of men with low incomes were permitted to vote. 
The poor of Europe were very poor, and they were legion. Every large city had 
slums of appalling horror. But men were stirring in their search for a new order 
that would eliminate the weaknesses of the old. Militant nationalists and social-
ists promised to reconstruct society through centralized government, directing 
the power of the state toward the elimination of its iniquities. Both groups were 
ultimately totalitarian, merely representing different constituencies.

27 For major studies of Great War propaganda, see Peter Buitenhuis, The Great War of Words 
(Vancouver, 1987); Michael Sanders, British Propaganda during the First World War 
(London, 1982); H. C. Peterson, Propaganda for War (Norman, 1939). The Peterson volume 
dwells largely on the British propaganda campaign against American neutrality.
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The Versailles Treaty and Its Legacy10

As late as 1914, neither nationalism nor socialism had effectively challenged 
the Western ideal of liberal capitalism. Europe appeared capable of assimilat-
ing every revolutionary pressure because no program for change was incom-
patible with its political traditions. Through the late nineteenth century, much 
of the industrial working class, far from becoming poorer and more miserable, 
had improved its lot both relatively and absolutely. Between capitalists and 
proletarians, a new middle class bridged the class distinctions, demonstrating 
that life under the established order could be better.28 Long before 1914, liberal 
 capitalism had contributed far more to the general welfare than nationalists 
and socialists had believed possible. Europe’s parliamentary system had muted 
its revolutionary challenges by making concessions to reasonable demands 
while protecting personal liberties and constitutional processes.

That Europe’s liberal heritage had apparently absorbed its opposition 
seemed clear to one of Britain’s leading intellects, J. B. Bury. This noted his-
torian wrote in 1913: “The struggle of reason against authority has ended in 
what appears now to be [a] decisive and permanent victory for liberty. In the 
most civilized and progressive countries freedom of discussion is recognized 
as a fundamental principle. . . .” Bury believed a reversion to tyranny in Europe 
improbable. Yet, as an afterthought, he acknowledged one remaining danger 
to European civilization. Coercion would return, he warned, “if a revolution-
ary social movement prevail, led by men inspired by faith and formulas (like 
the men of the French Revolution) and resolved to impose their creed. . . .”29 
The Great War of 1914, by unleashing men of faith and formulas, threatened 
to exhaust the slow process of adjustment.

Both revolutionary nationalists and socialists gambled on the war to under-
mine the primacy of the old order. Nationalists saw clearly that every govern-
ment of Europe, under the pressure of war, would be compelled to mobilize 
the agencies of political power. If the demands of war endangered Europe’s 
political heritage of liberal democracy, they offered untold opportunities for 
those who favored the ultimate in blood-and-iron nationalism. Adolf Hitler, 
the war’s chief beneficiary, hailed it ecstatically. In his Mein Kampf (1925), he 
recalled his reaction to the outbreak of war:

The fight of the year 1914 was certainly not forced upon the masses, . . . but 
desired by the entire people. . . . To me personally those hours appeared like 
redemption. . . . Overwhelmed by impassionate enthusiasm, I had fallen on 
my knees and thanked Heaven out of my overflowing heart that it granted 
me the good fortune of being allowed to live in these times.30

Russian socialists detected in the war the prospect of revolution. Vladimir 
Ilyich Lenin, Russia’s leading revolutionary, saw that Bolshevism’s only hope 
lay in a major war, but he doubted that it would come. He wrote to his friend 

28 On nationalism’s and socialism’s limited impact, see “The Strange Case of Karl and Adolf,” 
The Economist, 352 (September 11, 1999), 8.

29 Bury, quoted in Fite and Graebner, Recent United States History, 8.
30 See Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf, trans. Ralph Manheim (Boston, 1971), 161.
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