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 INTRODUCTION 

 Germany continues to provide a significant number of historical analogies to give meaning to 

the present and the future. There is Nazi Germany, when comparing dictators to Hitler and 

denouncing the peril of appeasement, e.g. Iraq in the past and Iran today; then there is Weimar 

Germany in the 1990s, when humiliating Russia is ill-advised if we are to avoid a nationalist and 

authoritarian backlash; and Imperial Germany, when China’s rising power appears as disruptive to 

regional and global balance as that of late-19th-century Germany. From the end of the Cold War, 

realist political scientists1 declared that the end of bipolarity would mark the return of a dangerous 

multi-polar system in Europe and Asia, as it had caused many wars in Europe2 before 1945. Since the 

mid-90’s, when China began to take the place of Japan as the Asian power that caused most concern 

for the United States, comparison with Germany before 1914 gradually emerged. This 

scaremongering was soon criticised by a liberal approach that stressed the importance of economic 

interdependence, which would prevent the world from a rapid return to destructive wars. Above all, 

from the late 1990s, the prevailing discourse was of the American superpower and a unipolar world. 

Any comparison with the past was therefore in vain and marginalised the hypothesis of a power that 

is a peer competitor to the United States. Nevertheless, this analogy has been gaining ground once 

more in the past couple of years, with growth in China continuing to rise, whereas the US seems to 

be losing momentum. Renowned liberal political scientist Joseph Nye, who was once part of 

President Clinton’s team, decries the comparison to the German Empire. He believes the comparison 

is irrelevant because the US remains much more powerful than China, unlike the power relationship 

between the United Kingdom and Germany in 1914, and because Washington and Beijing can have a 

mutually beneficial relationship. On the contrary, naval issues expert John Holmes has an alarmist 

view, considering the Chinese military challenge to be much more fearsome than the threat Germany 

posed to the UK, especially at sea3. 

The upcoming centenary of the outbreak of World War I encourages renewed study of the topic, 

using the historical work accumulated for decades on the causes of WWI. Debate over this issue has 

never ceased, although the political discussion over which State was at fault has quietened down4. 

                                                           
1
 Some realists disagree with this point of view: “The tragedy of offensive realism: Classical Realism and the 

Rise of China”, European Journal of International Relations, 2010, No. 18(1). 
2
 John Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War”, International Security, 

Summer 1990, Robert Jervis, “The Future of World Politics: Will It Resemble to the Past?”, International 
Security, Winter 1991/1992, Aaron Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace in a Multipolar Asia”, 
International Security, Winter 1993/1994, Aaron Friedberg, “Will Europe Past be Asia’s Future?”, Survival, 2000, 
42(3). 
3
 There have already been skirmishes in 2011. On the latest to date: Joseph Nye, “China Is Not Imperial 

Germany”, The Clear World, February 27, 2013: 
http://www.realclearworld.com/articles/2013/02/27/china_is_not_imperial_germany_100580.html, James R. 
Holmes, “Three Reasons Why China Is Not Imperial Germany (It’s Tougher)”, The Diplomat blog, March 5, 2013: 
http://thediplomat.com/the-naval-diplomat/2013/03/05/three-reasons-why-china-isnt-imperial-germany-its-
tougher/  
4
 For a long time, this was a major diplomatic challenge: Keith Wilson (ed.), Forging the Collective Memory. 

Government and International Historians through Two World Wars, Providence, Berghahn Books, 1996. The 
debate started again in the 1960’s with Fritz Fischer’s thesis, asserting Germany’s responsibility, but its 
reception was mainly a cause for controversy in this country (see special report in Journal of Contemporary 

http://www.realclearworld.com/articles/2013/02/27/china_is_not_imperial_germany_100580.html
http://thediplomat.com/the-naval-diplomat/2013/03/05/three-reasons-why-china-isnt-imperial-germany-its-tougher/
http://thediplomat.com/the-naval-diplomat/2013/03/05/three-reasons-why-china-isnt-imperial-germany-its-tougher/
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However, very little interest is shown for this subject in France5. This accorded significant importance 

to the translation of the book by Prussia historian Christopher Clark6, while the chapter on this topic 

in the French adaptation of the Cambridge History of the First World War is very disappointing7. It 

highlights the root causes, industrialisation, demographic transformations and urbanisation, 

democratisation and patriotic pride, which remain broad and could easily be applied to Asia. 

 The “root” or “structural” causes of World War I are usually analysed in order to explain why 

it was virtually unavoidable. If the war had broken out during the Moroccan or Balkan crises 

(respectively 1905 and 1911, 1908 and 1912-13), historians and political scientists would have also 

aimed at explaining why an array of causes had inevitably led to war at that time. The latter 

endeavour to single out one of these causes, usually to explain the causes of the (major) wars and to 

try to predict if they might happen again. Politicians also drew lessons which guided their behaviour, 

or even their choices. The same is true for the 1930s. We may still consider today that faced with 

Nazi Germany, the British and the French should have created more alliances and launched an arms 

race to dissuade and fetter Germany. But leaders believed, as did most commentators, that these 

same strategies had led to war in 1914. The British tried to make their intentions clearer than in 1914 

and attempted to establish a sort of European concert through negotiations (Munich in September 

1938). In 1914, London had not made its intentions obvious, and its attempt to orchestrate 

negotiation among the great powers had not been sufficient. Today, it is commonly considered that 

appeasement was a rational strategy to buy some time and prepare for war8. However, it is more 

likely that the British mostly wanted to avoid a conflict that would have disastrous consequences; 

they considered, during the Munich crisis, that avoiding a war at a specific time, though it might not 

delay its inevitable outbreak, may never take place9. It is still credible today that avoiding a war in 

summer 1914 was not bound to lead to another one, two or five years later. Of course, much more 

work is devoted to the causes of wars than the causes of their absence or of the lack of crisis 

resolution. As for the Cold War, the opposite is true: for the “long peace” (an expression coined by 

historian John Lewis Gaddis), which seems over-determined, it makes sense to analyse not what 

could have lead to a ravaging war, but how war was prevented (whether it comes to structural 

causes or leaders’ decisions during the crises, especially Cuba’s, during which Kennedy was 

influenced by his readings on the crisis of July 1914). 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
History, 2013, No. 48(2). In the 90s, the spotlight turned to Austria’s responsibility (Pierre Grosser, “Vienne, 
fossoyeur de l’Europe”, L’Histoire, October 2, 2003). In this “blame game”, fingers were pointed at Russia and 
France once more: Sean McMeekin, The Russian Origins of the First World War, Cambridge (Mass.), Belknap 
Press, 2011, Stefan Schmidt, Frankreichs Aussenpolitik in der Julikrise 1914 : Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des 
Ausbruchs des Ersten Weltkrieges, Munich, Oldenbourg, 2009. 
5
 J.F.V. Keiger, “The Fischer Controversy, The War Origins Debate and France: A Non-History”, Journal of 

Contemporary History, 2013, No. 48(2). 
6
 Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers. Summer 1914: How Europe Went to War in 1914, Paris, Flammarion, 

2013. 
7
 Volker R. Berghahn, “Origines”, In: Jay Winter and Annette Becker (dir.) La Première Guerre Mondiale. Volume 

1: Combats, Paris, Fayard, 2013. 
8
 Daniel Treisman, “Rational Appeasement”, International Organization, Spring 2004, Norrin Ripsman and Jack 

S. Levy, “Wishful Thinking or Buying Time?” The Logic of British Appeasement in the 1930s”, International 
Security, Autumn 2008, and the debate in International Security, Summer 2009. 
9
 For a last report on the debates and recent references, see Pierre Grosser, A Pact with the devil? The 

Challenges of Contemporary Diplomacy, Paris, Odile Jacob, 2013, chapter 1. 
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 This study will take the most recent historiography of the causes of WWI and compare them 

with the prospective reflection (and sometimes assertions) on the future of Asia and especially the 

potential consequences of China’s rise, with greater emphasis on the former rather than the latter. 

First of all, hypotheses on the hegemonic war will be compared with historical realities. The root and 

immediate causes, which are put forward to explain the progression towards war, will then be 

gathered. The goal will be to understand if they have an effect on present-day and future Asia. The 

conclusion will look at the factors that seem to go against the idea of an “inevitable” war in Asia, 

then come back to a historiography of WWI which moves away from a determinist questioning and 

now looks at the ways to avoid war that were not successful in 1914. 
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 PART I: REFLEXIONS ON HEGEMONIC CYCLES AND TRANSITIONS AND THE ISSUE OF 

“CHALLENGERS” 

I. A NARRATIVE CENTERED ON HEGEMONIC CYCLES 
Since the 1950s, and especially since the 70s, another approach has competed with the traditional 

ways of thinking about power centres. It is no longer simply an international system structured by a 

multipolar, then bipolar distribution of power. The system could be described as mainly hierarchical. 

