If a true judgment is to be formed of the part played by any individual, people must know
not only what his words and acts were, but why he spoke or acted as he did.
Edward Grey, 1925?

‘If we wish to learn from history,” Carl von Clausewitz remarked about Russia’s
successful response to Napoleon’s invasion, ‘we must realize that what happened once
can happen again.’? Insights of this variety are commonplace, and variations on George
Santayana’s formulation—*Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to
repeat it’>—remain fashionable. The idea is plausible. It could be argued, for example,
that had Hitler internalised Clausewitz’s dictum the history of the twentieth century might
have been radically different.

But if ignoring history’s ‘lessons’ is costly, so is learning the wrong lessons, and
the latter error may be the more common.* Policymakers tend to be attuned to
Clausewitz’s truism, so much so that they implicitly modify it to: ‘what has happened
once will happen again.” This modification is a type of analogical reasoning. A present
case is seen to share one or more similarities with a past case, and so it is inferred that the
present case will also share other similarities. ‘Korea is the Greece of the Far East,’

President Truman remarked in June 1950. ‘If we are tough enough now, if we stand up to

! Edward Grey, Twenty-Five Years, vol. 1 (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Company,
1925), 301.

2 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2008), 616.

3 George Santayana, The Life of Reason, vol. One: Reason in Common Sense (New York:
Dover Publications, 1980), 284.

4 Ernest R. May, ‘Lessons’ of the Past: The Use and Misuse of History in American
Foreign Policy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973).



them like we did in Greece three years ago, they won’t take any next steps.’® The logic is
alluring: analogies are ‘central to all forms of human inference,” cognitive scientists tell
us.® Analogies like Truman’s allow policymakers to overcome uncertainty and to act
decisively in time-sensitive environments where the evidence is ambiguous.

Despite its allure, reasoning analogically comes with a cost: past experiences tend
to be over-generalised and present questions simplified to fit the pattern.” The result is a
reductive and simplistic understanding of complex problems. Decisions are made ‘based
on face value information congruent with strong expectations.’® Dismissing anomalies,
integrating ambiguous evidence, and not looking for alternative explanations, decision
makers see what they expect to see, which increases their confidence and reinforces their
initial analogical inference.

Understanding the foreign policy of Sir Edward Grey, the British Foreign
Secretary from 1905-1916, within the context of analogical reasoning casts new light on
British policy in July 1914. More consequentially, this essay argues that Grey’s reliance
on a powerful analogy—that what had ‘worked’ to solve the previous Balkan Crises
would work to solve the present one—resulted in him ignoring evidence of fundamental

differences and acting over-confidently. As a result, British policy during the crisis was

® Quoted in Stephen Benedict Dyson and Thomas Preston, ‘Individual Characteristics of
Political Leaders and the Use of Analogy in Foreign Policy Decision Making,” Political
Psychology 27, no. 2 (November 2006): 266.

6 Allan Collins and Mark Burstein, ‘Afterword: A Framework for a Theory of
Comparison and Mapping,” in Similarity and Analogical Reasoning, ed. Stella Vosniadou
and Andrew Ortony (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 546.

" Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, New Edition
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), 233-34.

8 Imran Demir, Overconfidence and Risk Taking in Foreign Policy Decision Making: The
Case of Turkey’s Syria Policy (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 25.



sub-optimal and, in consequence, a ‘contributing cause’® to the outbreak of the First
World War; that is, it favoured the eventual outcome, but ‘may or may not” have been a
necessary condition.

The agency-based explanation of British foreign policy advanced in this essay
operates at a complementary level to the well-developed argument that the catastrophic
final collapse of the Concert of Europe was driven by more fundamental structural
factors.’® There is an imposing list of these more secular trends. Foremost among them is
the changing structure of the states’ system in which new nations sought to destroy the
Ottoman and Austrian Empires, thereby acquiring their own states.!! Technological
innovations, particularly railroads and dreadnoughts, fuelled arms races and created an

‘armaments culture.’*® The “cult of the offensive’ and mobilisation schedules destroyed

% On which see Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory
Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 26-27.

10 As Ole Waever observes, a structure is ‘anything that is more stable than something
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games, structure includes ‘rules and understandings’ that shape outcomes. See Paul W.
Schroeder, The Transformation of European Politics, 1763-1848 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994), xii—xiii.

11 A.J. P. Taylor, The Struggle For Mastery in Europe 1848-1918 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1954), 232—-34; K. J. Holsti, ‘Governance without Government:
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Order and Change in World Politics, ed. James N. Rosenau and Ernst-Otto Czempiel
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the system’s elasticity.'®> Changing norms and attitudes towards war, propelled partly by
social Darwinism,** made war seem imminent and inevitable to the chiefs of staff of all
the Great Powers, who then reasoned according to the logic of preventive war.'®> An
extravagant culture of honour seemed to forbid backing down in a crisis,'® and the
elevation of prestige beyond states’ actual interests was an essential part of the political
culture.’” Finally, the pull of Europe’s alliances operated most strongly in 1914 because
an era of détente, pursued out of a desire for more stable relations, actually reinforced the

security dilemma and elevated the fear of abandonment.*® And indeed, there is room as
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War,” International Security 9, no. 1 (Summer 1984): 58-107; Jack Snyder, ‘Civil-
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14 Paul Crook, Darwinism, War and History: The Debate over the Biology of War from
the ‘Origin of Species’ to the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
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well for increasingly bold German Weltpolitik!® and the routinely erratic behaviour of the
German Kaiser.?

It is generally accepted today that while these structural factors may have
predisposed the system to conflict, they did not doom it to a world war.?! None of them
explain the two narrower questions explored in this essay. Why did Grey—who was seen
by his colleagues not just as the pilot of the British ship-of-state but also of the European

ship-of-state?>—not even attempt to steer the latter away from the shoals of conflict in the

19 Taylor, The Struggle For Mastery, chap. XVII; Michelle Murray, ‘ldentity, Insecurity,
and Great Power Politics: The Tragedy of German Naval Ambition Before the First
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first phase of the July Crisis (28 June-22 July), thereby committing, in the words of Paul
Schroeder, a ‘great, astonishing departure from tradition’??® And why did Grey focus on
preventing military operations rather than Russian mobilisation in the second phase of the
crisis (23 July-4 August)?

The most common answer to the first question is that Grey and the Cabinet did
not realise the situation was very dangerous until after the delivery of Austria’s
ultimatum on 23 July.?* Poor diplomatic intelligence? or alternatively, distraction due to
the Irish Home Rule Crisis,?® thus explains the Cabinet’s ‘somewhat slow’ and ‘quite
ineffectual’ diplomacy during this period.?” This answer is incorrect. To the contrary,
Grey—who, unlike all his other Cabinet colleagues, was certainly not distracted by the
Home Rule question®®—almost immediately recognised the July Crisis as dangerous,

something Michael Ekstein demonstrated satisfactorily almost half a century ago® in a
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brief article often curiously ignored in more recent accounts. The enigma remains: Grey
believed Europe to be in real peril, but did very little for more than three weeks.*®

The second question is not usually asked and so only rarely answered. For
instance, both Margaret MacMillan®! and co-authors Zara Steiner and Keith Neilson®?
indicate no awareness that Britain (as will be argued below) actually encouraged Russian
mobilisation, and Neilson has more recently claimed that ‘the British were quite aware of
what Russia was doing, but unable to convince St. Petersburg not to mobilize.’3® Thomas
Otte treats Grey’s implicit acceptance of Russian mobilisation as natural, equitable (given
Austria’s probable mobilisation in late July), and non-decisive.3* Annika Mombauer sees
Grey as ‘peripheral’ to the crisis’s progression and argues his diplomacy was essentially
irrelevant to its outbreak, a position first articulated by Grey himself as part of Britain’s

propaganda effort during the war.3® All of these positions share in common the belief that

%0 Ekstein explained the apparent paradox of Grey’s relative inaction by arguing Grey had
learned from the Balkan Wars that the ‘peace party’ in Berlin would solve the crisis by
pressuring Austria. See his “Sir Edward Grey and Imperial Germany in 1914,” Journal of
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Britain and the Origins of the First World War, Second Edition (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2003), 265. Christopher Clark, in contrast, argues that as early as 8 July Grey
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attempt to prevent it. See The Sleepwalkers, 410-411; 495-498. T.G. Otte, meanwhile,
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there were not any viable alternative paths for British policy during July Crisis.3” Gordon
Martel, almost alone,® has recognised that Grey and Nicolson tacitly encouraged Russian
mobilisation as a tool to internationalise the dispute, thereby intending to force its
resolution through collective mediation,3 but he does not develop the point or assess the
importance of this move in the larger causal chain of the crisis’s development.

Grey’s inaction in July 1914, and his indifference to—and even tacit
encouragement of—Russian mobilisation, should be understood in the context of his
experiences in the Ambassadors’ Conference of 1912-1913, in which he sought to
manage the Balkan Wars, of which the First World War was the third.*° Political
scientists have long observed that the previous Balkan Wars provided the ‘frame’ through
which Grey understood the events of July 1914.** But the argument has remained
embryonic and vague because Grey’s involvement and thinking in the previous Balkan

crises has not been adequately examined and compared with his actions in July 1914.%
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Grey’s comment to a friend in 1915 summarises the importance he assigned to the
Ambassadors’ Conference he proposed in 1914, modelled on his earlier ‘successes’:
This war is one of the greatest catastrophes that have ever befallen the human
race. The more I think of it, the more horrible it seems to me that Germany
refused to agree to a Conference in July last year. . . . the outstanding points could
have been settled easily and honourably, if they had been referred to an
international Conference: it would not have taken a fortnight to dispose of them. .
. the refusal of a Conference decided the fate of peace or war for Europe.*®
Understanding why Grey thought the failure of his proposed conference was a key cause
of the First World War, how this conviction affected his understanding of the situation
and his chosen course of action, and if this influenced the crisis’s outcome is the remit of
this essay.
The essay proceeds as follows. Section One, immediately below, considers the
nature and use of analogies. Section Two summarises the origins of the Balkan Wars.
Sections Three and Four examine the November (1912) Crisis and the October (1913)

Crisis, focusing particularly on how war was avoided and the role of Grey’s London

Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 320; Dominik Geppert, William Mulligan, and Andreas
Rose, eds., The Wars before the Great War: Conflict and International Politics before the
Outbreak of the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). The
basic text on British foreign policy and the lead-up to the First World War is Steiner and
Neilson, Britain and the Origins. It gives the Balkan Wars just nine pages, though Keith
Neilson, Britain and the Last Tsar: British Policy and Russia, 1894-1917 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995), chap. 11 gives them more attention. Another key text
(Harris, ‘Great Britain’), gives the Balkan Wars three sentences. MacMillan, The War
That Ended Peace, chap. 16 offers the best recent general treatment of the crises of 1912-
13.

