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Abstract
This article applies Alex Broadbent’s reverse counterfactual theory of causation to 
the causes of World War I (WWI), providing a novel framework for historical causal 
analysis. According to Broadbent’s theory, which differs radically from the more 
familiar account of David Lewis, an event Q is a cause of event R only if, without 
R, Q would not have occurred. The hypothesis posited here is that understanding 
the causes of WWI lies in identifying them based on a well-motivated causal phil-
osophical framework. After showing that Broadbent’s theory is prima facie plau-
sible, this study employs it to re-evaluate the extensively debated causes of WWI. 
Through doing so, it becomes evident that the Russian mobilization, rather than 
other frequently cited events, was the pivotal cause of Germany’s declaration of war 
and, consequently, the broader conflict. This analysis not only simplifies the com-
plex causal reasoning process but also offers fresh insights into the historical narra-
tive of WWI as well as reveals how a philosophical account of causation can have 
a weighty bearing on debates in social science. The implications of this approach 
extend beyond historical inquiry, suggesting broader applications for reverse coun-
terfactual theory in understanding causation in complex events.
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1  Introduction

Can causes be found for particular effects of World War I (WWI) by looking at 
how causal relations generally work? Many causes have been argued for WWI, 
but disagreement prevails about the ultimate one/s. The debate continues about 
which cause/s were the most critical for having brought about WWI. It is unlikely 
that this controversy about the cause of WWI stems from ignorance of histori-
cal facts. Many, if not all, required historical information is accessible, viz., the 
events, dates, circumstances, actors, speeches, government documents, declara-
tions, and telegrams. More than this, controversy remains not only inter-genera-
tional, which could be attributed to revisions in historiography, perceptions/mind-
sets, information access, and methodologies, but also intra-generational. So, if 
the reason for controversy does not lie in awareness of the facts of WWI, then 
controversy probably lies in how those facts are utilized in the argumentation for 
the cause/s of WWI. In this paper, I approach Alex Broadbent’s reverse counter-
factual theory not as an endorsement of its ultimate correctness, but rather as a 
heuristic tool employed “for the sake of argument” to examine its practical utility. 
This framing allows the analysis to focus on the novel distinctions and explana-
tory moves that the theory affords when applied to the complex causal debates 
surrounding WWI. Even for readers who may not ultimately be persuaded by 
Broadbent’s framework, this exercise is intended to illustrate how a more philo-
sophically precise approach to causal reasoning can shed new light on histori-
cal explanation, thereby broadening the paper’s appeal and stimulating further 
discussion.

I hypothesize that historians have invariably proposed a cause for WWI while 
neglecting philosophical theories of cause and effect, where attending to the lat-
ter would help. In this article, I apply Broadbent’s reverse counterfactual theory 
of cause and effect to the actual and distinct events leading up to the outbreak of 
WWI in the form of “if the effect R had not occurred it would be the case that the 
cause Q would not have occurred/been present” (Broadbent, 2007a: 170). The 
reverse counterfactual theory of what counts as a cause gives a clear and reveal-
ing account of causal selection in which causes are differentiated from mere con-
ditions. This feature of Broadbent’s theory will particularly aid my analysis of a 
cause for WWI since some controversy of a cause arguably stems from a confla-
tion of questions, viz., what the conditions were for WWI to arise versus what the 
cause was of WWI arising. Additionally, Broadbent (2012) provides an account 
of non-transitivity (transitivity is not always a given) which aids my analysis. 
By adopting this framework, the analysis not only adjudicates between compet-
ing causal claims in respect to WWI but also clarifies the structure of histori-
cal explanations, offering a novel methodological tool for both philosophers and 
historians.