At the top, one power would provide certain public goods, such as security (ensuring even 

distribution, policing the global commons, in particular the oceans) and prosperity tools (financial 

centre, free trade ideology). This way, this power would not provoke a traditional “balancing” 

reaction to a dominant power. There was no widespread alliance opposite the United Kingdom in the 

19th century, nor has there been one to challenge the United States since 1945. Although some 

theorists have been tempted to go back in time, distorting historical facts and taking inspiration from 

Braudel and Wallenstein’s work on the “world-systems”, the theory mainly applies to the 19th and 

20th centuries, i.e. pax britannica and pax americana. Most of these theories aim to deduce why 

there has not been any world war between 1815 and 1914, and since 1945. 

 

1. From “pax britannica” to “pax sinica”? 

It seems essential to recall the historical narrative of this perspective, especially as it continues to 

spark many debates, sometimes indirectly. We could say that the reason for the lack of world war 

after the dreadful 1792-1815 sequence is due to British hegemony. However, at the end of the 19th 

century, the UK started to decline, while a “challenger” appeared: Germany, unified in 1871. Its non-

acceptance of British hegemony led to two world wars. After WWI, the UK could no longer assume its 

hegemonic role, and the US didn’t want it, as they did not ratify the Treaty of Versailles and their 

actions during the economic crisis of the ‘30s were focused on US interests. Consequently, World 

War II was unavoidable. 

Fortunately, from 1944-45 on, the United States would finally replace the British as the 

hegemonic power, which was symbolised by the creation of the UN and the Bretton Woods 

Agreement. They appeared even more “selfless” in assisting Western Europe and Japan in their 

recovery, and provided protection from a new challenger: the Soviet Union. In the 1970s, this 

hegemony seemed to be severely weakened: the dollar was no longer convertible to gold, economic 

problems abounded along with the political crisis (the Watergate scandal) and military defeat in 

Vietnam. Concern was immediately expressed as the situation could be compared to that of the early 

20th century, and the “new world disorder” could lead to a world war. Even the “defeat” of the Soviet 

challenger could not provide a sense of security. In 1989, many wondered whether Japan, because of 

its economic success, was to become a new challenger (with alarmist books being published on a 

future war between the US and Japan as Asia’s new leading power), or if a hegemonic transition, this 

time more peaceful, would lead to Pax Nipponica, which Japan may not have been able to assume. 

The debate did not last, as Japan sank into stagnation. Meanwhile, analyses on the unipolarity of the 

new international system increased, especially in the second half of the 1990s. Part of the 

neoconservatives’ thinking emphasized the benevolent American hegemony and the unique 
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historical mission of the Anglo-Saxon powers, which was to carry the burden of a hegemony that 

benefits the entire world. However, from the middle of the 90’s, China’s strong economic growth 

raised questions: is China a new challenger, or could it become the new hegemonic power, with Pax 

Sinica replacing Pax Britannica and Pax Americana? 

 

2. Did the hegemonic powers make the wrong choices? 

Between 1970 and 1990, the question of how the British had lost their hegemony was increasingly 

studied. Two main questions were raised. The first concerns British choices in 1914 and 1939. 

Confronted with the German challenger, was war the only solution? Did Edward Grey, head of the 

Foreign Office in 1914, abandon the sound British tradition of maintaining the balance of power in 

Europe from a distance, without committing to restrictive alliances? When he chose to forge ties 

with France, and even Russia, when these two imperial States were traditionally the UK’s rivals, and 

to lead an overly hostile policy towards Germany, not only did he put the latter in an impossible 

position, but he also contributed to creating a world war situation. This war weakened the world 

domination of British finance, and destabilised the Empire from 1919 onward, despite significant 

expansion in the Middle-East. Above all, it had disastrous consequences, such as the revolutionary 

wave and the birth of the Soviet Union, the rise of fascism and the assertion of Nazism, and 

economic crisis, which prevented any real recovery of the supremacy of British finance, despite many 

sacrifices.  

Since then, British policy in the inter-war period was over-determined. London was no longer to 

forge ties with France, and refused all alliance treaties and binding commitments. Germany’s relative 

return to power had to be accepted in order to balance the power of France, contain the Soviet 

Union and revive the European economy. Appeasement made sense, as another war would be even 

worse for British power than the previous one. It would irretrievably lower the UK’s status compared 

to the US, trigger a new revolutionary wave, enable the spread of communism in the ensuing chaos, 

and permanently weaken the Empire through the stimulation of nationalisms. In fact, the US came 

out of WWI as the dominating power. The Soviet Union, despite huge losses, also became a 

superpower, and communism extended to Eastern Europe and Asia (North Korea, soon followed by 

China and Vietnam). It is true the word “superpower”, when first used in 1944 by William T.R. Fox, 

included the United Kingdom, but it soon lost its Empire. Since then, while Chamberlain’s policy 

began to be somewhat restored, Churchill was bringing Britain’s reign as a superpower to an end. He 

wanted to wage outright war and was mistaken in illusive solidarity between the Anglo-Saxon 

countries, which only benefited the US. The guarantee given to Poland in March 1939 may well have 

pushed the UK to enter the war in September, which was not necessarily the right choice. Of course, 

this reconstruction, supported by historian John Charmley10, put all moral considerations to one side. 

This is not, however, exclusive to British history.  

At the end of the Cold War, when the two great winners seemed to be a unified Germany and an 

economically-booming Japan, the US began to wonder if its efforts to fight the Soviet Union, and the 

                                                           
10

 For WWI and an analysis of Grey, Splendid Isolation? Britain, the Balance of Power and the Origins of the 
First World War, London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1999. 
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protection granted to Western Europe and Eastern Asia – which showed little gratitude, free-riding 

on the coattails of American hegemony – had not been debatable choices for the future of the 

American power. Comparison with 1914, 1939 and 1989 does not end there. Did the United States 

not make the mistake of waging a war on terrorism after 9/11, involving more wars, international 

engagements and costs, which were officially meant to benefit all, as no one could, nor wanted, to 

deal with it? From then on, China was able to focus on its economic growth, render the US financially 

dependent, take advantage of the after-effects of American wars, and show at the same time that it 

not imperialist. It placed itself in a position of potential hegemonic successor, as the US did in 1945. 

The well-known American “rebalancing” toward Asia, combined with the announcement of the end 

of the “Global War on Terror”, the withdrawal from Iraqi and Afghan conflicts, the reluctance to 

engage its military in Iran or Syria and the efforts to re-establish the bases of American economic 

power after the crisis of 2008, would then be a perfectly logical way to preserve American 

hegemony. It is however difficult to consider terrorism to be a new challenger, equivalent to 

Germany and the Soviet Union, and that the US may one day find itself in great military difficulty (as 

was the case for the UK in 1917 and in 1940), and owe their survival to China’s joining the war, the 

same way the US had assisted the UK. 

 

3. A  “peaceful” transition?  

We may consider that there is always a third state to take advantage of wars waged by the 

hegemonic power against the challenger. However, hegemonic transitions always occur without war 

between the State seeking hegemony and the power in place. Even though, in the 19th century, 

British-American relations were difficult, and though British war plans against the United States 

persisted until the early 1920s, the United Kingdom was the US’ main economic partner, despite late 

abolition of slavery, in the same way as the Americans prioritized trade over human rights since the 

middle of the 1990s. At the turn of the century, the UK accepted the US’ supremacy over Latin 

America and did not consider it an enemy. In the 19th century, the Americans were fascinated by the 

British, just as the Chinese are fascinated by the US. Most of all, American involvement enabled the 

UK to win WWII and save its Empire, although during the war, the priority given by Churchill to the 

Empire, and thus to British interests only, irritated the US. Far from contributing to undermine the 

British Empire, the Americans supported British presence in the Middle-East and in Asia. The British, 

having been Russia’s rivals since the beginning of the 19th century, drew the Americans into a 

“containment” policy towards the Soviet Union, using the US to maintain their own positions. Britain 

was not on the decline just yet. The UK continued to be a great power during the interwar years, and 

remained a major world power until the 1960s. For example, the Suez Crisis did not damage the 

British influence in the Middle-East, and even less so in the Gulf11. In a way, the “special relationship” 

was thus profitable to Washington and London, and ensured a gradual transition. The United States 

was far from assuming the burden of defending the entire Western world right after 1945. When, in 

the ‘70s, the American power was in trouble, hegemony became more multilateral. This was the goal 

of the Trilateral Commission and the G7, which brought together Europeans and Japanese. From 

1987, and again since 2007, when an economically struggling United States started to feel concerned 

                                                           
11

 Simon C. Smith, Ending Empire in the Middle East. Britain, the United States and Post-War Decolonization, 
1945-73, London, Routledge, 2012; G.C. Peden, “Suez and Britain’s Decline as a World Power”, The Historical 
Journal, December 2012. 



IS 21ST
 CENTURY ASIA COMPARABLE TO PRE-1914 EUROPE? 

 

13 
 

about the growing power of Japan, followed by China, the US sought to take advantage of these two 

countries’ financial power, in particular to offset the US’ trade deficit, and to buy the American debt. 

They encouraged them to take on international responsibilities, and even, for Japan, to apply the 

“checkbook diplomacy” during the Gulf war. This gave rise to the “American-Japanese axis”; today, 

we talk of the G2 or “Chinamerica”. The US lived on credit in the past thanks to Japanese savings; 

today it is thanks to the Chinese purchase of American debt. 

