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Introduction 

The literature on World War I, also known as The Great War, has been written using 

many different styles of history. The two things that they all debate or give theories on are the 

cause of the war, and who is to blame. War guilt was not a thing that most people discussed 

before World War I. The Great War opened a new part of history, the blame game of conflicts. 

Since the First World War, countries involved in a military conflict are always trying to shove 

the guilt and responsibility to their enemy, and justifying that “Its not their fault.” The literature 

on this conflict has evolved over time, from fully blaming Germany in the beginning, to putting a 

little blame on all countries that were involved. This literature review will look at how the 

different theories surrounding the origins of World War I assign the blame of starting the war. It 

will begin with the literature from during the war, going all the through the twenty-first century.  

The German Aggressor 

During the war and directly after the war, everyone looked to blame Germany for whole 

conflict. The literature at the time shows an aggressive Germany pushing Austria-Hungary to 

attack Serbia and wanting a war to begin. Two example of this literature are J’accuse! which was 

written by the author, by a German, and published in 1915 and Guilt of Germany published in 

1918 and written by Prince Karl Lichnowsky.1 While there is no information on the German who 

wrote the first book, Lichnowsky was the German ambassador to London from 1912 to 1914.2  

Both authors believe that the German government knew or at least had an idea what 

would happen if Austria-Hungary and Serbia went to war but encouraged it any way. 

                                                
1 The reason I believe the author of J’accuse remained unnamed when the book first came out in 1915 is fear of 
retribution from his fellow countrymen. The author for the book J’accuse was later named as Richard Grelling, who 
was a pacifist and lived in Switzerland at the time of the war.  
2 I believe that Karl Lichnowsky’s views on blaming Germany for the war is probably because he was in London 
during the build up of the war. He saw it from the British, and by extension the allied, view. He heard many British 
officials and citizens criticize Germany  
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Lichnowsky stated “We encouraged Count Berchtold to attack Serbia, although no German 

interest was involved, and the danger of a world-war must have been know to us.”3 Here, 

Lichnowsky is stating that even though the Germans in reality had nothing to gain by 

encouraging Austria-Hungary to attack Germany, they did it any way, even with the threat of a 

worldwide conflict hanging over them. J’accuse has a similar take, “Germany gave Austria a 

free hand against Serbia, although she was well aware that a European conflict must a rise out 

that between Serbia and Austria.”4 The “free hand” the author is referring to would be the blank 

check given to Austria by Germany, and “she” is Germany. The author of J’accuse comes to the 

same conclusion that Lichnowsky came to: Germany was acting very aggressively, and was 

actively trying to start a war. A country does not give out a blank check, or unlimited monetary 

support, so that diplomatic negotiations can occur; it is meant for expenses of war. If this is what 

Germans thought of their own country at the time, imagine what other countries that were on the 

other side must have thought of them. 

A likely reason why the literature during the war and directly after the war was so intent 

on blaming Germany is that the situation was still so raw. There was no distance between the war 

and the writings, which means there was no time for reflection and analysis of the overall 

situation. Also, Germany was the last of the instigators to still be in the war at the time it ended. 

Russia, Serbia, and Austria were all out by 1918. Since Germany was the only one left that could 

be considered and instigator, they were the ones that placed with the blame. 

 

 

                                                
3 Karl Max Lichnowsky and Günther Gottlieb Karl Eugen Von Jagow. The Guilt of Germany for the War of German 
Aggression. Prince Karl Lichnowsky's Memorandum; Being the Story of His Ambassadorship at London from 1912 
to August, 1914, Together with Foreign Minister Von Jagow's Reply. (New York, London: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 
1918), p. 81. 
4 [Richard Grelling] and Alexander Gray. I Accuse! (J'accuse!). (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1915), p. 243. 
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Revisionism  

 The literature on the revisionist theory started in the late 1920s. This theory is exactly 

what it sounds like, as Henry Elmer Barnes stated, 

“The whole question of the responsibility for the World War and the antecedent 
diplomacy must be reexamined in the light of the new documentary evidence 
which has recently been made available by the publication of the material in the 
Foreign Offices of Austria, Germany, Russia, and England.”5 

 

The literature was able to develop because a decade had passed since the end of the war, and 

many countries had released government documents surrounding the war to the public. This new 

information is the backbone for this literature.  

Two theorists who contributed to the revisionist literature are Harry Elmer Barnes, who 

wrote The Genesis of the World War, published in 1929, and Sydney Bradshaw Fay, who wrote 

The Origins of The World War, published in 1930. Fay and Barnes were professors at Smith 

College. Both of these authors look at other countries to pin the blame on, “the Austrian war on 

Serbia did not in itself involve or necessitate a European war. It was the unjustifiable and 

indefensible intervention of Russia, urged on by France, which produced the wider conflict.”6 

Barnes defended Austria’s actions due to the fact that a Serbian nationalist group had just 

assassinated the heir to the Austrian throne. Barnes added that Austria only wanted war with 

Serbia, not the rest of Europe, and that Russia had no business getting in the way of that. For the 

first time, the triple entente was getting the brunt of the blame. Barnes clearly blamed Russia and 

France for being the reason that war escalated to a continent-wide conflict.  