Drawing on the reverse counterfactual approach to causation, I will give a new 
reason to believe that the full Russian mobilization on July 30th, 1914, caused 
the outbreak of WWI. Although others have proposed that event as the cause of 
WWI before such as Alfred Von Wegerer (1928) and John Vyvyan (1960), in this 
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article, I present new, philosophical evidence in support of that conclusion. A 
critical study of applicable literature will be undertaken to explicate the problem 
of causal selection about the cause of WWI. I will analyze previously proposed 
causes frequently cited in the literature using the reverse counterfactual theory 
to test whether their conclusions withstand scrutiny considering the formulated 
framework. Russian mobilization emerges from this filter as the strongest con-
tender, as opposed to nationalism, offensive-is-strong mindsets, domestic politics, 
or alliances. Moreover, it is evident through the literature reviewed that there is 
a lack of use of causal theories in answering causal questions in historiography. 
I will establish that a causal theory can be useful to argue for causes in histori-
cal analyses. This paper is aimed primarily at philosophers of causation, social 
science, and history, particularly those interested in the philosophical analysis 
of historical events and causal explanation. While this analysis employs Broad-
bent’s reverse counterfactual theory, it acknowledges that the theory is subject 
to ongoing debate; however, this study focuses solely on testing its analytical 
capacity rather than resolving all theoretical controversies. Some may argue that 
this approach risks oversimplifying the multi-causal and interdependent nature 
of historical events, where long-term structural factors and enabling conditions 
play significant roles. Relatedly, others might contend that by focusing on a single 
pivotal moment, such as the German declaration of war on Russia, the framework 
may neglect the broader factors that also contributed to the outbreak of WWI. 
While these objections are worth considering, the purpose of this study is not to 
provide a defence of Broadbent’s approach to causation but rather to demonstrate 
how a philosophically precise method that is prima facie plausible can illuminate 
specific causal relationships that are often obscured by traditional analyses.

I suppose a true account of realism in analyzing the proposed causes of WWI 
within the literature and the ability to propose an objective cause using the reverse 
counterfactual theory. What this entails is the view that causal explanations are not 
merely social constructions in the mind and further that there is a necessary connec-
tion between cause and effect that can be uncovered through empirical study.

I will begin by situating the reverse counterfactual within the research (Section 2). 
I will analyze and motivate my use of the reverse counterfactual theory, including 
demonstrating how it neatly accounts for causal selection as opposed to other theories 
like David Lewis’ influential theory of causation. Next, I will discuss the frequently 
cited proposed causes of WWI to date reducing them to a cluster of three major 
views (Section 3). Then, after being careful to conceive of the inception of WWI as 
an event (Section 4), I will apply the reverse counterfactual theory to the war, first 
showing many of the proposed causes from the previous section do not hold up when 
the reverse counterfactual is applied (Section 5). In addition, I will provide reason to 
take seriously that the German declaration of war on Russia on August 1st, 1914, was 
the inception point in transitioning the local Balkan conflict to the global war known 
as “WWI” and will present new evidence that the full Russian mobilization was a 
critical cause in the outbreak of the war (Section 6). I conclude by discussing how 
the implications of this approach extend beyond historical inquiry, suggesting broader 
applications for the reverse counterfactual theory in understanding causation in com-
plex events (Section 7).
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2 � The Reverse Counterfactual Theory

In this section, I will demonstrate the reverse counterfactual theory’s utility by 
addressing the problem of causal selection and transitivity and comparing it to exist-
ing counterfactual approaches. By highlighting the theory’s simplicity and its poten-
tial to offer novel insights, I intend to position the reverse counterfactual as a prom-
ising avenue for future research in historical causation.

In examining the nuances of causal theory, Broadbent’s reverse counterfactual 
approach offers a compelling alternative to traditional causal reasoning. To begin, 
it is essential to clarify the distinctions and advantages of this theory compared to 
conventional approaches, particularly those espoused by Lewis (1973) and others.

For Broadbent, the counterfactual that Lewis has made famous is reversed. 
Whereas Lewis’ counterfactual theory says Q causes R if and only if without Q’s 
occurrence R would not occur (i.e., Q causes R iff ¬Q then ¬R),1 the reverse coun-
terfactual simply swaps the positions of cause and effect (Q causes R only if ¬R then 
¬Q) (Broadbent, 2008: 359).

Broadbent proposes the reverse counterfactual as a necessary condition for cau-
sation (Broadbent, 2012: 471). Broadbent has good reason to deny that the reverse 
counterfactual is sufficient to identify the cause. There could be other factors at play, 
for example, say there was smoke rising from a building. I want to know the cause 
of the smoke. It could be caused by a fire (without the smoke, there would be no 
fire) or some malfunctioning, overworked machine. The absence of smoke and a 
corresponding absence of fire is necessary for a fire to have been its cause, but it is 
not sufficient to conclude for certain that it will be the case; prior states of the world 
might also have been different but not causally related to the smoke.