 

II. REVIEWING THEORY AND SPECULATION IN THE LIGHT OF EARLY 20TH CENTURY 

HISTORY  
The question is therefore to establish whether China is the next leader, which could result in a 

pacific transition – especially if China becomes aware of this role – or if it is a new challenger. Beyond 

the questioning of Chinese intentions, we should go over the bases of the numerous arguments 

presented in American and Chinese discourse and publications. 

 

1. The theory of British hegemony remains weak 

First of all, it seems irrelevant to compare the United Kingdom of 1914 with contemporary 

United States. It is true that the UK was not only a naval power but also had its Army in India, sending 

“indigenous” troops to Africa, Eastern Asia and Afghanistan12. Part of its strategy consisted in being 

able to strike and punish from the sea, using its network of bases and its domination of the seas, with 

the same strategy they used during the Battle of Copenhagen 1807. But the UK was not a great 

military power, capable of waging a major conventional war against its enemies alone. It had no 

influence on the external (or even internal) policy of other independent States, similar to the US 

since 1945 in Europe or Eastern Asia. It did not have longstanding alliances in every region of the 

world. It was more militarily vulnerable than the US, and was moreover dependent on external 

supply. Although it remained an unquestioned financial power – and the greatest world power 

generally – it was economically overtaken by the US and caught up by Germany before 1914. It had 

to face powerful “newcomers” – namely these two countries, whose emergence is increasingly 

subjected to comparisons and ties13, as well as Japan – all the while dealing with its conventional 

rivals (France, Russia). The situation is therefore different for the US today. Aside from the discourse 

on the end of unipolarity, it is generally acknowledged that the US remains the world’s dominant 

power, and by far. The decline of American hegemony in Asia has now been predicted for a half a 

century, after the “Nixon Doctrine” and the end of the Vietnam War, and again after the end of the 

Cold War. The American “comeback” in Asia, declared in the middle of Obama’s first mandate, is 

                                                           
12

 This “omission” of the British Raj is one of the criticisms by historians of political scientists who think in terms 
of hegemonic cycles: Edward Ingram, “Hegemony, Global Reach, and World Power: Great Britain’s Long Cycle”, 
in: Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Erman (eds.), Bridges and Boundaries. Historians, Political Scientists, and 
the Study of International Relations, Cambridge (Mass.), MIT Press, 2001. 
13

 Brendan Simms, Europe. The Struggle for Supremacy, from 1453 to the Present, New York, Basic Books, 2013, 
chapter 5. 
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therefore not worthy of the name, as a number of Chinese diplomats have venomously pointed 

out14. 

 

2. Germany: A late challenger in the game 

Secondly, we may wonder if Germany really was the challenger of British hegemony. The 

question of Anglo-German antagonism has long been prominent in WWI historiography, succeeding 

the significant history of French-German rivalry, which dominated all discussions as to who was guilty 

in the outbreak of the war15. The real question under discussion is the estimation of British 

perception of the German threat. Similar to US perception of the Chinese threat today, there was 

concern in the UK toward Germany. Since the 1890s there was a wave of spy mania, fuelled by crime 

fiction bestsellers and mainstream newspapers. This spy mania and the fear of German espionage led 

to the creation of the Secret Service Bureau in 1909, which was divided a year later into the “Home 

Section” (soon to be MI5) and the “Foreign Section” (later MI6). Despite this obsession, not a single 

German agent was arrested in the first two years of the service. The MI5 endeavoured to identify 

German and Austrian citizens living in the UK, with the help of local police. From 1911, it began to 

intercept mail and drew up a list of “agents” to arrest in the event of a war. As soon as the war was 

declared, a raid was launched to round them up, the proclaimed effectiveness of which resulted in 

the vote of the Defence of the Realm Act and the Aliens Restriction Act. It also ensured the survival of 

the service, threatened by a Labour Party campaign in 1919. Nonetheless, the study of archives 

recently made available leaves doubts as to the actual effectiveness of this operation, and as to the 

real existence of an organised German espionage network. The latter mainly focused on the 

technological dimensions of the British navy, but overlooked the Expeditionary Force which 

supported the French army from the beginning of the war. The German intelligence service gave 

priority to French and Russian military preparations, but in no way did it plan the invasion of the 

British Isles16. 

The German naval threat was taken seriously, especially by naval attachés. It replaced the fear of a 

coalition of French and Russian naval forces to disrupt British naval traffic. This fear, rather than that 

of German battleships, mobilized the Navy’s strategists17, although the “German threat” (and the 

threat of German invasion18) had a major role in the “rebalancing” of the Navy from the Empire to 

the north-western seas of Europe. We should not, however, overemphasize this fear. Although the 

Navy remained an essential weapon in the event of a war against Germany, the Anglo-German naval 

arms race ended in 1912, and the British had won it, though there were no definitive commitments 

from Berlin. The British had preserved their supremacy, even though German programmes had 

                                                           
14

 Concerning Southeastern Asia, see “Les Etats-Unis et l’Asie du Sud-est depuis le milieu des années 1970”, In: 
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contributed to widening the gap between London and Berlin19. The challenging of the dominating 

naval power had shown its limits, as had that launched by the Soviet Union on the US in the 1960s. 

This period is much analysed in China, where the study of the rise of the great powers dwells on the 

hubris of Germany, which, despite unquestionable technological and intellectual assets, could not 

displace the British power. The build-up of the continental powers’ naval forces is the subject of 

historical reflection, at a time when the Chinese Navy is gathering momentum20. The most alarmist 

strategists about the Chinese navy consider that China is more determined than Germany, and that 

the maritime resources at stake off the coast of China are more important to the United States than 

the North Sea was to the British21 – which is quite debatable. Naval construction efforts do not have 

the same symbolic significance than at the very beginning of the 20th century. It is true that the 

construction of a Chinese aircraft carrier is not only the result of strategic calculation in Beijing, but 

also a sign of “naval nationalism”22. However, unlike a century ago, popular navalism is not a means 

to circumvent the constraints imposed by financial balance disciples or Army officers. Nor is it a 

means of rallying public opinion through a show of “virility” and “technological modernity” in the 

naval sector23, except when it is a deliberate attempt to distract the general public’s attention, 

uniting it through incidents with Japanese ships. Lastly, the challenge to the American domination of 

the commons24 could, from now on, be a space race and its militarization, rather than a naval arms 

race, with the same quest for prestige, “rallying around the flag” and modernist pride. Since the 

Chinese anti-satellite capabilities were discovered during a test in 2007, a “security dilemma” seems 

to have materialised, with its share of dramatization similar to that in the UK from 1905-190625, and 

a renewal of American efforts26. The race could even concern all the Asian powers, with Russia and 

Japan renewing its efforts, and India entering the game.  

Before 1914, the UK had never been at war with Germany, whereas the Americans fought the 

Chinese troops in Korea. Germany had not been a revolutionary power using radical, counter-

hegemonic propaganda, whereas in the 1950s and 1960s, China was considered the ultimate 

                                                           
19

 Michael Epkenhans, “Was a Peaceful Outcome Thinkable? The Naval Race before 1914”, In: Holger 
Hafflerbach and David Stevenson (eds.), An Improbable War? The Outbreak of World War One and European 
Political Culture before 1914, London, Berghahn Books, 2007. 
20

 Andrew S. Erickson, Lyle J. Goldstein and Carnes Lord (eds.), China Goes to Sea. Maritime Transformation in 
Comparative Historical Perspective, Annapolis (Ma.) Naval Institute Press, 2009, in particular Holger Hervig, 
“Imperial Germany: Continental Titan, Global Aspirant” and Andrew S. Erickson and Lyle J. Goldstein, “China 
Studies the Rise of the Great Powers”. 
21

 Toshi Yoshihara and James R. Holmes, Red Star over the Pacific. China’s Rise and the Challenge to U.S. 
Maritime Strategy, Annapolis (Ma.), Naval Institute Press, 2010, chapter 3. 
22

 Robert S. Ross, “China’s Naval Nationalism: Sources, Prospects, and the US Response”, International Security, 
Autumn 2009 and the discussion in International Security, Autumn 2010. 
23

 Jan Rüger, The Great Naval Game. Britain and Germany in the Age of Empire, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 2007, And J. Charles Schenking, Making Waves. Propaganda and the Emergence of the 
Imperial Japanese Navy, 1868-1922. Stanford University Press, 2005. 
24

 Barry Posen, “Command of the Commons: The Military Foundations of US Hegemony”, International Security, 
Summer 2003. 
25

 Baohui Zhang, “The Security Dilemma in the US-China Military Space Relationship. The Prospects for Arms 
Control”, Asian Survey, March-April 2011, Eric Hagt and Matthieu Durnin, “Space, China’s Tactical Frontier”, 
The Journal of Strategic Studies, October 2011 (and David Wright’s more moderate approach). 
26

 Xavier Pasco, “Le recentrage politique du secteur spatial de défense des Etats-Unis, Fondation” for the 
Foundation for Strategic Research, June 2013. 



IS 21ST
 CENTURY ASIA COMPARABLE TO PRE-1914 EUROPE? 