A year later, Fay continued on this theory, “Germany did not plot a European War, did 

not want one, and made genuine, though too belated efforts, to avert one. She was the Victim of 

                                                
5 Harry Elmer Barnes, The Genesis of the World War: An Introduction to the Problem of War Guilt. New and Rev. 
ed. (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1929), p. 89. 
6 Ibid, p. 89. 
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her alliance with Austria and of her own folly.”7 Fay saw Germany as just an ally who got roped 

into the war because of prearranged agreements. They analyzed the new documents and used 

them to take the blame away from Germany, and criticized the Treaty of Versailles for being 

unjust and inaccurate.  

This theory’s literature also has a view on the war that no other theory has: the war was 

preventable. Fay made a reference to this at the end of his book, “it is very doubtful whether or 

not all these dangerous tendencies would have actually led to war, had it not been for the 

assassination of Franz Ferdinand.”8 This is an interesting point, since most historians believed 

that war was inevitable in Europe, and that something was going to start it one way or another. 

The motivation behind this literature was all the new documents released by the 

governments of the countries involved. It shed a new light on the conflict, and new literature 

came because of it. Also, during the 1920s and early 1930s, Germany was struggling hard due to 

all the war reparations it had to pay. They were no longer that aggressor who was strong both 

economically and militarily. The growth of revisionist literature could have been motivated by 

sympathy for the German people.  

One criticism of this theory is that the literature never considers the unprovoked invasion 

of Belgium by the Germans. There is really no way for the Germans to justify the invasion of 

Belgium. The only reason they had to invade Belgium was either for territorial gain, easy access 

to France, or both.  

Anti-revisionism 

Anti-revisionist literature criticized the revisionist theory and threw the blame back on 

Germany, but this time also pointing the finger at Austria. Luigi Albertini, an Italian Historian, 

                                                
7 Fay, Sidney Bradshaw. The Origins of the World War. (New York: Macmillan Company, 1928), p. 552. 
8 Ibid, p. 558. 
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and Bernadotte Schmitt, a history professor at the University of Chicago, are both big 

contributors to the literature on this theory. Schmitt started the literature on this theory a year 

after the revisionist start with his book The Coming of the War: 1914, published in 1930, and 

Albertini continued this literature with his book The Origins of the War of 1914, published in 

1953. 9 

 When Schmitt came out with his book, he was completely set on labeling Germany and 

Austria the aggressors, “On 3 June, that is, several weeks before the murder at Sarajevo, Herr 

von Bethmann, discussing with the Bavarian minister in Berlin the idea of a preventative war.”10 

Schmitt directly contradicts what the revisionists were trying to prove by illustrating the pre-

mediation for war between Austria-Hungary and Germany. The literature in this theory started to 

look at premeditation for starting the war, a topic not extensively explored on the origins of 

World War One.  

Albertini contributed to the theory Schmitt started two decades later,  

“The evidence here brought together demonstrates beyond a doubt: (I) that 
Germany in   July 1914 wanted Austria to take advantage of the Sarajevo crime in 
order to finish with Serbia once and for all, and to restore her own damaged 
prestige; (2) that, if Germany had not wanted this, neither Francis Joseph, nor 
Berchtold, nor even Conrad would have gone ahead with the venture.”11 

 

This does not give Germany all of the blame, but unlike the revisionist theorists, Albertini does 

not make Germany an innocent bystander who got dragged into war. He clearly stated that if 

Germany did not want war, they could have stopped it from happening, since the agreement 

                                                
9 Albertini was an Italian historian, so his personal bias could have played a role in his blame of Germany. Italy and 
Germany were enemies in World War I and Italy turned against Germany during World War II. 
10 Bernadotte Everly Schmitt, The Coming of the War, 1914 ... (New York, London: C. Scribner's Sons, 1930), p. 
324. 
11 Albertini, Luigi. The Origins of the War of 1914. (London: Oxford University Press, 1952), p. 162. 
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between Austria and Germany in 1909 prevented Austria from acting on Serbia without German 

consent. 

 This theory also contradicts what the revisionists thought about the war being 

preventable. Schmitt declared in his book that no matter what, war would have been inevitable, 

“It may be the verdict of history that the war was bound to come, for Europe at the opening of 

the century was afflicted with a number of grave problems for which no solution was in sight.”12 

This was written in the introduction of the book, so it is very clear from the start where Schmitt 

stood on this topic.  

 One criticism of this theory is that it does not take into account the mobilization of 

Russia, which played a big factor in Germany mobilizing their troops. Most countries are not 

going to sit and watch while their neighbor mobilizes their army at the border.  