The basis for Broadbent’s approach is providing an account for the problem of 
causal selection (2008: 356) and transitivity (2012). He states that causal selection 
is context-sensitive (2008: 356). One way in which we “pick” out a cause or define a 
cause as the definitive/most important event is the contrastive strategy (2008: 357). 
This way of picking out a cause is done by using the following logic: “We say of the 
cause, and not of any mere condition, that it is the cause because the cause is a dif-
ference between this case where the effect occurs and contrast cases where it does 
not” (2008: 77).

Take for example the following:

1.	 I strike a match.
2.	 A flame ignites.

For the normal, counterfactual approach, the cause is defined as if it were absent, 
the effect would be absent or at least different. A peculiar argument can arise: If 
oxygen were absent then the effect of the flame would not be present, and likewise, 
if the match strike were absent the flame would not be present. The point of this 

1  The counterfactual is a necessary and sufficient condition on causation.
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argument is to show that cause-led differences, to which the counterfactual theory 
applies (of the kind Lewis (1973) uses), suffer from deficiencies and lack any con-
sideration for the problem of causal selection.

These deficiencies and lack of causal selection lead Broadbent to distinguish 
another kind of difference: effect-led differences (2012: 470). In this type of differ-
ence, “a cause marks a difference in that it is a difference between the effect being 
as it is and the effect being different or absent” (ibid.). In the same example used 
above, one has the effect of the flame being present and a contrasted situation where 
the effect is absent. If you ask yourself, why did the match ignite a flame instead of 
not igniting a flame, one would not be inclined to say that oxygen was the reason for 
this. The strike would be the answer given as to why the match produced a flame 
instead of not. So, oxygen in our cause-led difference could count as a cause, and so 
does the match strike, it all depends on the contrast that was picked, but it does not 
explain how that contrast was picked. It provides no basis for such a choice (Broad-
bent, 2007b: 86). On the other hand, in the effect-led difference sense, it is only the 
strike that counts as the cause.

Another implication of Broadbent’s theory causation is not always transitive (i.e., 
non-transitive):

What this is saying can be read as “it is not the case that for all x, y, z, if there is 
a relation xy and yz then there is a relation xz.” In other words, there are instances 
where the relationship between Rxy and Ryz does not consistently follow the given 
rule of transitivity such that Rxz can be inferred. Traditionally, it would be said that 
if Event1 causes Event2 and if Event2 causes Event3, then Event1 causes Event3, if 
transitive. Taking a look at the cue ball example: I hit the cue ball which hits the 
target ball. The hit causes the cue ball to roll to the target ball, and the cue ball roll-
ing to the target ball causes the cue ball to hit the ball. My hit therefore causes the 
target ball to move. One would normally say causation is transitive in this sense as 
mentioned in Lewis and counterfactuals.

However, let us say a boy is dared to throw a rock, and the boy throws said rock 
and this rock breaks the window, which causes the glass to shatter and cut my hand. 
The dare is the cause of the rock being thrown. The rock throw causes the window to 
smash, and the window smash causes the cutting of my hand. But what is the cause 
of my cut hand if causation is always transitive? Would it be the dare? Would it be 
the rock thrown by the boy? Surely, one would blame the darer or the child who 
threw the rock for the injury, but causation is not responsibility/blame. I would not 
say my hand was cut due to either the dare or the rock throw but say my hand was 
cut due to the window shattering. A dare or rock throw has no relation to the cutting 
of a hand except for it being in the causal chain. A cause is specific to its effect, and 
it is not merely an event that precedes it like in a regularity account.

Now I have a few reasons to favor Broadbent’s theory, beyond its welcome impli-
cations in respect of differentiating causes from conditions and limiting transitivity. 
First is the fact that current research into the causes of WWI relies implicitly on 
counterfactual reasoning and it is used more frequently than reverse counterfactual 

¬∀(x, y, z)((Rxy ∧ Ryz) ⊃ Rxz) (Broadbent 2012 ∶ 458)
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reasoning, such that using the reverse counterfactual approach is a novel attempt. 
The problem with trying what has already been done is that the same problems may 
arise, and so by using the reverse counterfactual theory, I have a tabula rasa so to 
speak in which a novel exploration into the issue can be undertaken.

