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Russia and the Causes of the First World War

KONNO Shigemitsu

The debate on the origins of the First World War remains one of the most contested issues in
the study of International History and International Relations (IR). Considering that almost a century
has passed since the outbreak of the war, it is remarkable that the latest historiography, based on
newly available primary sources, can still revitalize the debate and undermine some of the orthodox
interpretations of the origins of the war. The controversy over the share of responsibilities for the
outbreak of the war is typical of this trend. Instead of excessively focusing on Germany as the single
prime mover in 1914, many recent historical researches consider a reapportionment of responsibilities
among the European great powers for starting the Great War.

Taking recent developments into account, this article seeks to examine and evaluate the role of
Russia in the origins of the war from a theoretical perspective. The first section of the article traces
the development of tensions between Russia and the Central Powers. The second section examines
whether major IR theories, such as the offense-defense theory and the preventive war theory, can apply
to the Russia’s case from the defeat of Russo-Japanese war to the outbreak of the First World War.

This article does not intend to demonstrate that Russia should bear the sole responsibility for
starting the First World War. However, even this brief study proves convincingly that Russia played
a greater role on the outbreak of the First World War than is generally acknowledged in the recent

literature of IR theories.
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HiFT  Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War: 1914-1918 (London: Penguin Books, 1999), 85.
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HiFT  Paul Kenndy, “The Frist World War and the International Power System,” International
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