3 Quoted in George Macaulay Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1937), 249. Grey made parallel public comments in Aug.-Sep. 1915. Edward
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Conference. Section Five summarises the lessons of these wars. Section Six looks at the
July (1914) Crisis and how Grey’s analogy shaped his interpretation of events,
conditioned his response, and affected the crisis. Section Seven considers whether British
policy affected the outbreak of war. The conclusion places the findings of the article into

the larger interpretive context of the causes of the First World War.

Section 1: The Nature and Use of Analogies

According to cognitive scientists, reasoning through ‘pattern matching’ is likely
‘the essential component to most cognitive behaviour.”** This process involves
establishing a correspondence between ‘conceptual entities’ and then ‘transferring
properties of one conceptual system to another,” which is called mapping.*®> Analogical
reasoning is a type of pattern matching, and in the context of political decision making it
means establishing a correspondence between two different events and then mapping
elements from one to the other.*® The reasoning is intuitive: ‘if two or more things agree
in one respect, then they might also agree in another.’#’

Previously it has been argued that, as helpful as analogies may be for the coding,
storing, and recalling of information, they should be avoided in political decision making

because of their tendency to dominate discourse in combination with an individual’s

44 David E. Rumelhart, ‘Toward a Microstructural Account of Human Reasoning,’ in
Similarity and Analogical Reasoning, ed. Stella VVosniadou and Andrew Ortony
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 300.

%5 Collins and Burstein, ‘Afterword,” 546.

%6 David Patrick Houghton, ‘Analogical Reasoning and Policymaking: Where and When
Is It Used?,” Policy Sciences 31, no. 3 (1998): n. 1.

47 David Hackett Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought
(New York: HarperPerennial, 1970), 243.
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tendency to mechanically map elements of one event to a second developing situation**—
that is, to change Clausewitz’s maxim from can to will. Students of international politics
are not alone in this concern. A group of distinguished educators have argued that
analogies in medicine are particularly dangerous because of the science’s applied nature,
and have resulted, for example, ‘in the development of a major misconception about the
nature of congestive heart failure.’*® Analogies, these educators argued, ‘seem to lull the
learner into an unquestioning acceptance that leads to a durable entrenchment of the
misconception.’°

Even so, analogical reasoning remains part of human cognition and it is not the
case that analogies always seduce, lull, or mislead.>® A long historical tradition has
maintained that history is the ‘school of statesmanship’ (John Robert Seeley) and
international history as a discipline, as imagined by the likes of Arnold Toynbee, Charles
Webster, and Donald Cameron Watt, has always had a practical orientation.5? John F.
Kennedy’s shrewd use of multiple analogies (including miscalculation as a cause of
World War One; the importance of stopping aggression a la 1939; the significance of
restraint, exemplified in 1956 in Suez and Hungary; and the necessity of deliberation

during crises, illustrated by the Bay of Pigs disaster) helped him craft an intelligent policy

8 Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the
Vietnam Decisions of 1965 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).

49 Rand J. Spiro et al., ‘Multiple Analogies for Complex Concepts: Antidotes for
Analogy-Induced Misconception in Advanced Knowledge Acquisition,” in Similarity and
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%0 Spiro et al., 510.

%1 Hal Brands and William Inboden, ‘Wisdom Without Tears: Statecraft and the Uses of
History,” Journal of Strategic Studies, 2018,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2018.1428797.

52 David Stevenson, ‘Learning from the Past: The Relevance of International History,’
International Affairs 90, no. 1 (2014): 12-14.
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of resolve and restraint, ending peacefully the most dangerous crisis of the Cold War.>3
The issue, therefore, is not that analogies are used, but how they are used. Analogies are
‘good’ when they lead to ‘helpful’ mappings® that facilitate complex learning, inspire the
imagination,® and spur on additional investigation, and ‘bad’ when they produce ‘an
exaggerated perception of similitude,’>® when they reduce complex phenomena to simple
states, and when they, alone, satisfy their users’ curiosity.>” Put metaphorically, analogies
can be employed as either crutches or springboards; they are a hindrance to accurate
analysis and learning in the first instance, but an aid in the second.

Analogies have been used both ways by political leaders. One study, for example,
has found that Presidents Kennedy and Eisenhower used analogies in a sophisticated
manner—considering multiple analogies, referencing the experience of previous
generations and cultures, looking for similarities and differences, and making structural
rather than surface comparisons—while Presidents Truman and Johnson had just a few
analogies in their repertoire, made blanket comparisons, and substituted analogies for
actual proof.>® These two approaches to analogical reasoning seem to broadly reflect

psychologist Daniel Kahneman’s two cognitive systems, the first which ‘thinks fast” and

%3 Stevenson, 13-15, 17-20.

% Collins and Burstein, ‘Afterword,” 562.

% An example: George Kennan’s discovery of a third way in-between appeasement and
war from Edward Gibbon’s narrative of how imperial overstretch contributed to Rome’s
fall. See William Inboden, ‘Statecraft, Decision-Making, and the Varieties of Historical
Experience: A Taxonomy,’ Journal of Strategic Studies, 2013, 16-17,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2013.829402.
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the second which ‘thinks slow’®?; recent cognitive psychology has refined this approach,
arguing that the first type of cognitive process relies principally on intuition while the
second relies upon reflection.®

Practically, the reflective use of analogies should lead to imaginative reasoning,®
a desire for new information, puzzlement, and the Bayesian updating of early assessments
as new diagnostic evidence is uncovered.®? In contrast, the intuitive use tends to lead to
overgeneralisation and oversimplification,%® particularly when a policy is seen as having
been successful in the past.5 Overgeneralisation is a result of a few analogies
(particularly those emotionally salient to the decision maker) being widely applied,;
oversimplification is a result of seeing causation where there is merely association.®® The
past and present are assimilated together to ensure the correspondence of the analogy;
incoming evidence is then distorted by the overall framework.®® What Arthur Schlesinger
Jr. has called the ‘bewitchment of analogy’®” has now taken hold. The effect is not

enlightenment but obfuscation; a discussion has ended rather than begun.
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6 Jervis, 230.

8 Jervis, xxx; xxxi; Iviii, 237, 238.

87 Arthur Schlesinger Jr., War and the American Presidency, Revised Edition (New York:
W.W. Norton, 2005), 123.



14

Such bewitchment has become a pattern often observed of twentieth century U.S.
foreign policy.®® The rest of this article shows how this framework can help explain
British foreign policy in July 1914. The first step in this process is to look at the history

of the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913.

Section 2: The Coming of the Balkan Wars

The Entente Powers, in collaboration with Italy, were principally responsible for
reopening the Eastern Question—the one issue capable of causing a European war—in
the first decade of the twentieth century. The Question, which particularly regarded the
disposition of Ottoman territories in Europe, had long troubled European statesmen.
However, since the 1878 Congress of Berlin, which had redistributed the territories of the
Balkan Peninsula, the Question had been effectively managed.®® A May 1897 Accord
between Russia and Austria had agreed to keep ‘the Balkans on ice,”’® and for the next
decade these two powers worked together to preserve the status quo.” The Austro-
Russian entente, however, fell apart in 1908. The previous year, Russia and Britain had

agreed to an entente, which allowed Russia’s gaze to return to Eastern Europe.’”? Then in
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University Press, 1992), 108.



15

1908 disputes over railway concessions and British interference regarding
implementation of governance reforms in Macedonia provided Russia with the excuse of
cashiering ‘dual action with Austria,”’® an outcome not uncongenial to the British Foreign
Office, which saw an opportunity to draw closer to Russia.’

But it was the constructed crisis that followed Austria’s annexation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, also in 1908, which would provide the frame though which the future
Balkan crises were interpreted.”™ The annexation, undertaken by an Austria convinced
that the Eastern Question was re-emerging,’® was initially supported by Alexander
Izvolsky, the Russian Foreign Minister, who was in turn backed by Tsar Nicholas I1.”
Izvolsky, according to one explanation of an undeniably tortuous episode, conceived of
the annexation as a ‘trap’ intended to force the convening of a European Conference in
which the Straits Question could be revised.”® But as a result of opposition within the
‘unified’ Russian government; the British Cabinet’s refusal to compromise with Russia

on the Straits question whilst Russia misbehaved in Persia,” despite Grey earlier having

3 1zvolsky, as quoted in Bridge and Bullen, 289. As a German diplomat would comment
in December of 1908: “in place of the Austro-Russian stepped the Anglo-Russian
entente.” Quoted in Anne Louise Antonoff, Almost War: Britain, Germany, and the
Bosnia Crisis, 1908-1909 (PhD Dissertation, Yale University, 2006), 80 n. 148; cf. 144.
" Douglas Dakin, ‘British Sources Concerning the Greek Struggle in Macedonia, 1901-
1909,” Balkan Studies, vol. 2, no. 1/2 (1961): 76-77; Rose, Between Empire and
Continent, 371, 375-76, 382, 385; Paul W. Schroeder, ‘Stealing Horses to Great
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Improbable War?, 31, 34.

> McDonald, United Government, 169.
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" Rose, Between Empire and Continent, 414-15; Taylor, The Struggle For Mastery, 452;
Antonoff, Almost War, 259 n. 48.
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indicated it might; and Austria’s premature leaking of the agreement,® the trap became a
bomb and was recast as a ‘humiliation’ of Russia, resulting in a new period of Austro-
Russian hostility and much British umbrage (‘a great international crime’ Prime Minister
H. H. Asquith was later to call it®). Throughout the crisis, which came to focus on
whether Serbia would receive compensation for Austria’s annexation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the Foreign Office ‘supported Russia’ in a ‘loyal manner,’®? in the words of
Sir Arthur Nicolson, then Britain’s ambassador in St. Petersburg. From the beginning of
the crisis, Grey was unsure ‘how far Isvolsky means to go in support of Servia,” but was
determined—despite having himself no sympathy for the Serbian cause—to ‘support the
line which Russia might take.’8® While Grey did not threaten British involvement in a
potential war,®* at the same time he was ‘unwilling to insist on peace,” in the words of
one historian.® In the end, Russia’s reticence for conflict, Franco-German collaboration,
nimble Austrian diplomacy, and creative German crisis-management prevented the

crisis’s escalation.®® Even so, a myth of Russian/Entente ‘humiliation’ afterwards
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predominated, generating bitter feelings and hardening resolve: statesmen thereafter
learned the ‘wrong lessons’ of history.8’

The second opening of the Eastern Question, in 1911, was the result of imperial
compensation agreements. In 1901, France had recognised Italy’s right to ‘influence’ in
Libya if anyone modified ‘the political or territorial integrity of Morocco.’®® Then, in
1904, France recognised Britain’s position in Egypt in exchange for British recognition
of French predominance in Morocco.® Such recognition enhanced French resolve and
culminated in France’s reckless 1911 occupation of Morocco.* Italy, theretofore
quiescent, then sought to cash her “Libyan cheque’®* by invading Ottoman Libya in
September 1911.9 This was the development that got the Balkan wrecking ball
swinging,®® beginning the three years of ‘unremitting crisis’ that would result in the First
World War.* Russia in particular supported Italy diplomatically, eager to extend its

influence in the Balkans, cause problems for Austria, and resolve the Straits question.®
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Bulgaria and Serbia, the most significant Balkan states, were eager to take
advantage of the Ottoman Empire as it focused on fighting Italy, and in the spring of
1912 Russia helped them broker a deal. Sergei Sazonov, the Russian Foreign Minister,
was anti-Austrian, though in a manner he thought defensive®; Bulgaria and Serbia were
anti-Ottoman. Together, these motives made a potent brew,*” and in the autumn of 1912,
the Balkan allies, having divvied up the Ottoman Empire in secret agreements, provoked
a war.