A final reason is simplicity. Taking symmetric overdetermination,2 which is when 
two simultaneously occurring events have equal claims to be the cause of another 
event (such as two rocks being thrown at a window and hit it at the same time), for 
Broadbent’s reverse counterfactual theory, all that needs to be argued is that without 
the window smashing neither stone would have been thrown (or thrown accurately). 
This is true, both stones cause the window to smash if without the smashed window 
neither stone would have been thrown. That is all that is needed. No summation of 
events as a larger cause, simply only that each of the stone throws could indepen-
dently count as the cause. Whereas for Lewis, the summation of both events would 
have it as a single “meta-event,3” the reverse counterfactual sees either event as a 
cause.

Now, there are other causal problems such as causation from absence and double 
prevention, but I believe Broadbent (2007a) argues sufficiently that the reverse coun-
terfactual approach is well suited to handle these more complex problems. The fact 
remains that the reverse counterfactual theory, unlike others, simplifies the causal 
reasoning process and at least offers a novel perspective on historical events.

3 � Causes of WWI in the Literature

In this section, I will discuss the frequently cited proposed causes of WWI, reducing 
them to a cluster of three major views: nationalism, imperialism with military/arms 
build-up, and domestic politics combined with alliances. This approach differs from 
the preceding section, where I situated the reverse counterfactual theory within the 
broader context of causal theories, highlighting its strengths in addressing causal 
selection. Here, the focus shifts from philosophical frameworks to an examination 
of historical perspectives on the causes of WWI. I provide grounds for picking one 
rather than another only in later sections.

3.1 � Nationalism and Its Manifestation

Of all the themes usually discussed when it comes to the causes of WWI, national-
ism stands out in a unique light. Nationalism as a theme of cause has many more 
manifestations than that of military, alliances, and domestic politics. It is not solely 
confined by a set identity of a nation-state and differs across borders, whereas 
military/arms and alliances can be defined in terms of a particular nation-state. 

2  I choose symmetric overdetermination since it is intuitively baffling, which provides more reason to 
favor Broadbent since in his account it need not be baffling.
3  A meta-event is defined as an overarching occurrence that encompasses multiple related events or 
actions.
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Additionally, nationalism cannot be measured concretely and consistently across 
various actors and periods. It is an ideology of shared history, cultural identities, and 
collective ambitions. It is a concept that is fuelled by self-determination and national 
grandeur and can even create a sense of solidarity across disparate populations.

Herbert Fisher (1966) states that nationalism was the overpowering force that 
mastered all others concerning WWI (1966: 1217). His argument is essentially that 
in no European country, no policy had a pacifist origin or tone, in which every for-
eign office had dreams that might be realized in war (ibid.). Looking back at the tone 
of the early twentieth century, it comes close to making one think that it was at the 
very least an attributing reason for the war. And if the lack of pacifist tones in policy 
precipitated WWI, or if nationalism dominated all other forces when it comes to 
decisions, then it would seem prima facie that the contrapositive of pacifism, and/or 
the overpowering presence of nationalism, was the main driver behind the war.

Now, nationalism is not an event per se. So, even though nationalism cannot 
strictly speaking be stated as a cause of WWI using the reverse counterfactual the-
ory, other authors take a manifestation of nationalism to argue for a cause, addressed 
below. Taking a manifestation of nationalism seems much easier than taking nation-
alism as a concept. Acts by political radicals opposed to existing institutions of 
governance in favor of more nationalist goals are measurable events. One of these 
manifestations of nationalism is the commonly spoken about cause of WWI: the 
assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on June 28th, 1914.