 

16 
 

disruptive power, and became the country to cause most concern to Washington27. Unlike 

Bismarckian policy, communist China asserted itself after 1949 against the system in place. In a way, 

Germany became more and more revisionist from the 1870s to the 1930s, whereas China seemed to 

follow the opposite trend from the 1950s to 2000s – although counter-hegemonic socialist discourse 

has far from disappeared28. The lessons from history are this time reversed: for Germany to 

cooperate and renounce its ambitions after 1939, it had to be crushed, and the Allies had to go as far 

as Berlin to obtain an unconditional surrender and re-educate the Germans. This hard-line policy was 

suggested for Serbia, and applied in Iraq. On the contrary, for communist China, it was a sign of 

moderation, openness and socialisation that the US did not bomb its nuclear plants and allowed it to 

obtain the atomic bomb (1964), and especially that American diplomats travelled to Beijing in 1971-

72 and recognised the regime in 1978. This diplomatic leap could be a model for countries such as 

Iran29. Although Germany and present-day China do not want to relive the time when the battle for 

power took place on their soil, and were reduced to “objects” rather than “subjects” of international 

relations (the Thirty Years’ War, “the century of humiliation”)30, the Chinese complain much less than 

Germany did about not having a starring role on the international stage. Of course, WWI (and WWII) 

saw widespread anti-German propaganda in the UK and anti-British propaganda in Germany. 

Nonetheless, historians show today how much the two countries shared mutual admiration and 

maintained frequent cultural exchanges31. We shall not linger on the mutual perceptions between 

the US and China, but the former shows little admiration for Chinese culture. The US has always had 

a paternalist approach toward China, which they believed could only become modern if it was more 

like the US; there is also less dialogue between their leaders. 

The numerous links between the United Kingdom and Germany could prompt a counterfactual 

history: had the UK not entered the war in 1914, wouldn’t European history consist in a UK, the 

world’s financial and imperial power, thriving in relationship with a Germany whose industrial power 

dominates the continent? Is this not the situation today? Couldn’t we, then, have prevented two 

world wars, communism, Nazism, the Holocaust and the Cold War? This is more or less implied by 

the well-known British historian Niall Ferguson, today a major figure in economic and international 

issues in the US32. This causes unease in the UK with the upcoming centenary: was the war started in 

1914 a just war, was it the product of unreasonable forces of militarism and nationalism, or could it 
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have been prevented if the elites in power had not made criminal choices33? The tone of the 

commemoration may only be influenced by answers to these questions, as well as reflection on 

future wars. 

 

3. World War I  was not caused by Anglo-German antagonism 

Thirdly, there is no certainty that WWI may be interpreted as a conflict between a hegemonic 

power (the UK) and a challenger (Germany), which compromises the analogy with the Sino-American 

rivalry34. If Germany’s rise in power was permitted by the international system as it was, why did 

Germany want to change it? It was actually more concerned by France and Russia than by the UK35. 

In the years after 1910, the Weltpolitik was relegated to a position of secondary importance (aside 

from in the Ottoman Empire, the Pacific and, to a lesser extent, Latin America), while Germany 

focused on its security situation in Europe. The UK was not at the heart of July 1914’s crisis. Before 

the outbreak of the two world wars, the Germans would sooner have “neutralised” the British36 – 

even though we may consider that the real world rivalry would eventually have been between the 

British Empire and Germany, dominating the European continent, as Hitler’s perspective for the 

future was a gigantic battle between greater Germany (and its satellites) and the United States. The 

British showed no sign of wanting any preventive war to impede the assertion of a challenger; they 

only needed to avoid a German victory as it would have enabled Germany to dominate Europe and 

therefore jeopardise British security. However, the issue did not concern the German “structural” 

power, but rather the conduct of the “Prussian” military elite, which moreover, violated Belgium’s 

neutrality37. 

However, the only other significant enemy for the Chinese is the United States. The latter are 

ritually accused of not wanting to let the Chinese power grow. At the beginning of the 20th century, 

the architect of Germany’s encirclement was France rather than the UK, with whom the Reich 

negotiated several times to forge stronger ties (we can hardly imagine Beijing seeking to become so 

close to Washington as to eventually forgo its relationship with Tokyo). Today, it is the US that seems 

to orchestrate the encirclement of China, from Afghanistan to South Korea, through India and 

Vietnam, although Japan sometimes engages in active diplomacy toward India and Australia. For 

China, there is no fear of a surge of Russian hordes like there was in Germany in the early 20th 

century (it would rather be for Russia to worry of an overflowing China invading the vacant far 

eastern territory). Although historical rivalry with Japan exists, China does not really fear a revanchist 

sentiment that would lead to a war to reclaim territories given up in 1945, such as Germany feared 

from the French after 1871. 

To conclude this reflection on the question of hegemonic transition, it appears that the historical 

bases of this argument are quite weak, unless we look at the bigger picture and imagine structural 
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recurrences (and even “laws of history”), from an extremely limited number of cases, and rule out 

multiple variables. The variety of scenarios on hegemonic transition opens an array of possibilities, 

from the persistence of “Pax Americana” to the establishing of a “Pax Sinica” (or the “Pax Nipponica” 

of the past), including a hegemonic transition war and the forms of “bigemony” or “liberal/capitalist 

peace”38. The question remains as to whether a hegemonic transition is peaceful only when a 

democratic power (the US) succeeds another (the UK). This brings us to the “democratic peace” 

theory, according to which democracies do not wage war on each other, and may even limit 

themselves through international institutions, while possessing a transparent political system that 

enables mutual influence. Non-democratic powers can then only be challengers, not only of the 

hegemon’s power, but also of its values. Democracies would therefore lead “crusades” against them 

and ultimately triumph, if we consider that democracies are more efficient in long wars that imply 

large mobilisation. Germany would then be the ancestor of the “rogue states” that are internally 

authoritarian, and towards the outside world, are aggressive “outlaws”. 

 

III. THE ISSUE OF REGIONAL HEGEMONY 
Behind the official Chinese discourse on harmony, and beyond the reflection on a uniquely 

Chinese cultural and historic approach to international relations – and assuming that it is more than a 

simple front to avoid appearing as a new Germany or Soviet Union – there is a another advantage to 

the traditional Sinocentric international system39. To put it simply, this system would have been 

much more peaceful than the Westphalian sovereignty implemented in Europe, it would have 

contributed to regional trade, and was little intrusive in the internal policies of the Chinese Empire’s 

“vassals”. The West would have destroyed it (and so would Japan, imitating the West), pushing for 

so-called equality between States and a sovereignty of “vassals” to better impose its imperialism 

later and reduce (or even remove) the sovereignty of the countries in the region. Asia would then 

have been subjected to colonialism, imperialism, wars and patches of cold wars, possibly across 

whole countries (China, Korea). Pax sinica would have existed in the past, whereas the pax britannica 

of the 19th century was made up of imperialism and colonialism, and the pax americana since 1945 

would be formed by hegemonism and repeated military interventions across the globe. Taking the 

unique Chinese approach would be a way to prevent the distrust and conflict escalation between the 

US and China: the Statist “Westphalian” way of thinking can only lead the two states to chaos. 

Consequently, the Chinese should not respond to American “power politics” and the discourse on 

the “China threat”40. At the head of the Chinese State, and in best-selling publications on the topic, 
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Chinese civilisation is historically associated with peace and harmony, whereas Western civilisation, 

besides declining, would bring wars, violence, and imperialism41. If 21st century Asia can be compared 

to pre-1914 Europe, it is because the West maintains its presence in Asia – regardless of whether 

China, highly sensitive about its sovereignty, is a “super-Westphalian” State or has taken a 

Westphalian approach faced with a “post-Westphalian” America and Europe42. 

Meanwhile, the United States is compared to a “Middle Kingdom” in which South Korea and 

Australia would be prominent “vassals”, followed by Japan, then the Philippines and Thailand43. Sino-

American rivalry would then consist in a struggle for influence over the small States neighbouring 

China to the south and the east. Myanmar’s “opening” to the West in 2012 was partly due to the 

junta trying to avoid a confrontation with an economically-encroaching China. Some foresee a similar 

reaction from North Korea. Cambodia, once aligned with the Chinese stance, might also distance 

itself. French Indochina long mocked the fickleness of Siam, which would always choose to follow the 

most powerful, be it Japan in 1940 or the US from 1950 (mainly to prevent it from being enveloped 

by China). Beyond their growing ties, Vietnam and South Korea seem to have maintained the habit of 

entering into unequal relationships with great powers, Vietnam reaching out to the US, South Korea 

increasing economic ties with China44. Unfortunately, this in-between situation has been little 

explored  with a focus on the small countries of Western Europe before 1914 (and even until 1945), 

as reference is especially made to the “Misery of the Small Eastern European States” (Istvan Bibo), 

caught between the German and Russian giants. For the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark and other 

Scandinavian states (not to mention Greece), evidence of the “economic temptation” of Germany 

and the multiple ties with the UK45 can be found. WWII led them to become satellite States of 

Germany, through occupation or economic dependence, but also showed their ability to remain in 

British favour. 