The development of the Balkan Wars has been masterfully treated elsewhere and
need not be recapitulated.*® Yet a few points require summary treatment. Until hostilities
commenced (on 8 October 1912), Sazonov opposed their initiation.*® Even so, at the time
it was common to fault Sazonov himself (and Russian policy more generally) for the
eventual outbreak of war.' Two insights explain how this could be.

The first was his capriciousness. Sazonov was always unchaining the ‘tempest’
and then excitedly seeking to dull ‘the appetites which he himself has whetted,’ the

French Ambassador in Constantinople had complained in late September.°* Baron

Luca Micheletta and Andrea Ungari (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars
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Taube, a senior legal advisor in the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, described
Sazonov as ‘Sickly by nature, overly sensitive and a little sentimental, nervous and even
neurotic.” Sazonov, he continued, was ‘constantly changing because of his impressions
and intuitions, resisting all sustained efforts at thinking, incapable of following through
his reasoning to the logical end.’2 The Russian Foreign Minister had ‘started the motor’
as Raymond Poincaré, France’s Premier and Foreign Minister, was to remark, on
something he could not stop.%

The second insight was the reality of ‘two Russias.” Official Russia, according to
contemporary British diplomatic reporting, might urge caution, but unofficial Russia
sympathised with the Serbian cause and was always looking for an opportunity to harm
Austria.’** The two would not come into alignment until Russia was prepared for a
general war, which the French and Russian chiefs of staff agreed in August 1911 would
take at least two years.'%® Sazonov was aware of this and knew that the moment for
reordering the Balkans had not yet come,'% which had been the position of official
Russia since 1905.1%7 But since he was unwilling or unable to exert the pressure
necessary to restrain his Balkan allies, they started a war in October 1912.1%8

Once hostilities commenced, Sazonov worked assiduously for a policy of

102 Quoted in MacMillan, The War That Ended Peace, KL 9019. For British comments
along the same lines, see the Minute on Paget to Grey, D. Sep. 24 1912, R. Sep 30, BD
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localisation. He feared that Austria would mobilise and occupy Belgrade, forcing Russia
to mobilise in return. To prevent this he proposed that Russia and Austria agree on a
policy of ‘complete disinterestedness’: the Balkan Allies were to be given the space to
have it out with the Ottoman Empire, with neither Russia nor Austria getting involved.®®
The alternative to localisation was widely seen to be a European war.''° But the Dual
Monarchy, far from complete disinterest, was willing to fight in order to prevent
Montenegro or Serbia from dominating Albania. That fight nearly happened in November

1912 because of Sazonov’s intransigence.

Section 3: The November Crisis

The key question of the winter of 1912 was where the Balkan states would stop in
their conquest of Ottoman Europe. As it turned out, ‘The Balkans for the Balkan states’
applied no more to those nations—Ilike Albania—that were not part of the Balkan
Alliance than Pan-Slavism applied to Poles or Ukrainians within Russia.!!* Serbia’s
ambitions, ‘borne on the tide of her own victories’ in Grey’s retrospective phrase,!*? had
expanded with its success, to Austria’s consternation. The crisis of 1908-9 had in part
been about who would, given an Ottoman withdrawal, occupy the Sandjak of Novi-

Bazar. That Serbia had not then occupied it was in part the supposed ‘humiliation’ that
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Entente leaders frequently referenced.**® But by November 1912, the Sandjak was a moot
question. Serbia’s demands had expanded from merely Kosovo to the Sandjak, Scutari,
and along the Albanian coast, Durazzo, Media, and Alessia; Greece was to get the rest of
Southern Albania, and Austrian diplomats believed the question of Bosnia and
Herzegovina would come up next. ‘It is being thought in many influential quarters here,’
Cartwright, reported, ‘that the moment is rapidly coming that—if the Powers will do
nothing—Austria by herself will have to erect a dam against Servian ambitions, just as
Russia, it 1s understood, had placed a veto on Bulgaria’s desire to hold
Constantinople.’** This was a way for Austria to ‘reassert’ its prestige in an increasingly
disastrous situation.!*> The dam had three parts: an autonomous Albania, no Serbian ports
on the Adriatic, and an assurance of future good behaviour from Serbia.''® These
conditions were not unreasonable; Albertini has argued that they were foolishly
accommodative.'!’

Even so, neither Serbia nor Russia was willing to be restrained by Austria’s dam,
and the dispute would nearly take Europe to war in the winter of 1912-13. What made the
dispute so dangerous was that the course of events was driven by the newly victorious
Balkan states (Serbia, Bulgaria, Montenegro, and Greece). ‘If Austria were to shed one
drop of Servian blood it would,” 1zvolsky warned, ‘be nearly impossible for the Russian

Government to resist the pressure of Russian national opinion.’!!8 Despite Austria’s
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reservations, Russian foreign policy was still driven by the objective of localisation: the
Balkan States had to be given a free hand.!!® If Austria intervened, even to pursue
legitimate and obvious interests,'?° Russia would go to war, ostensibly for reasons of
public opinion. And in such a development ‘it would be impossible for the British
Government, even if it desired, to side diplomatically with Austria against Russia,” Grey
observed.*?

Despite initially coordinating diplomatically with Austria, by the end of October it
appeared as if Russia was going to pursue a ‘trial of strength’ strategy*?2 over the
question of a Serbian port on the Adriatic, elevating the demand to a question of national
prestige. It was not the intrinsic value of the question that mattered—Russia was not
affected one way or another by the outcome—but the ‘amour propre’ of the nation and
her leaders. Isvolsky put the matter without equivocation: ‘if Servia failed to get access to
Adriatic owing to opposition of Austria it would mean fresh humiliation of Russia.’*?
Either Austria would have to endanger what were perceived as her vital interests'?* or
Russia’s leaders would have to sacrifice their national pride.'?® Since neither alternative

appeared likely, war appeared to be in the cards.!?
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Berlin was apparently willing to defend Austria in the event of a clash.*?” London,
despite believing that the conflict was caused by the unreasonableness of Russia’s
leaders,'?8 was determined to support the Triple Entente.*?® The French, not wishing to be
seen as restraining Russia, concurred.®® The next month, Isvolsky would report from
Paris that anxiety over Entente prestige, not fear of Great Power war, was the dominating
feeling.®! Previously, France had shown no interest in going to war over a Balkan
dispute; its new willingness, motivated by the French General Staff’s growing confidence
of victory in a European war, was seen as a ‘completely new French view’ by the
Russians, whose resolve it strengthened.*®? The Franco-Russian Alliance had now
become—if it had not been already—‘Balkanized.’1%

Was Russia really going to start a war over a question that did not matter for the
sake of its pride? Francis Bertie, Britain’s Ambassador in Paris, thought perhaps Sazonov
would ultimately back down.!3* Sir George Buchanan, London’s Ambassador in St.

Petersburg—echoing the evaluations of Taube, Poincaré, and others—frequently
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observed how Sazonov’s convictions were apt to rapidly change in contradictory ways.!®
The disagreement was being driven by what Arthur Nicolson, now Britain’s Permanent
Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs, called ‘so much wild talk.*%

In mid-November, Count Leopold Berchtold, Austria-Hungary’s Foreign
Minister, seemed convinced that a détente was in the air and that ‘the height of the crisis’
had passed.®” Even as he was speaking these words, Sazonov was declaring, ‘Servia’s
claim to such a port was perfectly legitimate and that it was one that must be satisfied.’
Without such satisfaction, Sazonov thought it undesirable ‘to postpone the inevitable
conflict’ and instead preferred ‘to settle the matter once for all with the sword.’*#

Insisting that a Serbian port was a question of Russia’s ‘amour propre,” Sazonov
believed, would justify Russia’s position. But, as Buchanan observed, all Sazonov had to
do was admit that this was not in fact a test of Russia’s resolve, and it would cease to be
one. Russia would not be humiliated if she refrained from overcommitting herself.13
Intent on a victorious outcome, Russia was determined to play a game of chicken in
which Austria, and by extension Germany, would be forced to swerve if they desired to

avoid a collision.**® The system itself had become based on someone backing down, and
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Sazonov, according to a report from Buchanan in mid-November, had assessed the
‘moment’ as ‘favourable’**! for winning this round of Russian roulette. The British
Foreign Office, more concerned with supporting ‘Russia loyally throughout the entire
crisis,’*%? as Buchanan wrote in late November, than with the peace of Europe, made
doing nothing Russia would object to its policy.'*® Indeed, on 3 and 4 December first
Richard Haldane, the Lord Chancellor, and then Grey himself intimated British
involvement in any Great Power war, enraging the German Kaiser and provoking his so-
called ‘War Council.” This joint demarche had been made despite the Foreign Office’s
belief that the dispute over a Serbian port had no intrinsic merit, had been provoked by
Sazonov’s ‘Frankenstein,’*** and would ‘turn’ entirely ‘on the attitude of Russia at the
moment.’**® The Foreign Office’s indifference to the nature of the dispute, its ignorance
of how far Russia would go, and its determination to support its ally regardless exactly
mirrored the British response during the earlier Bosnia crisis;'*® only in more obviously
intimating British involvement in a Great Power war did the response differ.

The Ambassadors’ Conference, which Grey would in the future recall so fondly,
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was not created by him in any exclusive sense, contrary to his later claims!*’ (repeated
subsequently by historians*®). There had been talk of a Great Power agreement even
before the war began,'*° but no definite proposal had been made, and as recently as 19
November Grey had found a French suggestion for a Conference premature (though
Nicolson disagreed).'*® On 21 November, however, the German Ambassador in London,
Prince Lichnowsky, pressed for a Great Power agreement on ‘Albania, Serbian access to
Adriatic, Constantinople, Adrianople, and Mount Athos’ while Alfred von Kiderlen-
Waechter, the German Secretary of State, simultaneously brought the proposal to the
French Ambassador in Berlin, Jules Cambon.*>! Grey, for the first time, agreed to
informal discussions,'®? suggesting that the Conference be an Ambassadors’ Conference
in Paris.t%

All then rested on what Sazonov would say. On 25 November, he conceded an
alternative to his original demand for a Serbian port: ‘the neutralisation of all Albanian
ports under an international guarantee.” Sazonov also eagerly assented to talk of a
Conference, assuming that Paris had already been agreed upon as the location.'>* Grey

responded with relief: the Ambassadors’ Conference would be held, contingent on
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Sazonov’s willingness to concede an “alternative’ solution to the port dispute.® But the
very next day Sazonov, no longer enthusiastic about his “alternative’ solution or a
Conference of Ambassadors, temporised, leading Robert Vansittart in the Foreign Office
to comment: ‘M. Sazonow is a sad wobbler.’**® Later that day Sazonov, wobbling again,
reaffirmed his acceptance of the compromise solution and Conference.*” Even so, the
devil was in the details—the German Government suggested a Conference of Great
Powers, the French Ambassador in Berlin replied that the Balkan States should also be
participants, and Grey insisted on just the Ambassadors of the Great Powers in Paris!®—
and, despite Grey’s wish that the consultations ‘should be begun without delay,’*° it
would be three more weeks before the Conference would actually meet, in the
compromise location of London.

