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The article that will be analyzed is called “Applying the Crime of Aggression to the First 

World War: Legal Liability vs. Moral Responsibility.”  The article discusses who is to blame for 

the start of World War One. It was published in Georgetown Journal of International Law, a 

scholarly and peer-reviewed journal, in the winter of 2016. Zachary Nichols, a graduate of the 

University of Iowa and Jacobs University-University Bremen, is the author. 

There are many different theories historians use to analyze and write about history. This 

is called historiography.  This article had two main historiographical fields that were noticeable 

through out the paper. The first, Nichols took terms made years and decades after World War 

One came to an end. He was using 21st century terms to describe and explain the past. The next 

field I noticed was that it was written like a historical materialism, which is when there is a thesis 

a thesis and an antithesis are compared and analyzed, and a new synthesis is formed from the 

comparison. Nichols does this when his thesis gives the blame to Germany and Austria-Hungary, 

but also has a section to discuss why it could not be their fault, and concludes that blame cannot 

be thrown onto any one country, but it was a collective effort. 

Nichols did not use any primary sources that were from the time period of World War I.  

He did use many other secondary sources to explain his argument, and he use sources that were 

written in different decades, which gave some variety in his paper. Well-respected authors in 

their fields wrote the secondary sources that he used to argue his thesis. Nichols also cited all of 

the terminology that he used that could be considered new terminology to some readers. He did 

his citations in footnotes, and there were a lot of them at the end of the paper. Nichols was very 

thorough when he was going though his paper and citing things. 

Nichols positioned his work within a well-written essay. On the first page, the section 

that is labeled “Highlight” gave a short summary of the article. Nichols also labels all of the 



sections with sub-headings, so it is always easy to tell which subject you are on.  Also, for each 

subject Nichols goes into, he has additional sub-headings for important information and concepts 

within that section. Nichols has a lot of terms and definitions, as well as examples to further 

explain the concept and/or term. He kept the article organized so the content transitions easily 

from one topic to the next. 

Nichols poses two questions in the highlighted section on the first page of the article, and 

these questions are going to be the main concepts looked at in this article. The first question 

asked is who was liable for starting the war, in terms of actions of aggression taken. Nichols 

discusses this more in the introduction, and explains where and how he is going to argue his 

point. Nichols begins to argue his point in the next section, starting with and explanation of what 

crimes of aggression were on the world stage and the steps to take to see if someone has 

committed those crimes. Nichols then goes into a short history of the lead up and break out of 

World War I, and analyzes the steps to see if Germany and Austria-Hungary were responsible. 

Nichols also had an antithesis that tries to defend Germany and Austria-Hungary, giving the 

counties arguments that they could use, but that would not necessarily wins.  His conclusion was 

that they were legally responsible for committing crimes of aggression and starting World War I.  

The second question Nichols asked was who was moral responsibility for starting the 

war. This question looks for who could be responsible for starting the war due to the decisions 

and actions a country took. This concept allows multiple countries to take a portion of the blame, 

which is what Nichols concludes. He looks at every European country that played a major role in 

the conflict for the level of moral blame they should get and why. The first one analyzed was 

Austria-Hungary. Nichols thinks that they should get a large amount of the moral blame for 

starting the war. France was next, and Nichols decided that they should only get limited blame 



because they became involved for self-defense reasons. Germany received a good portion of the 

blame, mainly because they wrote a blank check to Austria-Hungary. Russia also received a 

considerable amount of the blame, due to the fact they had imperial ambitions during this time 

and they were the first to mobilize their army. Serbia got a substantial portion of the blame 

because they had knowledge of the assassination, but did nothing to stop it from happening. The 

United Kingdom is the last country considered, and normally they are not seen as having any 

responsibility for starting World War I, but Nichols gives them a small portion of the blame 

because while they were not directly involved in the beginning of the war, they did not attempt to 

stop it from happening. 

Nichols presented his argument and evidence in a way that was easy to comprehend and 

follow. He gave two valid and different ways that the liability of World War I can be studied. 

Overall, this article offers a good and factual insight to who should be blamed for World War I, 

to which the answer is: it’s complicated.  
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