When China is not compared with imperial Germany, it is compared with the United States of the 

19th century. Despite a spectacular upsurge, this power intervened little in international affairs (if we 

overlook a very active Asian policy), rose “peacefully” (which conceals virtually permanent wars46), 

and was particularly careful to keep external powers in the Western hemisphere at bay (the famous 

Monroe Doctrine) and dominating it. The German presence (and even ambitions) in Latin America 
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even contributed to straining the relations between the US and Germany47. The Chinese civil war and 

the Maoist period can be likened to the American civil war, and post-1978 China, just like post-1865 

United States, prioritised the economy, with a rather protectionist approach and permissiveness 

toward trafficking. Likewise, China has developed a discourse on international harmony, and refuses 

to exercise leadership48. We are, forgetting, however, the imperial dimensions of 19th century 

American history, and especially the missionary, philanthropic and prohibitionist activism of 

American “proto-NGOs”49. China is thus suspected of wanting to establish a sort of “Monroe 

doctrine” for Asia, when this ambition is not considered natural according to the theory of offensive 

realism50. The United States, as the European powers before them, fear “expulsion” from Asia. The 

spectre of a “yellow” anti-Western bloc is one of the aspects of the “Yellow Peril”. It was formed in 

the 1930s to 1950s, and reappeared at the beginning of the 1990s with the rise of Japan and the 

discourse on Asian values, the virtues of enlightened authoritarianism and the “re-centring of Asia” in 

the economic field. This resulted in a “come what may”-type analogy (“après moi le deluge”) of the 

“post-American” world. If we consider that the US protects regional balance and stability, its 

withdrawal would then lead to a more militarised, competitive and conflict-prone world. American 

involvement prevented post-1945 Europe from resembling the Europe of the first half of the century. 

A US withdrawal from Asia would make the latter similar to Europe before 1914. It seems that 

despite the end of the Cold War, China’s growing power and some forms of opposition and criticism, 

the “meta-structure” of American regional hegemony does subsist. It is considerably supported in 

the region, it is constantly renegotiated, and the costs (and risks) of its replacement would be too 

high. China has a part in the institutions that reinforce it51.  

 

 PART II: COULD THE CAUSES OF WORLD WAR I BE REAPPEARING IN EAST ASIA? 

I. STRUCTURAL CAUSES: RIVALRIES AND INSECURITIES 
1. Imperial rivalries 

Rivalries between great powers appear to be a major cause of World War I, but we should not 

overstate the impact of colonial competition. They did contribute to straining the atmosphere and 

increasing tensions between the great European powers. Colonial empires were considered an 

essential basis of power. Those that were deprived of it, or that had to content themselves with the 
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smallest share (such as Germany) were thus frustrated and sought, at best, to impose themselves, or 

at worst, to find compensation in Europe itself (in the Eastern part). The transition from a European 

game to a global one, with a “new imperialism”, took place to the detriment of Germany. The 

appeasement of these rivalries by rapprochements – Franco-British in 1904 and Anglo-Russian in 

1907 – had a strong impact on the European system52. In Asia, although it would be excessive to talk 

of a quadruple alliance53, Germany was gradually isolated by the Franco-Anglo-Russian 

rapprochement, the Anglo-Japanese alliance of 1902 (initially directed against Russia), and the Russo-

Japanese rapprochement which took place from 1907, little after the Russo-Japanese war – partly 

thanks to French mediation. There were also agreements between the Americans and the Japanese: 

the USA agreed to stop challenging Japanese domination in Korea, while Japan no longer disputed 

the United States’ control over the Philippines. Western powers did not only aim to isolate Germany, 

but also to control Japanese ambitions. However, colonial competition did not directly result in war, 

despite Franco-British and especially Anglo-Russian tensions. Outlying colonies even provided a 

source of relief for the military, a release from cities confronted with expanding populations and 

social tensions. It was also a means to transfer rivalries and violence far from Europe – even though 

the violence in Europe in the first half of the 20th century was probably a backlash from this colonial 

violence. Germany may have believed that British rapprochements with France and Russia could not 

last because of their colonial rivalries, and could not forge an alliance with the UK, as it might drag 

Germany into Britain’s colonial rivalries. Meanwhile, London feared being dragged into Germany’s 

European rivalries. 

We should not forget that the UK was above all a world empire. The major rivalry of the 19th 

century was the Anglo-Russian rivalry, fighting over the remains of the great declining empires from 

the Mediterranean to the Pacific. On the brink of 1914, the Anglo-Russian rapprochement of 1907 

was in jeopardy because of widespread tensions over that area, and the inevitable war seemed to be 

the clash between these two great Empires54. Some British historians (as Keith Wilson) even consider 

that Britain entered the war in order to keep an eye on Russia (or even France) if it emerged 

victorious. Moreover, Russia had its attention focused on the Ottoman Empire and Persia, and 

wanted to take advantage of the war to carry through with old ambitions and put an end to the 

subversion of its “South”, which it ascribed to those countries55. It is believed that London’s aim was 

also to maintain good relations with Russia, essential to British interests in Asia. The British dilemma 

was to have a Russia powerful enough to contain the German threat, but weak enough not to 

jeopardise the British Empire56. The worst outcome would be a German-Russian alliance, which 

would give Russia freedom of action, while the UK would be confined to Europe. This very nightmare 

occurred after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918, when Russia became subordinate to 

Germany and stopped fighting the Ottoman Empire. During a few months, until 1918, London feared 

for its Asian empire. French and German historians’ focusing on events taking place in the Rhineland 
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neglected to see this “bigger picture”. American-Soviet rivalry succeeded the Anglo-Russian rivalry 

over the same areas. The period of détente in the 1970s was linked to Sino-Soviet tensions, and the 

end of the Cold War was partly due to the rising power of East Asia. Might tomorrow bring a strong 

Russo-American rapprochement, to face an increasingly powerful China and keep an eye on Russian 

politics in the Middle-East – Russia fearing once more the destabilisation of its South due to the 

spread of jihadism? Russia struggles to have influence in Asia, other than accepting to continually sell 

more energy and sophisticated weapons to China, while the Russian Far East and Central Asia seem 

to constitute the two horizons of the Chinese expansion57. This has not prevented China and Russia 

from creating a credible impression of an anti-American alliance for the past several years, nor 

observers from fantasising about a new Sino-Russian bloc that would destabilize the democratic 

West almost as much as the German-Soviet alliance. 

The quest for colonies is no longer relevant in the modern world, having given way to a system of 

clientelism. Countries can no longer deal with urban density by spilling over into their colonial 

backyards – and Asian countries have all entered the second phase of their demographic transition. 

The exponential need for raw materials, especially energy, is a cause for concern. The most alarmist 

predictions talk of a global struggle to access this wealth, which would heighten rivalries. The UK and 

Germany were once great producers of coal, and energy never became scarce. The situation is more 

similar to WWII, when Germany and Japan, confronted with the well-equipped United States and 

British Empire, considered that they had to obtain resources they did not possess (especially 

agricultural and oil resources) to wage a total war. We can easily imagine increasing tensions for 

access to minerals in Africa, between China and India for instance; or a battle for oil in the Middle-

East, if the US considers that China seeks to control it, whereas since 1945 and especially the Carter 

Doctrine of 1980, America has vouched to protect its free movement (while becoming less and less 

dependent on it over the years). The Asian States maintain a Statist, mercantilist approach to these 

issues58. We can even see the outlines of a security dilemma beginning to form. China is more and 

more dependent on imported oil, from the Middle-East in particular. In the meantime, American 

domination of the seas makes it possible to disrupt or even impede flows towards China. The latter 

thus seeks to protect its access to oil through the development of its navy. The United States 

considers this buildup of the Chinese navy as a provocation59. Not only were coal and iron at the 

heart of France and Germany’s military power, but the period from 1870 to 1945 can be seen as a 

huge Franco-German battle, with significant territorial challenges, to control the steel industry of 

north-western Europe, in the bilingual space between Belgium and Northern Italy, fought over since 

the Treaty of Verdun of 843. Through the creation of ECSC, Europe made this conflictual issue one 

that would be shared by all its Member States. Among Asian countries, tensions over maritime 

boundaries, disputed islands, and resources in Chinese maritime areas led to multiple forms of 

cooperative management. However, the ECSC was born in a particular context: Germany had been 

defeated, it was essential to rebuild a war-devastated Europe, people wanted to put the 

competitiveness of World War II behind them, the Americans encouraged European integration, and 

the Soviet threat caused concern. Besides, there are not enough resources in the seas bordering 
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China to make them the core of a similar cooperation-reconciliation process with Japan and States of 

South-East Asia. 