The Ambassadors’ Conference began (on 17 December) even as most of the crisis
had already been dissipated. The question of a Serbian port on the Adriatic had been ‘the
great matter at issue’ and which way Russia’s attitude would ‘turn’ was the principal
unknown variable.*®® Consequently, once this was established at the end of November,
Great Power war had been avoided ‘in principle,” as David Stevenson has observed, so

the Kaiser’s War Council of 8 December had already been ‘overtaken by events.’26!
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Much the same, presumably, could be said of Russia’s own war council,'®? where partial
mobilisation was supported by the Tsar and his War Minister but then rejected after
Kokovtsov intervened.®®

War was avoided in winter 1912 because Austria did not provoke it and Russia, in
the end, did not insist upon fighting it over a point of ‘self-esteem.’%* Sazonov,
wobbling, decided the dispute was not worth a war, accepting ‘things’ which had a few
weeks earlier ‘aroused his indignation,’ to the general mystification of Buchanan.'® The
view of the British Foreign Office was that Austria-Hungary was imperturbably patient
throughout the crisis.'®® She did not desire war, but neither would she yield.*®” Had
Austria directly confronted Russia or taken more extreme military measures, the situation

would have quickly escalated, as it nearly did already.®® Grey’s London Conference
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insists that Sazonov all along did not support war over the question of an Albanian port,
and cites some evidence to this effect. See his Folly and Malice: The Habsburg Empire,
the Balkans and the Start of World War One (London: Shepheard-Walwyn, 2017), 252—
53. This does not negate the argument of this section; to the contrary, it confirms the wild
swings in Russian policy the Foreign Office found so confusing.

186 E.g., Nicolson to Buchanan 19 Nov. 1912, FO 800/360, no. 242. See also Stevenson,
Armaments, 253-60.
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commenced after these events had already been concluded; the Conference, as Grey
himself recognised, was ‘not still-born’ because Russia had ‘in principle’ conceded the
point that threatened to make a European war ‘inevitable’®® as a precondition to the
convening of the Conference.*”® The London Conference contributed to (but did not
cause'’) the peaceful outcome of the November Crisis insofar as it encouraged and
formalised the Russian decision to back down from war. This decision had been helped,
Grey believed at the time, because it was not ‘a question of yes or no.’*’? Serbia may not
have gotten its Albanian port, but it had received the Sanjak and much else. And anyway,
as Grey had told Russia’s Ambassador, Count Benckendorff, at the height of the crisis,
the port question ‘was really not worth a European war.’"

Unfortunately, merely avoiding war in the winter of 1912 did not resolve
Europe’s systemic instability.1”* On 23 October 1912, Isvolsky had predicted that a
conclusive victory for the Balkan Allies ‘would bring forward, in its full historical
development, the question of Slavdom not only with Islam but also with Germanism. In

that case, one could scarcely hope for any palliative measures and must prepare for a
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‘Great Britain, the Albanian Question and the Concert of Europe, 1911-1914,” Balkan
Studies 28, no. 2 (January 1987): 327-54.
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great and decisive general European war.’” As far as ‘palliative measures’ went, the
London Ambassadors’ Conference proved inadequate. Though it would keep the Great
Powers from conflict in the spring of 1913, particularly over Scutari—a bomb which
might set the whole of Europe on fire,” Grey declaimed in January 1913'°—it did so at
the expense of Austria’s interests.}’” In the midst of the November Crisis, Sazonov had
promised ‘to ‘make difficulties about Albania and its eventual delimitation’ were Austria
to maintain its ‘dam’ against a Serbian port in Albania.'”® And this is exactly what he did.
Throughout the term of the Ambassadors’ Conference—17 December 1912-13
August 1913—Russia did all it could to prevent the emergence of a viable Albanian
state.!”® Grey would do nothing to significantly impede Russia’s vindictive foreign policy
because, as he forthrightly explained to Prince Lichnowsky on the second day of the
Conference, ‘having done so much to promote the agreement about Servian access to the
Adriatic’'® he was unwilling to further oppose Russia’s claims. The peace of Europe was

only worth so much political capital. Throughout the crises of 1912-1914, Grey would
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Also see Bridge and Bullen, The Great Powers, 319-20.

180 Grey to Goschen 18 Dec. 1912, BD 9.2, no. 395; Grey to Buchanan 3 April 1913, BD
9.2, no. 797; Nicolson to Buchanan 22 April 1913, BD 9.2, no. 871; Grey to Buchanan 1
May 1913, BD 9.2, no. 920; and Bridge and Bullen, The Great Powers, 320-21.



31

remain indifferent to the ‘merits’ of any particular question; he was animated instead by
the logic of Britain’s Entente relationships, which he consistently prioritised higher than
Europe’s peace, and he willingly intimated to others as much.8

As a result of Grey’s indifference, Sazonov was free, after the resolution of the
port question, to keep his earlier promise and prevent the formation of a coherent
Albanian state, which he did by forcing the exclusion of cities integral to the commercial
life of the nation.? Scutari was the most important of these; it was ultimately included in
Albania’s bounds, but only after months of intense negotiations, a British statement
authorizing independent enforcement of the Conference’s decision to evict the
Montenegrins from the city,'8 an Austrian threat of war, and mobilisation measures
along Montenegro’s border.'8 Until the end Germany was largely indifferent to the
negotiations—the Kaiser cared only for Austrian prestige and wanted to avoid a ‘world

war’18_leaving Austria isolated.'® The outcome was a frustrated, fearful, and
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Almost War, 213-14, 583, 650-51.

182 For a map, Helmreich, Diplomacy, 256; Andreas Rose, ‘From “lllusion” and
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Mulligan, and Andreas Rose (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 334-36.
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1908-1914 (West Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, 1998), 157-58;
Rauchensteiner, The First World War, 27. Stephen Pichon, the French Foreign Minister,
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to agree on a communication to the Balkan Allies who take a fortnight to reply. Their
answer is not satisfactory and another fortnight is occupied in considering a counter-
reply....” Bertie to Grey 6 April 1913, Draft, FO 800/161 no. 136.
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belligerent Austria, as Sir Fairfax Cartwright wrote from Vienna at the end of January
1913:
Servia will some day set Europe by the ears and bring about a universal war on
the Continent . . . . I cannot tell you how exasperated people are getting here at the
continual worry which that little country causes to Austria under encouragement
from Russia. . . . The next time a Servian crisis arises . . . | feel certain that
Austria-Hungary will refuse to admit of any Russian interference in the dispute
and she will proceed to settle the differences with her little neighbor by herself
“colite que codite.”8
No better analysis could have been offered. Sazonov’s diplomacy of retribution vis-a-vis
Albania, represented in the muddle over Scutari, prodded the Dual Monarchy out of the
lethargy that largely defined its policy in November-December 1912.18 In the crisis of
1914, Austria would again assert its independence as a Great Power; this time Russia
would not back down. The Great War was the result. But before July 1914, a penultimate
crisis—the October crisis of 1913—created a final precedent for Austria’s behaviour in

that fateful summer of 1914.

Section 4: The October Crisis
“The basis of Servian policy’ towards Albania, the British representative in

Belgrade, Dayrell Montague Crackanthorpe, reported to the Foreign Office on 10

186 Helmreich, Diplomacy, 293-96.

187 Cartwright to Nicolson 31 Jan. 1913 BD 9.2, no. 582. See also Réhl, Wilhelm 11, 926,
928-29.

188 £ R. Bridge, From Sadowa to Sarajevo: The Foreign Policy of Austria-Hungary,
1866-1914 (New York: Routledge, 1972), 349-52; cf. Stevenson, Armaments, 266.
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September 1913, ‘is to establish the fact that the new Principality cannot possibly become
“viable” and to encourage centrifugal tendencies for this purpose.’*®® Serbia reinforced
Albania’s many problems by two stratagems: the first was to disregard the boundary
divisions on which the Great Powers had concurred, occupying territory assigned to
Albania; the second was to insist that the Great Powers act collectively to enforce their
will—an unlikely proposition given Russian ill-will and British reserve.®

On 19 September 1913, the Serbian Government issued a memorandum justifying
the closure of the new Serbian border with Albania—which cut off Albanians from their
commercial centres that Russia had previously ensured ended up in Serbia—and put the
Great Powers on notice that a further expedition to ‘restore order’ in Albanian territory
might be necessary.! Sir Eyre Crowe, Britain’s Assistant Undersecretary of State for
Foreign Affairs, understood that Serbia was probably seeking a pretext for ‘a Servian
occupation of the Albanian frontier districts.’*% The situation was further enflamed
when, to recover stolen cattle,’®® the Albanians conquered Dibra, which had been
assigned to Serbia.'® The clash endangered the whole settlement by making a war
between Austria and Serbia again likely, Crackanthorpe reported to Grey.'*®® This little
bothered the Serbian Government, which counted ‘on Russia’s finally pulling the

chestnuts out of the fire for her, should things go badly.’ Serbia was ‘openly flouting’ the

189 Crackanthorpe to Grey D. 10 Sep. 1913, BD 10.1, no. 6.

10 E g., Idem, D. 12 Sep., no. 8; Miranda Vickers, The Albanians: A Modern History
(New York: 1.B. Tauris, 1999), 78-79.

191 Crackanthorpe to Grey D. 19 Sep. 1913, BD 10.1, no. 11.

192 Minute on Communication from M. Cruic 20 Sep. 1913, BD 10.1, no. 12
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194 Poincaré, in his usual conspiratorial manner, later attributed this development to
Austrian influence. See The Origins of the War, 153.
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‘decisions of the Ambassadors’ Conference’ (which had been concluded with no fanfare
on 11 August) in a bid to revoke them, Crackanthorpe explained.%

Serbia’s aggressive behaviour did not surprise the Ballhausplatz, which had
always insisted ‘that trouble would come from the artificial frontier-line accepted by the
London Conference’ and had accepted it only ‘as a concession to Russia,” Cartwright
reported.'®” The Serbians themselves recognised the incoherence of the border,
Crackanthorpe told Grey, but insisted the only solution was for more of Northern Albania
to be assigned to Serbia.’® On 27 September, the Italian Government recommended a
collective warning to Serbia not to press further into Albanian territory, but this was met
with little enthusiasm by the Powers (such a démarche had already been made on 17
August to no effect).'*® Fearing Serbia was permanently occupying new positions in
Albania, Austria-Hungary sent a démarche on 14 October to Serbia demanding that she
respect the settlement of the London Conference, warning that an ultimatum would
follow if she did not.2%° Grey reacted angrily, declaring that Austria’s action ‘is
tantamount to breaking up the concert without any warning.’?* The conference had
already been disbanded, and now the Concert appeared ‘finished as an effective

mechanism for resolving international crises.’2%
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On 18 October the Austrian ultimatum was delivered, giving Serbian soldiers
eight days to evacuate Albania.?® Having been confronted with Austria’s action, the
Wilhelmstrasse chose to support her ‘because it was not in Germany’s own interest that
her ally should send in an ultimatum and then retreat from it. . . . she [Austria] was
evidently gambling for her position as a Great Power.’2* According to Berchtold, Austria
was at the end of her rope: she ‘had yielded with regard to Djakova and other places in
order to maintain European concert unbroken, but she could not tolerate that such
territory as she had saved for new State of Albania should be encroached upon by
Servia,” Cartwright reported to Grey.?% On 21 October, Serbia replied to Austria and
agreed to remove all soldiers.?%® Austria’s gamble had paid off.