Paul Jackson (2006) investigates this assassination from the perspective of 
nationalist ambitions and shows its underpinnings in nationalist ambitions and pal-
ingenesis. As such nationalism can be seen as having been manifested in the assassi-
nation of Ferdinand. Martin Levinson (2005) attributes the precipitating event of the 
war to the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand, which resulted in the July Crisis; a 
series of diplomatic events and tensions in July 1914 that has been said to have led 
to the outbreak of WWI. The triggering event was the assassination, nonetheless. 
Joachim Remak also argues that without Sarajevo [the assassination], Europe might 
have remained at peace for many years to come (1967: 149). Carlton Hayes simi-
larly states that the 1914 murder [of Archduke Ferdinand] precipitated the world war 
(1968: 359).

3.2 � Imperialism and Military Build‑Up: Encirclement and the Cult of the Offensive

Given these more well-defined national identities of Europe, one can see, in the late 
nineteenth century, the exponential conquest of imperialism. In terms of imperial-
ism and military/arms, a cause or causes for WWI can seem quite enticing. After 
all, war is a militaristic manifestation of a national identity against another. Even in 
cases of civil war, it is the national identity of the two sides that clash, indicating a 
fractured single national identity, in which case it is still one national identity against 
another. In terms of this, a militaristic manifestation (such as the concept of WWI) 
seems to be fitting to be caused by something of the same essence.
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Andrea Bartoletti (2022) attributes the outbreak of war to encirclement. He pro-
vides three steps that lead to war, viz., double security dilemma, war initiation, and 
war contagion. Putting this into the context of WWI, Germany was surrounded by 
opposing alliances, viz., France and Russia. Germany would wish to avoid France 
and Russia simultaneously invading (ibid.: 76). This is the first step to war, a dou-
ble security dilemma (ibid.). The next step is the initiation of war. In this phase, 
Germany needed to act quickly in response to Russia’s full mobilization, and hence 
declared war on Russia (ibid.: 87). Germany was isolated between two allied powers 
which they began mobilizing their armies, for that reason, a quick war declaration 
was given in response. The final step to war is then the contagion of war (ibid.: 88). 
This is where other European elites entered the conflict to prevent their rival alli-
ances from increasing their invasion capability.

Authors such as Stephen Van Evera attribute the war’s occurrence not to encircle-
ment, but to another aspect of imperialism, he refers to as the “cult of the offensive.” 
He states that this “cult of the offensive” was a principal cause of the war (1984: 58) 
and the reason for its outbreak (ibid.: 63).

For Van Evera, many of the proximate causes of the war represent different guises 
of the consequences of offense dominance (ibid.). Van Evera goes on to list these 
proximate causes as follows: (i) German and Austrian expansionism, (ii) German 
belief that they face windows of vulnerabilities, (iii) the belief that the advantage 
would favor the side that struck first, and (iv) the tight nature of the alliance system 
and inflexibility of war plans by the Germans and Russians, and quite a few more 
(ibid.). His argument then wraps up with the proposition that without the “cult of 
the offensive,” the problems of offense dominance would have been fewer, and their 
effects would have posed smaller risks. Therefore, the “cult of the offensive” was the 
main spring driver of many mechanisms that brought about WWI (ibid.: 65–66).

3.3 � Domestic Politics and Alliances: A Web of Mutual Suspicion

As is usual, one would expect decisions of war, security concerns, and so on would 
spring from domestic politics. Within the various nation-states, the political land-
scape had airs of ambitions and anxiety, driven by ideologies, internal pressures, and 
personal political agendas. The last of the themes discussed are causes according to 
the domestic politics of nation-states and the alliances by which they were bound. 
With the Triple Entente and Triple Alliance, a clear divisive line was drawn across 
the great powers of Europe. France and Russia were bound by mutual suspicion of 
Germany, its ambitions, growth, and power, while Germany, Austro-Hungary, and 
Italy offered mutual support in case of attack.