 

2. The security dilemma for Germany and China 

Which analogies could we draw on the potential areas where China could expand (even 

peacefully) in Asia? Korea can be likened to Belgium: Tokyo traditionally considers the former a 

dagger pointed to Japan, if it is united and in the hands of a hostile power (Russia, at the turn of the 

19th and 20th centuries); the latter could not be occupied by a power hostile to England, so as not to 

risk an invasion. To the United States, Central Asia is similar to Eastern Europe for the UK; that is, a 

remote and little-known region, which does not initially appear to be of vital interest. Besides, as in 

1914, Russia is the country immediately concerned. However, it represents a base for the 

reinforcement of the enemy’s power. While the blockade of China60 is a topic of debate in the 

American strategic discussion, recalling the British strategy towards imperial Germany, China seems 

to be turning to Russia and Central Asia to create a safe “hydrocarbon highway”61, the same way Nazi 

Germany, learning from the past, tried to take advantage of resources in the East through an alliance 

with Romania and the Soviet Union, then by aggressively taking control of Ukraine and the Caucasus. 

Lastly, South-East Asia may be compared to the Balkans. Beyond the patronage issues and the 

weakness of State constructions, this region became central to US interests at the end of the 1930s, 

and especially after 1941. Though it is good form to consider that the US had no real interest in 

Vietnam and overestimated a potential domino-effect of the Communist expansion, the memory of 

the consequences of the blistering advance of Japan after 1940, which threatened Australia, India 

and the Middle-East, remained strong. In the 1960s, South-East Asia was a cornucopia of resources 

and a potential market for Japan. Chinese domination in the region would put Japan in jeopardy and 

threaten essential maritime traffic lanes. Likewise, German-Austrian (or Russian) domination of the 

Balkans threatened British traffic in the Mediterranean, and thus the well-known “route to India”. 

Singapore could be the Americans’ Greece. Lastly, much has been written on the Sino-Indian rivalry 

in South-East Asia, in particular on the issue of control of the Indian Ocean. In reality, in the 1960s to 

1970s, South-East Asia was similar to the Balkans, with clashes between States; today, it creates 

institutions and endeavours to “socialise” great powers. Although Serbia is again considered the 

rogue State responsible for World War I62, which is due to the Serbian wars of the 1990s and the 

nostalgic rehabilitation of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and of multiethnic empires generally63, North 

Korea could take on this role in the Asia of the future, and trigger an escalation – or even the 

Philippines, excessively provoking the Chinese in the China Sea.  

 Comparison between present-day China and Germany of 1914 is little convincing in terms of 

situation, but a little more in terms of process. United Germany had become the focus in the 

European continent further to brilliant military victories from 1864 to 1871. Some States had 

territorial claims towards Germany, especially France, which had lost Alsace-Lorraine. Bismarckian 

Germany was a satisfied power in Europe, at the heart of diplomatic alignments, and seeking to 
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isolate France or keep it away from the Rhine through colonial ventures. China certainly emerged 

victorious from WWII, was able to reinstate its domination over some territories, such as in the west, 

and put an end to unequal treaties. But China also had territorial claims: to bring Taiwan back under 

Chinese control, recover certain islands still under Japanese control, establish its sovereignty on the 

South China Sea for good, and even one day revisit the issue of the independence of Outer Mongolia, 

imposed by Russia. It was completely isolated in the 1960s and now has cross-border disputes with 

most of its neighbours. 

 The “central position” of Germany was considered a major geopolitical liability, resulting in 

the fear of encirclement and invasion. China has twenty neighbours and has been rather 

accommodating in the past twenty years to negotiate its borders64. Comparable to Germany before 

1914, it may feel fettered between India, Russia, Japan, and above all the United States. All attempts 

at an assertive policy, such as those attempted since 2009, tend to backfire, as they spark concern65. 

This benefits the US, although Beijing does not explicitly try to provoke crises to break regional 

alignments, as Berlin did. In a way, it did attempt to do so in September of 1954 during the Quemoy 

and Matsu crisis. However, whereas the goal was to prevent the signature of a treaty between the 

US and the Republic of China, the crisis accelerated its signature66. During the Moroccan crises of 

1905-1906 and 1911, Germany wanted to widen the gap between Paris and London, but it brought 

them closer. In Asia, China might come to face the same issue as Germany in Europe: too strong for 

regional balance, but too weak to dominate the continent. Nevertheless, a major difference with 

Germany (and with China from the 1840s to the 1940s) is that China does not need to fear a joint 

offensive from powerful neighbours: it seems rather hard to imagine a mass arrival of troops of the 

old powers (Japan and Russia), India (although its population of combat age now exceeds China’s) or 

even the United States (which had great difficulty with Iraq and Afghanistan alone). China has never 

been so secure at its borders.  

II. THE CONSEQUENCES OF POWER POLITICS 
1. Inflexible alliances 

One of the major “lessons” from WWI is that tight alliances turn a localised conflict into a 

generalised war (the “chain gang” effect). Germany may well have started a sort of preventive war 

because it saw Anglo-Franco-Russian relationships becoming closer, and Russia launching arming 

programmes that would allow it to have greater impact in a war against Germany67. However, the 

“chain gang” analogy may not be entirely apt, as alliances before 1914 were usually forged to 

moderate and control the allies rather than lead them to war68. They were probably not as binding as 

is generally believed. In 1913-1914, the United Kingdom started to fear the Russian power again, 
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especially as Nicolas II had ordered the Duma to undertake a significant effort in shipbuilding69, and 

there were a few signs of openness toward Germany. Détente was even on the horizon70. However, 

during the 1914 crisis, “the fear of abandonment” prevailed over “the fear of entrapment”. Not 

supporting the ally was considered too risky71, while France spent more time making sure that the UK 

would indeed enter the war than seeking a peaceful solution to the crisis. In the previous years, the 

French had tried to “lead the English” into a war on the continent, and the military relationship 

between France and Great Britain, growing increasingly close, was the product of a mutual desire, 

evidenced in the growing exchanges of men and experiences72. Nevertheless, on the eve of the war, 

British “Continental Commitment” was still far from guaranteed, especially as the perspective of a 

continental war seemed to fade, and colonial issues appeared more urgent. There was no certainty 

that a British Expeditionary Force would arrive quickly on the continent. In no way did these military 

rapprochements force the hand of the London Cabinet during the crisis of summer 191473. In a way, 

alliances were not binding enough because all feared rapprochements between their allies and 

enemies: France, a rapprochement between London and Berlin or Saint-Petersburg and Berlin; and 

London could not be sure that there would not be a Franco-German rapprochement one day. 

“The fear of entrapment” long marked American bilateral alliances in Asia. It was essential to 

ensure that Taiwan and South Korea would not engage in risky ventures to unify their countries74. 

Japan feared being led into American wars in Asia. Washington and Tokyo are today negotiating 

possible ways to employ the American forces based in the archipelago in the event of another war in 

Korea. “The fear of abandonment” justified the Americans, for the sake of credibility, went to war 

with Vietnam: they could not afford to have their allies doubt them. Japan was concerned after 

Nixon’s surprise visit to China, and the same worry was felt by the US’ allies in South East Asia, after 

the US abandoned Vietnam to its fate. Today, there is talk of an alleged loss of credibility towards the 

US because of its attitude to the Syrian crisis and its allies’ concerns (Israel and Saudi Arabia in 

particular) because of their apparent desire to change their relationships with Iran. Beyond the 

“rebalancing” discourse, some of the US’ partners may have doubts about their reliability. However, 

American alliances are more binding than those of the Entente Cordiale at the beginning of the 20th 

century, which tends to be considered a source of deterrence and stability. 
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Today however, there are few formal alliances with Asia. A small number have been signed 

between the US AND Japan and South Korea. China has none, apart from a longstanding, strong tie 

with Pakistan in the Indian subcontinent, and a difficult relationship with North Korea. Another 

scenario resembles 1914: a weakened North Korea engaging in a war against South Korea, leading to 

the intervention of the US and China. Nevertheless, North Korea is not as significant to Beijing as 

Austria-Hungary was to Berlin, and South Korea is not Serbia. Though some hoped for a stable 

bipolar structure in Asia75 – a likeness of the bipolarity of the 1950s’ (which was hardly stable, but 

preferable to the US to the increase of competitive enemies in the region in the 1960s and 1970s76), 

most observers show there is no anti-China balancing in Asia. This does not necessarily mean that the 

future of Asia must be a traditional and Sino-centred one, no more than 19th century Europe77. 

Vietnam could be a part of this balancing logic, but it is hard to imagine it would form a proper 

alliance with the US – although the Franco-Russian alliance was made in the 1890s between a 

republican France and an autocratic Russia, while Napoleon had invaded Russia and the Tsar’s troops 

had been as far as Paris. India and Indonesia are democracies, but Washington expects little from 

them as they have an old tradition of non-alignment78. The race for free trade bilateral treaties, the 

signing between Beijing and Tokyo of free-trade treaties with ASEAN, or the TPP that the Americans 

are struggling to negotiate (which must include Latin-American States and does not exclude China, 

though it probably does not meet the participation criteria) have nothing in common with forms of 

alliance. The potential entry of Taiwan in the TPP79 could not be compared to the alliance of 

December 1954, officially abandoned in 1979. 