All the Great Powers seemed satisfied with the result. Although Grey objected to
the method, he did not baulk at the outcome.?%” Serbia’s initial action stuck the Dual
Monarchy on the horns of a dilemma: if Austria took no action, she would face a fait
accompli in Albania; if she did take action, she would be alienated from the Concert. The
latter was what happened, causing Hartwig in Belgrade to celebrate, Crackanthorpe
reported to Grey.?%® Since Sazonov himself acknowledged that Serbia was responsible for
inciting the conflict, the result was seen as satisfactory in Russia,?®® where public opinion

had wearied of Balkan intrigues,?° Minister Hugh O’Beirne informed Grey. And in
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Germany, Cartwright reported that the Emperor ‘expressed his satisfaction . . . that for
once Austria had shown her teeth and he hoped that she would continue to do so.’?'!

The lessons of the October Crisis appear to have been twofold. First, in the face of
passive resistance, the Concert of Europe had become impotent. Austria, the most
vulnerable of the Great Powers, no longer trusted it and had determined to place her fate
into her own hands.?*? Second, as O’Beirne reported to the Foreign Office, Russia was
‘little disposed to run the risk of war in order to defend the interests of the Slav States in
the Balkans.”?*® She would protect her clients diplomatically, but had apparently assessed
that a war over their petty disputes was imprudent. This latter lesson was shortly, in the

crisis of July 1914, to be shown to be erroneous.

Section 5: Taking Stock

By the summer of 1914, the Great Powers of Europe had successfully negotiated a
series of crises, or so it seemed. A European war had not occurred in November 1912
because Russia had finally accepted Austria’s position that Serbia would not be given an
Albanian port. This Russian ‘concession’ was possible, Grey and his subordinates
thought at the time, because the question was not of great importance?'4; Russia and her

allies had already gained much else?*®; and Austria patiently restrained herself,?

211 Cartwright to Grey 29 Oct. 1913, BD 10.2, no. 56.
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allowing Sazonov, the ‘sad wobbler,” the time he needed to wobble in the direction of
peace.?t’

The second crisis, over Scutari, was finally resolved when Austria threatened
unilateral action.?*8 This did not result in war because Sazonov suddenly decided that
since Austria was merely enforcing the collective decision of the Conference and against
only Montenegro (and not Serbia) it ‘was not of sufficient interest for Russia to justify a
war.”?!® The incredulousness of the Foreign Office at this reversal is seen in Arthur
Nicolson’s minute on this report. Sazonov:

certainly always gave us to understand that separate action by Austria would lead

to the gravest consequences and urged strenuously that we and France sh[oul]d,

therefore, lose no time in taking part in the naval demonstration. Now he is quite
ready to admit Austria taking action ag[ains]t Montenegro. He w[oul]d have

preserved us all from considerable anxiety if he had let us know this earlier. . . .

While criticizing M. Sazonoff’s tergiversations and vacillations as long as the net

result is to preserve European peace we can bear with them, but in future we

should, before taking any action, ascertain from M. Sazonoff without ambiguity

what his policy is and whether he intends to abide by it.?%
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The Scutari crisis ended peacefully because, as in the November Crisis, Sazonov
wobbled, and, despite Montenegro’s eventual evacuation of the city (on 4 May), ‘Slav
gains’ remained ‘very great.’??! As in the earlier crisis,??? Britain’s policy trailed
Russia’s??%; had this been the ‘spark that created a European conflagration® Grey would
have acted according to the logic of the Entente,??* as he was to do in the coming July
Crisis. Whether this was indeed the spark, as Nicolson reflected shortly after the crisis
ended, had been left to the Montenegrins.??® Had they not decided to evacuate Scutari at
the last minute, a general war was conceivable.

The final crisis, in October 1913, did not result in war, from the perspective of the
Foreign Office, because Austria broke the rules in such a way that it handed Russia a
(negative) diplomatic victory without costing it anything: Austria had enforced the
collective decision of the Concert, but in doing so she had alienated herself from it.??
Russia, meanwhile, was believed to have temporarily lost interest in Serbia,??” explained,
perhaps, by ‘a temperamental reaction to lethargy after excitement” Grey wrote in early

November 1913.2%8
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In summary, by the end of 1913, Grey and his subordinates in the Foreign Office
had witnessed four Balkan crises, all of which could have resulted in war. Each crisis had
its own complications, but one driving fact seemed to explain why none of them had
escalated: in the end, Russia had ‘declined to run the risk’ of war for its Balkan client
states, as O’Beirne reflected to Grey in late October 1913.2%° The relative intensity of
each crisis, according to the Foreign Office, seemed to reflect Sazonov’s fluctuating
moods—which may have themselves been reflecting deeper concerns of the Russian
state, but Grey and his advisors were not sure.?*° This, in turn, was a matter of much
anxiety because the British Foreign Office seemed destined to follow, in a cockboat, the

Russian man-of-war wherever it went, including the shoals of catastrophe.!
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Section 6: The July Crisis
Franz Ferdinand’s assassination on 28 June 1914 was met with indifference in
most quarters of Europe.?® In Britain, the ‘successes’ of Grey’s diplomacy over the
preceding three years seemed reassuring. H. H. Asquith, the Prime Minister, later
recalled:
It was with this happy precedent still fresh in the memory that, two years later, we
strove to solve a new crisis by the application of the same machinery. The trouble
had again arisen in the Balkan area; the Powers directly interested were against
Austria and Russia; the rest had no concern of their own in the quarrel. The
experience of 1912-13 had shown that, given a genuine desire to preserve the
peace, the groupings of the great States might be superseded, or even for the time
obliterated, by concerted action under the supreme test of a common

emergency.?®

unpredictability (270). Where it differed, as Mulligan acknowledges, is that both the
British and the French had independent interests at the Porte (271), the British, of course,
with a figure analogous to Sanders in the Ottoman Navy. What Mulligan misses is the
new recklessness of Russian policy: Sazonov and his coterie of hawkish ministers were
determined to deploy ‘firm resolve’ to gain political concessions, explicitly risking an
‘all-European war’ (McDonald, United Government, 193-95). In this specific instance,
likely because of their own imperial interests, the British and French demurred; at the
same time Kokovtsov, a lone voice in the wilderness, opposed Sazonov’s policy in his
last involvement in questions of foreign affairs (McDonald, 194-97). Immediately
thereafter, the Tsar dismissed him, and in the coming crisis Russia’s policy of ‘firmness’
would be unchecked by Britain and France.
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Asquith directly credited Grey’s diplomacy with ‘largely, if not mainly’ preventing war
between the Great Powers; he was confident his foreign secretary could repeat the act for
a fourth time.?3* During the crisis, consequently, Asquith—who was focused on the
Home Rule crisis—Ieft British diplomacy entirely in Grey’s hands until the very end,
when complicated cabinet manoeuvrings materialised.?*®

Grey and Nicolson believed the localisation of the conflict was probable but not
certain.?®® Their fallback strategy was to host a second Ambassadors’ Conference. ‘Day
by day I consulted with Nicolson at the Foreign Office,’ he later recollected: ‘We agreed
that, if things become more anxious and the prospect became darker, | should propose a
conference. In one aspect the proposal was hopeful and attractive. It would be on the
same lines of the Conference of Ambassadors in 1912-13. That was of good augury, and
could be set to work at a day’s notice.”?>” Grey believe that the emerging crisis could be
with managed ‘same methods which had preserved peace hitherto,”?® that is, ‘as in the

last Balkan Crisis, that of 1912-13.72%° Even before Archduke Franz Ferdinand was
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First Lord Carnock: A Study in the Old Diplomacy (London: Constable & Company,
1937), 413.
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assassinated on 28 June 1914, Grey had been thinking along these lines, agreeing in a
conversation with Prince Lichnowsky to continue ‘the consultations’ amongst the Powers
‘if a fresh crisis arose in the Balkans.’?*° Grey was particularly committed to this because
the earlier Conference had promoted ‘good relations’ with Germany, which he desired to
maintain despite Britain belonging to an opposing bloc that talked ‘as intimately as
allies.”?4!