Richard Hamilton uses an explicit counterfactual argument in defining a cause 
of WWI in terms of the existence of (or lack of) the bourgeoisie (2003: 469). The 
bourgeoisie are defined as the economic elites, i.e., big businesses/capital class who 
control most of the resources and means of production (ibid.: 503). Essentially, the 
argument is that if the bourgeoisie had been part of the decision-making process, the 
war would not have happened. The war owes its existence to the fact that the dynasts 
were still in power (ibid.).
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Hew Strachan can be seen to be in a similar line of thinking with the above 
author. He states that if a couple of key decisions were different, then the war 
might have been averted (2014: 17). It was faulty expectations regarding offen-
sive warfare and war as an instrument of policy that were danger points of Euro-
pean and domestic policies (ibid.: 27). He argues that the assassination of Arch-
duke Ferdinand converged all those danger points resulting in WWI (ibid.: 17). 
Now, there are two arguments herein, viz., changing key decisions might have 
seen the war averted, and the assassination converged the danger points within 
policies and resulted in WWI.

Samuel Williamson, on the other hand, states that it was domestic ineffective-
ness that was the final (ultimate) long-term cause of the war (1988: 805). Essen-
tially, the decay of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Russian Empire, and German 
Empire’s political structures in terms of ineffectiveness was the last of a fusion 
of long-term causes and short-run tactical decisions that lead to the war (ibid.: 
797). These short-run tactical decisions could have been nationalism, imperial 
attitudes, confidence about the future of government systems, among others.

Authors such as René Abrecht-Carrié attribute the long-term causes of WWI 
to the formation of rival alliances (1968: 157). Although he does not attribute this 
history of rival alliances in any structured argument, but instead states it as sort 
of a matter of fact, his cause remains relevant to the theme of alliances as a root 
cause of the war itself. In continuing with this diplomatic theme, Kurt Schmeller 
plays with the idea that there might not have been an international war if it had 
not been for the Anglo-German rivalry and misunderstanding (1968: 427). He 
attributes this statement to three things:

1	 The personality of the Kaiser
2	 The belief of German diplomats that Britain would eventually have to join the 

Triple Alliance
3	 The Boer War of 1899–1902 (ibid.: 428)

He goes on to show that Britain and Germany might have been as well allied 
if it were not for the above factors. Secondly, he speaks of an international war, 
not WWI. So, his argument has a delineating point of WWI, i.e., the moment the 
localized Balkan war that was initiated following the assassination of Archduke 
Ferdinand turned international.

Speaking to this very point of changing from localized to international, we 
have Laurence Lafore who argues that had Austro-Hungary been constituted dif-
ferently and had Serbia posed a less lethal threat to it, then there would have been 
no Austro-Serbian war in 1914 (1965: 17). What is meant by this statement is that 
had the composition of Austro-Hungary been different, the localized war would 
not have happened, and should a general war had happened, it would have been 
so different to what we currently know as WWI. This is an interesting line of 
argument, for he states what would have been required for the localized war not 
to occur, but not WWI itself. Lafore defines WWI as a vast phenomenon, not a 
single event itself. Therefore, he does not wish to argue for a cause or causes of 
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the phenomenon (ibid.: 16), but to simply address the question of what caused it. 
Despite his argument that answering what caused it is unanswerable, he still uses 
a common causal argument, that is, the counterfactual approach. He states that 
the constitution of Austro-Hungary and the threat Serbia posed caused the local-
ized war and that what turned it from local to global is the system of alliances and 
changing military power balances. So, then we have in Lafore that the constitu-
tion of Austro-Hungary and the Serbian threat caused the local war, while the 
system of alliances and military power converted it to a global war.

Now, despite the above causes having been discussed, it is not a true reflection of 
every other cause proposed since the war. These themes, while distinct, are deeply 
interconnected, creating a complex web of proposed causes that led to one of the 
most devastating conflicts in human history.

4 � The Question of WWI as an Event

In this section, I will question the way in which previously scholars view and define 
WWI when it comes to understanding its causes like those in the previous sec-
tion. An implicit recognition of WWI as the historical period is presumed, but this 
approach to WWI in causal arguments does not suffice. WWI cannot be viewed as 
a historical period but needs to be viewed as an effect, at least according to widely 
accepted philosophical approaches to causation.

Now, what is meant when someone states some event x (or set of events X) caused 
the effect of WWI? Are they talking about the historical period of 1914–1918? Or, 
is it a subset of events contained within this period? Or, possible but unlikely, could 
it be interpreted as a single meta-event over the entire period of 1914–1918? We 
encounter a semantic but important problem that needs to be accounted for, which 
is the problem of the concept of WWI. This does not seem like a problem at face 
value, since we all have a general understanding of it as a concept but in terms of 
causation, the effect which needs analyzing requires a temporal grounding.