2. The security dilemma 

Another aspect of power politics, often put forward to explain the outbreak of World War I, is 

the arms race. Quantitative studies have not successfully proven whether arms races trigger 

conflicts. Before 1914, they were a source of tension, but did not make war inevitable. Much of the 

focus was on the naval arms race between the UK and Germany, but it lost momentum in 1912. It 

was rather the land arms race, between Germany on one side, and France and Russia on the other, 

that “militarised” diplomacy and crises (with States increasingly resorting to ultimatums and partial 

mobilisation), caused the greatest concern, and increased the tendency to take risks. Those that 

seemed to face difficulties (Germany lacked a tax base, while Austria-Hungary could not compete 

against the other great powers) started the war. In 1913-14, the race seemed slow, and those who 

sought financial equilibrium pushed for more sensible practices. Though the arms race made war 

more likely, it did not make it inevitable80. 
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Nonetheless, Asia is cautiously watching for a potential security dilemma. Several small States 

are modernising their equipment through costly purchases. The Americans are monitoring not only 

the Chinese naval effort, but also the possibility of an Indo-Chinese maritime rivalry. Japan is indeed 

restrained by its Constitution, and since 1970 China can rest assured in the belief that the American 

alliance limits its neighbour’s armament efforts. However, the question of the revision of article 9 is 

frequently raised; the US is tempted by the notion of “sharing the burden” of the defence of the 

archipelago (and of South Korea, which is sometimes reproached for being more concerned about 

Japan than about the North Korean threat). The North Korean nuclear threat may justify specific 

efforts in Japan and South Korea, and even closer cooperation between these two countries and the 

US. The latter is concerned about the rapid increase in Chinese military spending – which is following 

the double-figure growth of the GNP, without needing an excessive effort from Beijing – and also the 

modernisation of the Chinese nuclear arsenal, which had long remained minimal81. Overall, in the 

Asian states, military spending as a percentage of GNP has slightly decreased with the end of the cold 

war (especially in South Korea and Taiwan), but growing prosperity and technological progress may 

mechanically increase military investments, while nuclear proliferation and the interplay of nuclear 

multipolarity casts a shadow on stability in the region82.  

 

 

 

3. Inflexible war plans and the ideology of the offensive  

Lastly, other military dimensions have also been mentioned. On the one hand, the existence of 

binding war plans is believed to have restricted civilian decision-makers. This lack of flexibility seems 

however to have been exaggerated: plans were constantly evolving, and the Austrian Chief of Staff 

multiplied the number of war plans against various enemies – Italy, Serbia, Romania or Russia83. Even 

the well-known Schlieffen plan, which would have required Germany to wage war against France as 

quickly as possible to defeat it and turn then against Russia, does not seem to have been as strict as 

generally believed (one historian even went further, declaring it simply did not exist)84. It is 
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consequently harder to credit the theory, as was the case in the 1960s, that leaders, especially the 

Germans, were dragged into the relentless rationales of military planning and that their choices were 

limited85. In fact, the emphasis on this unstoppable spiral linked to the inflexibility of war plans was 

related to the fear during the Cold War that the two great powers could be dragged despite 

themselves into an exchange of nuclear fire.  

Moreover, the “cult of the offensive” would appear to have severely limited diplomatic options. 

In the 1980s, the Americans turned to more offensive military strategies against the Soviet Union, 

and rediscovered German military traditions (partly through Israel, who emerged victorious from the 

Six-Day War while the US got bogged down in Vietnam). This resulted in a clamour of disapproval, 

with many pointing out the risks involved in choosing these strategies, recalling the origins of WWI86. 

This strategy was tested twice on land, not in the plains of central Europe, but in Iraq. At sea and in 

the air, the desire to prevent the Soviet forces from emerging from their hideout in the Baltic Sea and 

in the Sea of Okhotsk can be seen today in the scenarios of a war against China, and the Americans 

are annoyed by the alleged intention of China to lead an Anti-Access/Area Denial strategy (and to 

obtain the military resources to make it possible) that would annihilate this ambition. Ancient 

Chinese military traditions are examined, and lessons drawn by the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 

from the conflicts it engaged in, and from wars conducted by the US87, are studied. There does not 

seem to be any propensity for the Prussian strategy, and conventional conflicts led by China were 

limited (against India in 1965, the Soviet Union in 1969 and Vietnam in 1979). Lastly, it is more and 

more common to wonder about the level of civilian control over the Chinese Army, as well as the 

PLA’s role in China’s more assertive conduct. This brings us to the demonstrations that in 

authoritarian States (Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia), the military (and even militarist) ethos 

played an overly- determining role in certain choices, while high-ranking officers had an important 

role in the decision-making process in July 1914 – although it is excessive to consider that they 

imposed their choices. German militarism, the “German way of waging war”, and the German culture 

of war are held responsible88. 

On the other hand, offensive war plans do not necessarily signify offensive intentions, although 

the risks are higher. The “cult of the offensive” was not exclusive to the eve of WWI. Fortification 

systems were built according to what were considered strategic priorities– Italy for Austria-Hungary, 

the Rhine for Germany. It was only from 1912 onwards that the Germans began to fortify their 

eastern border. The question may be raised as to why they decided to start a war in July 1914 rather 

than wait until the fortification was completed, which would have facilitated the defence of the 
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country89. The apparent defensive strategy may however appear unsettling as it enables a shielded 

offensive. This criticism is expressed by China and Russia in response to the plans and installations of 

missile defence systems, in Japan and South Korea. It raises a question for potential “cyberwars”: 

isn’t an offensive the best defence? 

 

III. STRUCTURAL CAUSES: THE ROLE OF NATIONALISMS, INTERNAL LOGIC AND THE 

“SPIRIT OF 1914” 
1. An inevitable clash between nationalisms? 

The First World War often appears as the inevitable outcome of a clash of nationalisms. In a 

successful work based on a somewhat uncertain historic base, Thérèse Delpech insists, for example, 

on the “1905 turning point”, that historians approach with a lot more precaution90. Chinese 

nationalism is being closely watched and analysed like nationalism was in imperial Germany, both 

from the “top down” (how power manipulates nationalism to transcend internal divides or 

temporary problems to strengthen its legitimacy) and the “bottom up” (the rallying of the middle 

classes and young people, primarily, by associations and the media). The convergence of State 

nationalism and populist nationalism, along with a heightened sensitivity to “public opinion”, are 

both an advantage and a constraint for Chinese diplomacy91. Similarly, in Japan, the Abe government 

is accused (mainly due to his family’s past) of playing the nationalist card. But there is also, for 

example, the nationalist pressure from Tokyo’s mayor Shintaro Ishihars, who purported to buy the 

Senkaku Islands, forcing the government to declare that they belong to the nation; from then, China 

no longer believes the Americans to be controlling their ally, as they were supposed to do since the 

1970s. Nationalism could be exploited by the Chinese leaders if economic growth, an ideological 

substitute for communism, began to wane, or if internal debates began to develop. This internal 

“Primat der Innenpolitik” reasoning of the march to war (a sort of diversion war) was particularly 

studied in the 1970s for Germany and Russia, although it is not entirely convincing92. 

The impact of nationalisms requires further explanation. Firstly, the Balkan wars that raged in 

the years 1912-1913 were seen with a critical eye from Europe, and compared to a continent where 

such violence could not exist – which admittedly was not great foresight. Secondly, the multinational 

empires were in no way finished, and recent historiography shows that very few leaders of 

“nationalities” envisaged their fall. Overall, the military mobilization of 1914 was executed smoothly. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, beyond rediscovering forms of internationalism and transnational 

solidarity (linked to the climate of the time and new agendas in the history of international relations), 

it would seem that on the eve of war, aggressive nationalism was in the minority and the people 
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went to war out of patriotism (because each government could affirm that it was leading a defensive 

war), but without enthusiasm, contrary to a persistent myth93. 

 

2. The “spirit of 1914” 

 If, as is often said, war begins in the minds of men, we must turn our focus to the “spirit of 

1914” 94, i.e. the ideologies, mindsets, as well as the emotions (a field of analysis that is rapidly 

developing) of the people, groups, ruling circles and men. For decades, we have pored over the ideas 

of the beginning of the century to find the signs of catastrophes to come. Beyond the revolutionary 

groups and “pre-fascist’ notions, it would seem that a number of leaders, in particular in Germany 

and Austria, had a social-Darwinian view of the world95. They anticipated a war between Germans 

and Slavs, justified by the concept of strengthening nations and races and allowing the strongest to 

conquer. This ideological substrate, which posits in particular that war is unavoidable (even if this 

topos was highly exaggerated, as it was not very popular or dominant96), has not disappeared – 

especially if transposed in the struggle between “Whites” and “Yellows” – but it cannot occur as it did 

in the previous century. However, the vision of a constant battle between powers can fuel an 

explosive blend of optimism (China has plenty of time, as it is an old country unlike the United States) 

and pessimism (the inevitability of Chinese glory is hampered by the United States, or Japan who 

attempted to overturn the Asian hierarchy from the 19th century on). Debate continues over whether 

Germany was too confident of her Sonderweg and her military capacities97, or if she was encircled, 

pessimistic and fearful of a double attack. 