As the crisis developed, Grey continued to follow this line. In a conversation with
Prince Lichnowsky on 6 July, who warned Grey that Austria was determined to secure
‘compensation in the sense of some humiliation for Servia,” Grey replied: ‘If trouble did
come, | would use all the influence I could to mitigate difficulties and smooth them away,
and if the clouds arose to prevent the storm from breaking.’?*? On 8 July, in a similar
conversation with the Russian ambassador, Grey—who was already anxious that ‘this
terrible crime might unexpectedly produce a general war’?**—encouraged the Russian
Government to ‘reassure Germany.’?** These conversations were hardly ‘a form of early
intervention,” as one scholar®*® has described them. Counsels of moderation had been
standard diplomatic fare from the Foreign Office throughout the whole course of the
Balkan Wars. Grey’s actual intervention, as he made clear to Lichnowsky the next day,
was a determination—‘if trouble did come’—to reproduce the earlier ‘successes’ of the
Ambassadors’ Conference. ‘I would continue the same policy as I had pursued through

the Balkan crisis. . . . The greater the risk of war, the more closely would I adhere to that
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policy.’?*® Grey’s plan was to wait until matters became more pressing, which would
provide the justification for Conference mediation—to defuse the crisis once it climaxed,
not to interrupt its progression. If a dispatch that same day from Maurice Bunsen,
Ambassador to Vienna, was correct, such a climax could not be far off: The consensus
was that ‘Austria will at last be compelled to give evidence of her strength by settling
once and for all her long-standing accounts with Servia....” If this was the case, then
Europe’s peace was threatened, for the Russian Ambassador in Vienna had declared: ‘an
isolated combat with Servia would be impossible and Russia would be compelled to take
up arms in defense of Servia. Of this there could be no question. A Servian war meant a
general European war.”?*’

Grey’s position remained unaffected over the next two weeks by the streams of
incoming dispatches. On the 13", the Foreign Office received a dispatch from Berlin
stating that there was a consensus in Germany to stand by Austria.?*® On the 15", news
was received from Vienna of an upcoming ‘transmission of a menacing note to Servia.’?*°
On the 16™, Grey told Bertie that Germany is ‘really frightened at the growing strength of
the Russian Army’ and it may ‘bring on a conflict with Russia’ before it can complete its
strategic railways (though he hardly mentioned the burgeoning crisis).?*° That same day,
Bunsen warned that failing an ‘immediate unconditional compliance’ on Serbia’s part,

‘force will be used’—information confirmed by the Austrian chargé d’affaires in
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London.?! On the 17", the British envoy in Belgrade reported that the ‘general feeling’
in Serbia was that any serious demands would be rejected.?>? On the 18" another report
arrived from Bunsen, emphasizing Austria’s angry mood and the Ballhausplatz’s desire
to reduce Serbia ‘to impotence for a generation.’?® That same day, Sazonov warned that
in response to an Austrian ultimatum, Russia might undertake ‘precautionary military
measures.’?>* On the 20", Lichnowsky reported that Grey still took ‘an optimistic view of
the Austro-Serbian dissension and believes in a peaceful solution.” Grey’s hope that
Austria’s demands would be kept ‘within reasonable limits’ apparently justified this
position.2 On the 21%, a dispatch arrived from the British representative at Budapest,
warning Grey that Austria ‘is willing to go to any lengths in its desire to revenge itself on
the despised and hated enemy.’?® Grey “felt a great apprehension’ but still placed his
hope in moderate Austrian demands limited by Germany.?>” On the 22", Count
Benckendorff, the Russian Ambassador, demurred on Grey’s request for direct talks
between Austria and Russia.?®® And then finally, on 23 July, a dispatch arrived from
Belgrade, reporting that the Serbian Secretary-General had declared, in language
strikingly reminiscent to that used by Russia’s Ambassador to Vienna on 5 July, that ‘a

war between a Great Power and a Balkan State must, inevitably . . . lead to a European
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conflagration.’® After seeing Austria’s note to Serbia on the 24", Grey’s ‘apprehension’
grew even more, and he became aware of the acute time pressure pushing the crisis
forward.?®

Grey’s diplomacy then moved into high gear on 25 July. It was time to exhort
Austria and Russia ‘not to cross frontier’ and for the four other Powers (Britain, France,
Germany, and Italy) to ‘endeavor to arrange matters.’?%* In promoting this plan to
Lichnowsky, Grey again referenced the Balkan crisis, where the Great Powers had
avoided a ‘world war . . . by means of the ambassadorial conferences,’ as his
precedent.?6?

The trouble was not only that time was running out and Austrian and Russian
mobilisation seemed probable, but also that by this point in the crisis Britain’s options
seemed circumscribed.?®® This can be seen in a Foreign Office communiqué from 25
July: “Whatever we may think of the merits of the Austrian charges against Servia,
France and Russia consider that these are pretexts, and that the bigger cause of the Triple
Alliance versus Triple Entente is definitely engaged.’?%* This assessment becomes only

more weighty in retrospect: the French had urged Russia to stand firm (20-23 July)?® and
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Russia had counselled Serbia not to give in as she had done in October 1913 (24 July).?%®
Belgrade did not offer Vienna “full satisfaction,”?®” making at least a localised conflict
inevitable. This was no longer a minor Balkan struggle—it was a ‘trial of strength.” And
Britain had to choose: According to Sazonov, the choice was between ‘giving Russia
active support or renouncing her friendship.’2¢8

Grey, as seen above, had already in principle made his choice, but in the four
previous ‘trials of strength’ (if the crisis of 1908-09 is included) he had never been
obligated either to publicise unambiguous support for Russia and her Balkan clients
(which might unduly inflame matters) or to practically implement the logic of the policy
(i.e., war) because each crisis had been resolved when, in the end, Russia did not force
the question. In the first and second, Russia had backed down; in the third, she had
avoided a definite commitment; and in the fourth, she had (apparently) temporarily lost
interest in the Slav cause. At the time, Grey and the Foreign Office had more or less
comprehended this point,?®® hence the exasperation with what was seen as wild swings in
Russian policy.

But this was not the ‘lesson’ Grey was animated by in July 1914. His
interpretation of the Ambassadors’ Conference was then, like Asquith’s, much more
general: the Conference itself had been the collective anchor that prevented the Great

Powers ‘from being swept away’; what was needed to prevent Europe being ‘swept into
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the cataract of war’ was to lay anchor again, permitting this or that Balkan dispute (Grey
was never interested in the details) to be ‘settled with increasing ease.’?° Through a
conference, he later wrote, ‘we could keep the peace of Europe in any crisis.”?’* The
whole future of Europe, hence, was seen to hang on whether a Conference could be
organised.?’

Organizing a conference was clearly Grey’s plan to maintain Europe’s peace, but
his initial proposal (for four-power mediation, made on 25 July) simultaneously
performed two other essential tasks: it allowed the Foreign Office to overlook Russian
mobilisation measures—avoiding any new tensions in the Entente relationship but
undercutting Buchanan’s warning to Sazonov that mobilisation meant war?’>—and it
advantageously positioned the Entente Powers for a conflict, were one to develop in the
end. This was, in other words, a ‘dominant strategy’; it was the Triple Entente’s best
move regardless of what happened. As Grey explained to the Russian Ambassador on the
25" four-power mediation would follow Austrian and Russian mobilisation, which Grey
had already conceded to be ‘almost inevitable.’?”* Russia’s position would be
strengthened regardless of Germany’s response. If Germany, in response to ‘the threat of
Russian mobilisation,’ restrained Austria, well and good; if after a few days of
discussions Germany refused, this was only to Russia’s advantage, as Germany would

have been ‘throwing away the advantage of time,” which was the key to its war plans.?”
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Finally, if Germany refused to join a conference at all, this would become evidence of its
bad faith.

Grey’s dominant strategy was further developed the next day (26 July) when he
decided to upgrade his proposal for four-power mediation into a proposal for a full
Conference. This putative Conference was to be made contingent on the suspension of
‘active military operations.’?’® Even as the Foreign Office was formulating this proposal,
Prince Lichnowsky called, saying that it appeared Russia was beginning to mobilise and
that if she did, Germany would be compelled to respond. Nicolson replied: ‘The main
thing was to prevent, if possible, active military operations,” a word he emphasised.?”’
The Foreign Office took this position because it knew that mobilisation followed by a
Conference would be to the ‘disadvantage of Germany.’2’® Grey thought formulating the
Conference proposal in this manner would make Russia more congenial to joining a
Conference. He was positively uninterested in Russia’s enactment of the Period
Preparatory to War on the 25 and 26 July,2”® even though it was immediately seen by
some observers (including the French Ambassador in St. Petersburg) as the beginning of
general mobilisation.?® In his memoirs, Grey later recalled being willing ‘to give or get
guarantees that there would be no mobilizations during the Conference’ even though he
did not believe that ‘there would be substance in such points: it seemed so certain after

the Serbian reply that a Conference, once summoned, must succeed and could not break
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down or fail.”?®! He indeed may have been willing, but in the actual event he did not act
accordingly.

Grey’s proposed conference was never held because of a confluence of factors:
initial Russian objections, French hesitation, German and Austrian opposition, the short
time frame in which an agreement had to be reached, and the competition of many other
simultaneous and overlapping proposals.?®2 What did happen was Russian mobilisation,
beginning with the Period Preparatory to War. Now, given the demands of the Schlieffen
Plan, where before there were weeks, there were mere days to reach some settlement.
Grey later blamed this on Germany: ‘after he [Bethmann Hollweg] had refused and
Russia had accepted a Conference I could not protest against Russian preparation for the
event of war.”?8 But this recollection is false; to the contrary, restraining Russia from
mobilisation had already been taken off the table. Only a meek exhortation ‘not to cross
frontier’?* remained. And Russian mobilisation, which found tacit approval both in
Grey’s backdoor diplomacy and in his formal conference proposal, in fact became the

sufficient cause for the outbreak of World War 1.28°
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Tragically, Grey’s tacit facilitation of hasty Russian mobilisation also created the
conditions in which the one proposal®® that might have actually prevented war’s
outbreak—the German Kaiser’s last minute ‘Halt in Belgrade’ solution, in which Austria
would occupy Belgrade while the Kaiser secured satisfaction from Serbia for her—also
failed. When the Kaiser in the early morning of 30 July learned from Tsar Nicholas that
Russia had been actually been undertaking military measures for five days, he reacted
with predictable rage: ‘I cannot agree to any more mediation’ because Russia ‘secretly
mobilized behind my back.’?" If ever there was a case of action perceived as wrongful
provoking ‘sudden shifts in preferences towards retaliatory satisfaction, lax attitudes
towards risk, impulsivity, and urgency’28 this was it.?%° Four days later, Grey would tell

the Parliament, ‘The situation has developed so rapidly that technically, as regards the
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condition of the war, it is most difficult to describe what has actually happened.’?*® That
his own proposals had helped facilitate the process, he remained—apparently—>blissfully
unaware.

Why was Grey so confident that an Ambassadors’ Conference was the solution to
the July Crisis? Most broadly put, the answer seems to be that Grey ‘learned’ the lessons
of history. He had been the lead actor in three immediately previous crises, and these
episodes were emotionally salient to him, one of the key elements of analogical
reasoning.?®* The previous crises also resembled the present crisis. The July Crisis was,
after all, the enactment of the ‘Balkan inception scenario’ that had come to define the
continental policy of the Triple Entente.?®? Grey, therefore, engaged in pattern matching:
he drew a correspondence between the crises of 1912-1913 and the crisis of 1914, and
then he ‘mapped’ content from the former to the later. The central idea of this mapping
was the association between the holding of an Ambassadors’ Conference and a peaceful
outcome, an idea encouraged, perhaps, by the simultaneous Anglo-German détente.?%
Grey believed in 1914 (and afterwards) that the association was one of causation. Had he

carefully queried his own memories and the Foreign Office’s records, he would have
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52

discovered it was barely an association of correlation, much less causation.?®* The lessons
Grey had learned were the wrong lessons.