The Fischer Thesis 

 Fritz Fischer is a German historian, who created his own theory on blame for the Great 

War, and it is referred to as the Fischer Thesis. It continues to go deeper into German policy than 

the Anti-revisionist Theory did. The first book he adds to the literature is titled Germany’s Aims 

in the First World War, published in 1961. His work focused on analyzing the policies Germany 

had in place leading up to the war, and it made the nation responsible for the war: “The official 

documents afford ample proofs that during the July crisis the Emperor, the German military 

leaders and the Foreign Ministry were pressing Austria-Hungary to strike against Serbia without 

delay.”13 This is not a completely new theory, but it is the first time that it has been considered as 

a factor in starting the war since the literature that came out during the war.  

                                                
12 Schmitt, The Coming of the War, 1914 ..., p. 3. 
13 Fritz Fischer, Germany's Aims in the First World War. (New York: W. W. Norton, 1967), p. 91.  
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Fischer’s theory is different compared to than the early literature on war-guilt and blame, 

because he also blamed everyone else involved in the conflict: “the July crisis, left not 

government of any of the European Powers quite free of some measure of responsibility – 

greater or smaller – for the outbreak of the war.”14 This is the first work to blatantly state that all 

parties involved shared the responsibility for starting the war. Fischer blamed all who were 

involved for the outbreak of the war but said that some were more responsible that others. This is 

the beginning of sharing the blame on both sides, where before the theories generally put the 

blame on one side or the other 

 Fischer opened the door for the future literature and theories that would mathematically 

calculate the level of responsibility that each participant of World War I had. He is the first 

historian who saw the flaws in trying to pin the blame of the war on a specific country when 

looking at all of the factors that went into starting the conflict. 

Literature in the 21st Century 

 Today’s literature is a continuation of Fischer’s work. Most of the theories are centered 

around sharing the blame, but dividing it up based on the level of responsibility. 

 Annika Mombaur is the historian who kicks off the century with her book, The Origins of 

the First World War, published in 2002. In the conclusion of her book she stated, “The current 

consensus is thus that Germany bore the main share, or at least a very large share of the blames, 

but the policies of other European governments also need to be considered for a fair judgment.”15 

This statement is so important to the literature because it truly shows how much the theories have 

changed over the years. In each theory, there has been “a consensus” that agrees with whatever 

that theory was stating in the book.  

                                                
14 Fischer, Germany's Aims in the First World War, p. 87. 
15 Annika Mombauer, The Origins of the First World War : Controversies and Consensus. (London ; New York: 
Longman, 2002), p. 224. 
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 Michael Neiberg, an American historian, continues this literature in his book Dance of 

the Furies, which was published in 2011. Neiberg agrees with most other historians and literature 

written on the Great War, when it comes to blaming Germany and Austria for starting the war. 

He ultimately blames the military and diplomatic leaders from all of the countries involved for 

not finding a diplomatic solution besides war, yet agrees with the fact that war would have 

eventually happened, no matter what diplomatic maneuvers leaders were able to pull off. 16 

Conclusion 

 This literature review analyzed who was to blame for the start of World War One, which 

went from Germany, to anyone but Germany, back to Germany, and the current consensus is that 

every one shares responsibility. Also, besides the literature surrounding the revisionist theory, 

almost all of the literature focused on the blame game of World War I points the finger at 

Germany in one way or another. More theories put the majority of the blame on Germany over 

Austria. Austria should take the majority of the blame, as they were the ones who started the 

conflict. Yes, their heir to the throne was assassinated, but the Archduke had been warned that it 

was not safe to travel, and if the Archduke had never gone to Serbia, he would not have died. 

Serbia should also be receiving a portion of the blame because they knew about the assassination 

plot, but did not truly warn the Archduke of it. Because of the Austrians and Serbians, all of 

Europe was roped into a pointless war, and millions died because of it.  

A possible reason why Germany was blamed is that Serbia, Austria, and Russia, where 

the conflict started, were all out of the war by the end, so the western European powers did not 

think to throw the blame on them at the time The war should be blamed on the Austrian’s and 

                                                
16 Michael S. Neiberg, Dance of the Furies : Europe and the Outbreak of World War I. (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), p. 234. 
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Serbians failed diplomacy, and the alliances they had. The First World War was most likely 

inevitable, but this was the match that lit the gunpowder. 

Another conclusion of this literature is that the idea of “war guilt” was never really 

prominent until the end of World War I. Before this war, there were only winners and losers. But 

for some reason, the leaders of the winning side in World War I felt the need to assign 

responsibility to one country.  War guilt could have started due to the magnitude of the war 

itself. There was so much death and destruction that the world wanted to blame someone or some 

thing to justify why so many people died. The assigning of War Guilt will lead too much greater 

problems down the road for all of Europe. 
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