 Alongside the emergence of these “modern” discourses, in the past thirty years we have 

rediscovered how traditional and mostly aristocratic European societies remained. Issues of honour 

and status (for individuals as well as for States) were of great importance. Similarly, masculinity was a 

key aspect: the German Chancellor in 1914 refused the “self-castration of Germany”. War was a way 

to “re-masculinise” societies weakened by modern life and urbanisation98. However, the rising 

powers did not want for gender-related discourse: China, in 1949, went from being “penetrated” to 

standing tall. Sino-American rivalry may turn into a masculinity contest, while Putin employs 

metaphors and demonstrations of virility – he who might consider to have done for Russia what Mao 

did for China in 1949. In Asia, however, it is above all a question of appearances, and the 

interminable battles over history and in school textbooks largely reflect these symbolic practices. 
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The issue of political models is also pertinent. British, French and soon Americans insisted, 

from the moment they joined the war, on the major difference between their political systems and 

that of Germany, denouncing the “militarist caste” in power, to the point of talking about a crusade. 

At the same time, Germany boasted of its political and cultural uniqueness. Before the war, however, 

Germany had often been admired and there were no major ideological divides in Europe that 

influenced foreign policy. That communist countries of Asia appear to be examples is questionable. 

The ideological differences, other than certain “Asianist” discourses, are significant. There was no 

pariah state seeking provocation like North Korea in 1914, and the country most criticized for 

“human rights” issues, Russia, was an ally of the two countries most attached to freedoms, France 

and the United Kingdom. In Sino-Japanese relations, China may put history to one side, and Japan 

human rights issues, but the ideological differences remain: China is a socialist, anti-imperialist and 

“sinocentrist” State, whereas Japan is occasionally tempted by concepts such as the “arc of freedom 

and prosperity”. But at the beginning of the 20th and 21st centuries, the issue of risks arising in the 

democratization phase, as incomplete as it may be, has been raised in relation to the risk of war. 

Nationalism can be used for mobilization and legitimization in political battles hardened by the lack 

of a culture of democracy. Imperial and Nazi Germany was proof that the growth of the middle 

classes is not a guarantee of democratization; they can even sometimes turn to extremist ideologies. 

Nevertheless, recent historiography suggests that war was not inevitable and responsibility lies with 

those who were in power during the crisis of July 191499. 

 Studying the underlying forces remains important in order to understand the nature of the 

First World War. However, it is debatable to consider that this build-up of gunpowder necessarily 

resulted in an explosion. Certainly, at a certain point a catalyst convergence of factors made war 

possible100. What is more, the Sarajevo attack is no longer seen as a minor event. We can indeed 

consider that without the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, there would not have been a war101. For 

this reason, the majority of scenarios involving a China-America or Asian war are based on local 

events, in particular in Taiwan and Korea (which is lodged between four great powers, like the 

Balkans surrounded by Austria-Hungary, Russia, Italy and the United Kingdom from the 

Mediterranean) or on incidents that put a strain on relations between Washington and Beijing102. 

However, if we tread lightly around the fuse, it is the inflammatory decision-makers who are put 

under the microscope. It was their choices – made in summer 1914, in a context that was not headed 

for war – that released the potential force that had built up. These cliques made up of a handful of 

individuals are therefore considered to be responsible for the disaster of 1914103. This conclusion 

does not discredit previous approaches, and it should not be considered as the definitive answer to a 
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question that will remain long after the centenary of the war. It is undoubtedly the result of a 

different relationship to war in general in western societies, but perhaps also of the feeling that the 

Bush administration made Americans believe in a war of necessity when in the end it was mostly a 

war of choice. This comes down to a small set of decision makers and the influence of 

neoconservatives with an aggressive, preaching vision of international relations. It also appears as a 

warning for the leaders who, like those of 1914, want to play with the fire of nationalisms, militarism, 

ambitions of domination and who would spark a new apocalyptic cycle. 

 

 CONCLUSION: WHAT FAILED TO PREVENT THE WAR IN 1914 AND COULD PREVENT 

WAR TODAY 

 

Current historiography has evolved in the questions posed about World War I’s causes. 

Instead of listing the factors that led to war, it is now common to study why the mechanisms or 

forces that had previously prevented the outbreak of a global war did not work in 1914. On the one 

hand, this reasoning can be applied to emerging reflection (especially in Scandinavian countries, 

connected with the Peace Research Institute) on the causes of the “Asian peace” which has lasted 

since 1979 (the lack of war between States after a long century of dreadful wars)104, and on the 

other, to “liberal” and “constructivist” approaches that are contradictory to the pessimism of 

“realists”. 

To the disciples of “capitalist peace”, “soft trade” and the virtues of the “first 

modernisation”, the outbreak of WWI – shortly after Norman Angell had explained that European 

powers could not go against their own interests /by fighting each other – remains a thorn in their 

side. True, free trade was in crisis, customs wars increased, and States’ interests were sometimes 

closely linked to those of big businesses. Secondly, economic interdependence was not accompanied 

by cooperative rapprochements between States for economic purposes, with “European” projects 

solely emerging during the war105. Thirdly, war started where economic interdependence was the 

weakest, in eastern and south-eastern Europe106. Lastly, the City was opposed to the war. The fact 

remains that we could “draw” the lesson that economic competition between states does not 

disappear with trade, investment, and diverse forms of integration, and that war does not only occur 

in periods of crisis and “deglobalising” seclusion of economic blocs. Therefore, we may easily declare 

that economic interdependence would not prevent a Sino-Japanese or Sino-American war, or even 
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that present-day economic globalisation – just like globalisation at the turn of the last century – can 

whet appetites for war and increase tensions.  

If “capitalist peace” did not work, forms of governance through an entente between the 

great powers did not prevent the crisis of the summer of 1914. This can be explained, among others, 

by the fact that the British were only half-heartedly supportive of it, and because Berlin and Vienna 

did not want it. Yet during the Balkan wars of 1912-13, this unofficial mechanism still had its merit. 

However, it began a marked decline, especially because of the upsurge of nationalisms, the “1914 

spirit” – often contradictory to the aristocratic and middle-class values that nurture it – and because 

of the backlash caused by the imperialist diplomacy of absolute gain that had taken root in Europe107. 

Even the family relationships among the European courts were caught up in the nationalist divides, 

while remaining subject to individual passions and rivalries (in particular over Wilhelm II)108. Britain 

and France are thus accused of being unaware that they pushed Germany and Austria-Hungary to 

war (which, for the latter, was pointless and virtually suicidal)109, for lack of an attempt to delicately 

maintain the balance and practice “appeasing recognition” of a frustrated Germany110. Austria-

Hungary would have benefited most from upholding the entente, but it disapproved of it. In Asia, the 

ASEAN is undoubtedly in a similar situation; however, its aim is not to endure the rule of an entente 

among the great powers, but to foster ASEAN influence in the region. Despite all the hopes pinned 

on its capability to “socialise” the great regional powers through flexible norms, and despite the 

increasing number of forums, groups, and structures, it seems to no longer serve any purpose111. 

Behind the Brownian movement of experts, bureaucrats and leaders, the foundations of the 

American system remain, while China and Japan compete to impede the other from ruling on its own 

or laying the foundations of an organisation. Few institutions exist that cater to North-Eastern Asia, 

and the “Six Party Talks” on Korea was not very productive in terms of solutions. In South-East Asia, 

territorial issues in the South China Sea are not handled jointly – China preferring bilateral 

relationships. All in all, there is no certainty that the fabric of institutions and organisations in Asia 

will withstand strong international tensions.  

We may confirm that the small circle of leaders that made the decisions during the summer of 1914 

could not have predicted the future, i.e. a four-year, full-scale and particularly deadly world war. 

They were undoubtedly under the illusion that it would be a short war. Even the British hoped, 

beyond a German Trafalgar, for a fast economic war that would make Berlin surrender112. 

Nevertheless, the study of the conflicts of the century’s first years had shown that the risk of a long 
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and deadly war real. Various German leaders suspected that the war would not be short, but they 

feared that a long war would compel them to mobilise the whole population, thus democratising the 

political system113. However, beyond nuclear deterrence, refinements and the complexity of more 

widespread dissuasion, the use of the atomic weapon in 1945 may generate self-dissuasion. Between 

the Korean War – during which the Americans ignored Beijing’s signals by going past the 38th parallel 

– and the Vietnam War – during which the Chinese were more explicit on the tolerable limits for 

provocation – the lessons to be drawn could limit the expansion of conflicts114. The Russians, perhaps 

fearing the modernisation of the Chinese nuclear arsenal, seem interested in a form of old-fashioned 

trilateral “arms control”, with Washington and Beijing115. 

 

This study will take the most recent historiography of the causes of WWI and compare them with the 

prospective reflection (and sometimes assertions) on the future of Asia and especially the potential 

consequences of China’s rise, with greater emphasis on the former rather than the latter. First of all, 

hypotheses on the hegemonic war will be compared with historical realities. The root and immediate 

causes, which are put forward to explain the progression towards war, will then be gathered. The 

goal will be to understand if they have an effect on present-day and future Asia. The conclusion will 

look at the factors that seem to go against the idea of an “inevitable” war in Asia, then come back to 

a historiography of WWI which moves away from a determinist questioning and now looks at the 

ways to avoid war that were not successful in 1914. 
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