If Grey had undertaken a comparison of similarities and differences, which it
should be recalled is the most basic step in using analogical reasoning reflectively instead
of intuitively, he almost certainly would have been able to assemble a hefty file.
Apologists for Grey’s policy in 1914 bristle at the suggestion that he could have known
more than he actually did. ‘It is difficult to see how Britain might have been able to
perceive’ the differences across crises, Annika Mombauer has written, ‘given the secrecy
that was in place in Vienna and Berlin.”?®® But it is not the case that the Foreign Office
needed additional secret information. This objection seriously underestimates both what
the Foreign Office did know and what it could have known had it engaged in more
rigorous reflection.

The most glaring similarity, as has already been indicated, is that the dispute of
July 1914 would trigger the European War that had been so much talked about since
1908-09. What mattered to the Foreign Office was not the nature of the dispute (Balkan

matters were irksome to Grey), but its mere existence, and it was to the latter that
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Britain’s response was directed.?®® As in the earlier crises, Grey wanted to preserve
Europe’s peace, yet in such a way that Britain was not estranged from the Entente it so
valued (particularly for colonial and imperial reasons).’

A second similarity was that the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Sazonov,
continued to shape Russia’s foreign policies. The unanimous view of the Foreign Office
was that Sazonov was fickle, resulting in wild swings in Russian foreign policy.?®® This
view of Sazonov was shared both by Russian?®® and French®® diplomats. Sazonov’s
‘tergiversations and vacillations’3** were of immense concern to the Foreign Office
because of the first similarity above: with reference to the Balkan inception scenario,
where Russia went Britain had to follow. Nicolson and Grey might fall in line regardless
of the actual origins of the dispute, but there was always the matter of bringing the
Cabinet along as well, which was to cause Grey much anxiety.3%

By 1914, it looked as if Sazonov’s capriciousness might be paralleled with a new
general commitment to resoluteness in foreign policy. At the end of January Tsar

Nicholas had dismissed Kokovtsov from the Council of Ministers. This left a vacuum in
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Council and gave Sazonov a free hand.>® In the crisis of November-December 1912, it
should be recalled, it was principally Kokovtsov’s advice that had prevented more
escalatory Russian mobilisation moves. The Foreign Office was not privy to the details of
this story, but it understood that Kokovtsov was a restraining hand in the formation of
Russian policy. In September 1913, O’Beirne had reported that ‘So long as he
[Kokovtsov] remains President of the Council there will be a strong influence at work
here in favour of a pacific policy at any price.”*** Kokovtsov’s dismissal at the end of
January 1914, had made Grey ‘very much preoccupied at the internal situation in Russia
and the vacillating policy of the Russian Govt in foreign affairs.”3% In March 1914
Nicolson wondered whether ‘a more pronounced and active foreign policy’ might
result.®%® This in fact was precisely what Buchanan had reported to Grey just weeks later:
‘there is strong evidence to show that the Emperor and the majority of his present
advisers are in favour of giving a new course to Russian foreign policy and of adopting a
firmer and more resolute attitude than that which characterised it during the recent
Balkan crisis.”®%” The influence of the Russian Minister of Agriculture, Alexander
Krivoshein, ‘a confirmed Nationalist,” had filled the place of Kokovtsov, and the winds
were now in favour of a ‘strong foreign policy,3%® as seen in the press war that began in

March.>® In addition to the change in cabinet, numerous cables reported that Russia’s
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growing military strength was increasing her resolve.?'° Russia had her “finances in
splendid order and reorganized her army’; her goal was ‘to reassert and re-establish her
predominant position in the Balkans.’3!!

Even as Russian strength and resolve were seen as increasing, Austria was seen as
increasingly defined by negative trends; here was a second major difference. Austria’s
patience was running out, its position in the Balkans was worsening, its value as an ally
to Germany was declining, and the Ambassadors’ Conference had created desperation in
Vienna.?!? The very survival of Austria had become a matter of speculation.®'® Serbia’s
successes in the Second Balkan War, meanwhile, had made the anti-Austrian Serbia,
rather than the more neutral Bulgaria, the focus of Russia’s intrigues.** And the Concert
of Europe—the body assigned with the task of ensuring a peaceful outcome to the Balkan
instability—was widely seen to be fragile, perhaps even dead.3™

These two basic similarities (the repeat of the Balkan inception scenario and the

fickleness of Sazonov’s diplomacy) and these two basic differences (swelling Russian
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resolve and increasing Austrian weakness and desperation) were not inscrutable
mysteries hid away in obscure dispatches; they were often acknowledged elements of the
political environment, which the most basic survey of similarities and differences
between 1912-13 and 1914 would have highlighted. Other smaller points were also
pertinent. The previous crises had been about localisation (keeping Austria out of already
existing wars) and settlement®!® while the proposed Conference of 1914 was about
prevention (keeping Austria from starting a war).3!” The previous Balkan disputes had
been over relatively insignificant matters®!8 that had a positive sum aspect (divvying up
Ottoman Europe)®!®; 1914, in contrast, was zero sum: Serbia would either be humiliated
by Austria or saved by Russia. Finally, Grey was later to claim that the Conference in
July 1914 could have gotten to work in just a day®?; presumably this belief influenced
his decision to not make a mediation/conference proposal until it looked like the crisis
was climaxing. But in fact, it had taken three weeks of negotiation before the Powers had
assented to a Conference in 1912. While it is true the precedent of an Ambassadors’
Conference had now been set, Austrian and German reticence to repeat the earlier

‘odious’ experience®?! surely would lead to extended pre-conference negotiations.

316 Grey to Bertie 16 Oct. 1912, BD 9.2, no. 38.

317 Hence the proposal was contingent on the suspension of ‘active military operations.’
Only once the Conference solution had failed would Grey pivot back to localisation, as
discussed below, but by then it was too late.
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From this analysis, new ‘lessons’ could have been developed. The first might
have regarded the revival of the Concert of Europe, and the Ambassadors’ Conference
nested within it. Only a bold, committed, and reassuring British proposal—that proposed
something like the collective investigation of Serbia and promised the satisfaction of
Austria®?>—would have a chance of convincing Austria the game was not rigged against
it. Such a proposal would have had to be made early, before Austria and Russia jointly
framed the struggle as a trial of strength. A proposal aimed at merely repeating the
experiences of 1912-13, such as Grey envisioned, was simply—and for good reason—
unpalatable to Austria-Hungary.

The second, and equally important, ‘lesson” might have involved a frank
recognition that Austria, in the previous crises, had never backed down from salient
points on which it had staked its prestige (the Albanian port, Scutari, and Albania’s
borders); a state fearing for its existence could likely not do otherwise. What had
prevented each of these points from becoming triggers for war, in contrast, was—from
the Foreign Office’s perspective—Sazonov’s wobbling or (in the last crisis) more general
Russian indifference. Preserving the peace meant helping Sazonov wobble in the right
direction. Germany and Austria could be seen as constants: Russia was the variable.3%

A third lesson might have focused on how localisation was possible—and
preferable—to a European catastrophe. In 1912, initial Concert action to restrain the

Balkan Allies had failed, but Russia had succeeded in localising the fight between the

322 Schroeder, ‘Embedded Counterfactuals,” 189; Egbert Jahn, ‘Sarajevo 1914. A Century
of Debate About the Guilt for the First World War,” in World Political Challenges, vol. 3
(Berlin: Springer, 2015), 111-14.

323 A point reinforced in the Liman von Sanders episode. See Mulligan, ‘We Can’t Be
More Russian,” 270 ff.
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Balkan states and the Ottoman Empire. In 1913, localisation had again succeeded when
Austria had unilaterally enforced Concert decisions against Montenegro and Serbia. Such
localisation, however, could only succeed so long as Great Powers refrained from
mobilising against one another. The logic here was in fact well understood®?*: “if Russia
mobilised, Germany would not be content with mere mobilisation, or give Russia time to
carry out hers, but would probably declare war at once,” Buchanan told Sazonov on 25
July. 3%

That these ‘lessons’ were ignored while Grey placed his faith instead in his
idealised association of a Conference and European peace resulted from his “failure to
acknowledge the differences between this crisis and earlier ones,” as Samuel Williamson,
Jr. has observed.*?® In consequence, during the initial phase of the crisis, when time was
abundant and options open, Grey did almost nothing. Other than urging restraint in
diplomatic conversations and suggesting Austro-Russian talks (already too late, as
Poincaré was in St. Petersburg to veto them®?), no substantial action can be credited to
the Foreign Office, which hardly even thought of Russia ‘outside of the negotiations

about Persia.”®?® Despite believing the situation to be dangerous,®?° Grey had not even
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bothered to notify the Cabinet until 24 July.>®° This was likely a result of Grey’s
overconfidence,®! generated by his intuitive analogical reasoning. As the Marquess of
Crewe, who in 1914 was Leader of the House of Lords, commented in retrospect:
‘probably the whole government, including Grey, were a little over-flattered by the
success of the Balkan Conference the year before.”32 This overconfidence is the only
judicious explanation for Grey’s otherwise mysterious choice to leave the Foreign Office
for a weekend in the country (but not fishing®*®) on 25-26 July.33* Grey’s overconfidence,
and resulting failure to act decisively in the first phase of the July Crisis, Schroeder has
called ‘the most important development in pre-war diplomacy and in the July Crisis.’3%®
Hindsight is 20/20, the sceptical reader might reply: the criticisms of Williamson
and Schroeder are only so much after-action excoriation. Not quite. On the last day of
July 1914—indeed, the last day of European peace—Grey (his favoured conference
solution having undeniably been taken off the table by 29 July®*®) actually put forward a
somewhat bold proposal. In a message to the British Ambassador in Berlin, who was to

present it to the German Chancellor or Secretary of State, Grey wrote:

330 George H. Cassar, Asquith as War Leader (London: The Hambledon Press, 1994), 11—
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The stumbling block hitherto has been Austrian mistrust of Servian assurances,
and Russian mistrust of Austrian intentions with regard to the independence and
integrity of Servia. It has occurred to me that in the event of this mistrust
preventing a solution being found by Vienna and St. Petersburg . . . whether it
would be possible for the four disinterested Powers to offer to Austria that they
would undertake to see that she obtained full satisfaction of her demands on
Servia, provided that they did not impair Servian sovereignty and the integrity of
Servian territory.... All Powers would of course suspend further military
operations or preparations.
Grey added that Britain would wash its hands of any side that rejected a moderate
proposal.®¥” Here was a proposal that had potential. And there was no reason, moreover,
why this approach could not operate in parallel with some version of Halt in Belgrade, a
solution proposed independently by both the Kaiser (in the early morning of 28 July, after
reading the Serbian reply to Austria’s ultimatum®*®) and Grey (to the German ambassador
on the afternoon of 29 July,**® who was himself ignorant of his own government’s
proposal®*) in which Austria would occupy Belgrade until Serbia satisfied Austria’s
demands.3*! Importantly, Grey seems to have finally recognised that military preparations
(and not merely operations) had to be suspended to prevent the crisis’s escalation;

localisation, in other words, held priority over prevention. In matters of honour, it is the
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duty of seconds to find an honourable solution that averts the final duel.3*> This has
always been a difficult, but not impossible, task,** and here at the end of July the two
seconds that mattered (France had already chosen the path of an assistant rather than
mediator; Italy was missing in action) appear—for a moment—to have converged on a
compromise equilibrium.

It was not to be; it was simply too late. Austria’s prestige was engaged in a
military solution, Russia had mobilised, and Germany was about to respond in kind.
Russian mobilisation had alienated “all hope of a peaceful solution.’3** Furthermore,
Grey’s fetish for ‘Servian sovereignty,” which he emphasised throughout the whole crisis,
effectively took with one hand what he offered with the other.3*® Even so, Grey’s final
proposal practically admitted that if Austria-Hungary was not to be granted ‘the right to
defend its close-range interests in the manner of a European power,’34® then the Concert
would have to do it for her. And for a Concert solution to be acceptable to Austria, she
would first have to be convinced that the other Powers would not gang up against her.
Given even Italy’s resistance to Austrian action,*’ this was something only Britain was
positioned to accomplish. That this reality only occurred to Grey on the last day of July
attests to the ‘decline of the concert of Europe.”®® Yet the irony is that Grey’s

concentration on what he believed to be the Concert, his Conference of Ambassadors,
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had heretofore blinded him to even a gesture in the direction of a realistic solution until
Russian mobilisation—eased by his own Conference proposal—had already determined
the course of events, forestalling the ‘few days’ delay’ that the now recalled Ambassador
to Austria, Maurice de Bunsen, reflecting on 1 September 1914, believed ‘in all

probability’ might have ‘saved Europe from one of the greatest calamities in history.”*4°

Section 7: Did It Matter?

Grey had learned a general and inaccurate ‘lesson’ from the previous Balkan
crises, and this influenced both what he did not do (make an early proposal to secure
satisfaction for Austria) and what he did (tacitly facilitate Russian mobilisation) during
the July Crisis. Is there any reason to think this actually affected the outcome of the July
Crisis?

The answer depends on one’s overall view of the July Crisis. As Marc
Trachtenberg observes, interpretations can be placed on a spectrum, ranging from
Germany intentionally seeking war or war being the result of fundamentally irresolvable
political differences between the alliance groupings to war as a result of ‘non-volitional’
crisis-dynamic factors (‘miscalculation, misperception, and misunderstanding’) or as a
consequence of war plans and mobilisation pressures.®*° Those who fall in the first two
camps see British diplomacy as superfluous, for war was coming anyway; for those in the
second two, war was the result of diplomatic failures, military culture, and time

pressures, and so—notionally—was avoidable. One way to summarise these positions is
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30 Trachtenberg, History and Strategy, 56.



63

with the distinction between ‘real incompatibility’ and “illusory incompatibility.”3! In the
first, different fundamental images of the future are truly incompatible; in the second,
compatibility is possible but prevented by misperception and the dynamics of conflict.
The different possibilities on the spectrum of interpretation have been fiercely
debated ever since the midst of the July Crisis itself, and it is not this article’s purpose to
resolve or even survey this debate. It is enough to state that a long line of scholars—from
Luigi Albertini to Christopher Clark—have argued that the war that followed the
assassination of Franz Ferdinand fell into the second part of Trachtenberg’s spectrum and
was—at least notionally—avoidable.®5? As Thomas Otte has recently concluded: the
causes of the First World War “are to be found in the near-collective failure of statecraft
by the rulers of Europe. . . . the Powers were not destined to descend into a general
war.”*® This ‘agency-centric’ view is echoed in many of the centennial histories of the

war.3%*
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Assuming the soundness of the second perspective, this analysis suggests two
ways the Powers’ illusion of incompatibility could have been overcome.

First, to avoid a general war it may have been sufficient merely to establish the
facts of the assassination. This is one of the basic functions of a second in a duel,*® and
such an initiative would have allowed Grey to assert British leadership without
abandoning Russia. One compelling reason Sazonov insisted that Austria’s response was
disproportionate to the offense—thereby justifying his policy of ‘firmness’—was simply
that Austria had not proven the connection between the terrorists and the Serbian state.
The Austrian investigators had not found the link between the Black Hand and Colonel
Apis, nor had they even communicated the dossier of evidence they did have to St.
Petersburg.>® The fact that the truth was never objectively established led Austrian and
German decision-makers to ‘frame’ the issue as an attack on the monarchical principle
and the viability of the Austrian state. Meanwhile Russian decision-makers—informed
misleadingly from Belgrade by Nicholas Hartwig and, after his death, his chargé
d’affaires®>’—framed the crisis as an Austrian ploy to expand in the Balkans against
innocent Serbia.®*® ‘Firmness’ was the default response to such a challenge to Russian

prestige.®*® The result of such “firmness’ was ultimately war. But as Dominic Lieven has
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observed, ‘Had the truth been known about the conspiracy it is possible that Sazonov
would have from the outset of the crisis been more willing to compromise with
Vienna. 360

Second, assuming this first solution failed for whatever reason—e.g., Austrian
resistance as a result of its past experience and newly-found resolve®! or a failure to
discover the role of Apis—once Austria issued its ultimatum on 23 July, the crisis would
have entered its acute phase. Here, based on the ‘lessons’ of the earlier crises, the key to
preventing a general war was to get Sazonov to wobble against Russian intervention;
practically this meant pressuring him with the goal of averting mobilisation moves, which
in the actual event would slam the door on any last-minute solutions.3%? The Foreign
Office was not sure what determined Russia’s policies, but the impression it had was that
Russia’s foreign policy was often determined more by the emotional states of Russia’s
leaders—witness the world war that nearly occurred over the demand for a Serbian port
described in Section Three above—than an ironclad definition of state interests or
immediate military objectives. After the war, Grey admitted as much in retrospect: ‘It
may fairly be thought, in the light of after-knowledge, that more allowance should have
been made for the inherent instability in Russian Government; for the possibility that, in a

moment of great crisis and excitement, the Tsar might be rushed into some imprudent
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act.”3® Much still remains obscure about Russia’s road to mobilisation, but recent
examinations basically reinforce Grey’s assessment. Sazonov’s decisions were ‘at time
curious and at other times convoluted’ and witnesses described him as ‘shaken.’34
London’s perceived support during the crisis ‘appears to have been a real factor in his
calculations,” one analysis has concluded.3%® As for the Tsar, he only finally authorised
general mobilisation after Sazonov spent ‘almost an entire hour’ attempting to
demonstrate ‘that war had become inevitable.’3%® A personal plea from George V to
Nicholas Il to delay any mobilisation moves could have tipped the Tsar’s resolve against
the counsel offered by his hawkish advisors—indeed, such a message from the Kaiser led
the Tsar to rescind the order for general mobilisation on the 291,35 A wobbling Russian
policy that left the door to a solution open might have created the conditions in which the
last-minute convergence between the Kaiser’s Halt in Belgrade and Grey’s proposal for
Austria’s satisfaction was recognised.*®® Whether the Powers could have at this late stage
capitalised on the convergence of the seconds remains a matter of judgement, but the
assessment of Albertini remains compelling: ‘had Russia waited longer before
mobilizing, probably if not certainly, some agreement could have been found on a

formula in the nature of the Halt in Belgrade.’3°

363 Grey, Twenty-Five Years, 1: 297.

364 Menning, ‘Russian Military Intelligence,” 251.

365 McDonald, United Government, 207; cf. 195.

366 Dominic Lieven, Nicholas 11: Emperor of All the Russias (London: John Murray,
1993), 196-202 quote at 202.

367 Otte, July Crisis, 397, see also 402.

368 As it was, the Kaiser’s plan was poorly communicated by Jagow and Bethmann,
undercut by the German ambassador to Vienna, and ignored by Berchtold. See Otte, July
Crisis, 352-54, 372, 384-85, 397, 406, 416-17.

369 Albertini, Origins, 2: 578.



67

Conclusion

Looking back, Grey believed that the security dilemma and corresponding arms
race had been the ‘real and final’ cause of the Great War.3"° Scholars have amassed much
evidence for this explanation,®’! and this article’s examination of the Balkan crisis of
1912-1913 supports the broader judgment that by 1914 the Concert of Europe had grown
anaemic and Europe’s leaders, riven by rivalry, no longer seemed capable of focusing
their diplomacy—above all—on Great Power peace.?’? Russia, in particular, had defined
its increasingly dominant position in the Balkans vis-a-vis Austria and Turkey from
1912-1913 as the new status quo,®’® placing any revision of this arrangement in the
category of loss,*™* something it was unwilling to tolerate given its determination to
‘speak’ the language of firmness rather than restraint.>”> What was for Russia, however,

the ordinary ‘stealing of horses,” was for Austria-Hungary a challenge to its existence.3’
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Three times from 1912-1913, Austria risked her survival over points of prestige. Each
time, Russia, operating still in the domain of gains and not yet ready for a general war,
demurred. Throughout this period Sir Edward Grey’s Ambassadors’ Conference enabled
to the Powers to tie up some loose ends, but it was not in itself responsible for
maintaining Europe’s general peace.®’’

When a new crisis arose following the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, Grey
reasoned analogically in an intuitive and self-flattering®’® manner that allowed him to
ignore the determinative role of Russian decision making: over the previous two years,
his Conference had kept the peace in Europe; he would use it to maintain Europe’s peace
in this new crisis. As the crisis developed, this confident conviction justified relative
inaction at the Foreign Office and then, as the crisis climaxed, the tacit encouragement of
Russian mobilisation as a way to secure assent for a meeting and to better position the
Entente Powers were a war to break out. As July was giving way to August, Grey realised
the inadequacy of his Conference solution—which focused on prevention—and proposed
a more direct promise of satisfaction to Austria, which assumed localisation. But Russian
war preparations, and then mobilisation, had made it too late. Whatever room there was
for a compromise equilibrium—and there may not have been any—was now gone.

The finding of this article, that Grey’s reliance on analogical thinking prevented

him from responding optimally to the July Crisis,”® lends evidence to Schroeder’s
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overall argument that the First World War was objectively preventable, ‘strategies and
tactics were still available to the great powers that might have averted a collision by
changing crucial prevailing mindsets,” but subjectively inevitable, ‘by reason of wrong
beliefs, hubris, and folly too broadly and deeply anchored in the reigning political culture
to be recognized.”*® Yet it also supports an explanation more immediate than
Schroeder’s appeal to political culture. Until the end of the crisis, Grey’s reasoning
reflected less his cultural milieu than his confidence in what he believed to be a sure
solution derived from his past ‘successes.’ It was not that he did not think about acting,
which is the error Schroeder emphasises®!; it was that his plan of action was flawed,
because it was based on a faulty understanding of the past and a simplistic application to
the present. Grey’s supposed ‘successes,’ in the end, ensured the Concert of Europe’s

failure.
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