So, it is an important point that my literature review of previously proposed 
causes, WWI is often framed as a state of affairs, not being viewed as a genuine 
effect. It must also be noted that I do not wish to delve into the debate on whether 
causation can only be applied to events and whether facts and other non-events can 
also be causes. So, while the debate of whether non-events can be waived for my 
current analysis, what I do not think can be foregone is the point that events are 
at least usually what bring about other events and a requirement that any variable 
in causal arguments needs to be temporally grounded. This is a necessary condi-
tion for causative analyses with respect to history, like in the reverse counterfactual 
approach I use in this article.

4.1 � WWI as an Effect

So, before I can discuss the proposed causes of WWI, I need a way to view WWI in 
terms of events. These ways of viewing WWI can be summarized as follows:
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1	 WWI as the entire historical period of 1914–1918 viewed as a singular event (all 
events are part of the Set event “WWI”)

2	 WWI as the entire historical period of 1914–1918 as a sequence of events all 
stemming from a common cause/s (causation is always transitive)

3	 WWI as an effect stemming from a particular cause/s, but which does not have to 
lead to the entire chain of events contained in the 1914–1918 period (causation 
is sometimes transitive)

The first two are the broadest ways of viewing WWI, while the last is the view 
that I adopt for this article. This last view is extremely important for proposing 
causes of historical events for several reasons. Firstly, WWI was so multifaceted 
with so many events, decisions, and circumstances within it that WWI is by nature a 
non-concrete historical term that is used to capture concrete historical events over a 
particular period. So, viewing WWI as a historical period of conflict confines analy-
ses of causation to viewing it either as a singular event in which there are a set of 
events or not as a singular event but as all having a common cause which led to all 
events under WWI. Let me illustrate this: suppose you say Q caused WWI. Prima 
facie, you imply Q led to the period of WWI as we know it. This can either be inter-
preted as saying Q led to the entire period of WWI, as if it is a singular event with 
a set of events contained within it, or as if Q led to some event after, which caused 
another event and so on which resulted in all/many events contained in WWI as a 
historical period. This second way of explaining Q forces one to concede that it was 
the initial cause, the common cause, that led to all/many the other events contained 
in WWI.

I will instead be viewing WWI as a number of connected happenings. Namely, 
WWI is not a singular umbrella event but a series of events in which the initial cause 
need not be the cause of later events in the period.

What is promising about this approach is our starting point of WWI is not abso-
lute and there can be arguments for other starting points. It shifts the controversy of 
what we consider to be the cause of WWI from how we argue to from which point 
ought we to argue. In the former case, any how argument can be controversial in the 
light of no causal framework, but in the latter from which point the cause which is 
proposed is sound, and the controversy is shifted to which aspect of WWI is most 
acceptable as the inception point of WWI.4

The inception point for this article is the German declaration of war on Russia on 
August 1st, 1914. There are a few reasons for my choice of inception point of WWI. 
It is at this point of the historical timeline that one sees the transition from a local 

4  The identification of an inception point serves as a methodological tool to anchor the analysis of causa-
tion within a defined framework, rather than as a conclusive determination of the cause itself. While it 
may appear that selecting an inception point could narrow the range of potential causes, this approach is 
intended to provide a clear starting point for evaluating causal chains, rather than pre-emptively exclud-
ing other contributing factors. By situating the inception point within the broader meta-event of WWI, 
the analysis remains open to considering a wide array of causal influences that may connect to or diverge 
from this starting moment, allowing for a comprehensive examination of the complex web of factors that 
contributed to the war.
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Balkan war to a more global war. Once Germany declared war on Russia it brought 
about the following: Austro-Hungary was at war with Serbia, Russia mobilized in 
support of Serbia, and then Germany declared war against Russia. It is at this point 
that two of the major European powers are at war and explains the jump from a local 
conflict to how France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and Britain came into the fold fol-
lowing this.

WWI was by definition a global war. The Austro-Hungarian declaration of war 
against Serbia was confined to the Balkans, but once Russia mobilized and Germany 
declared war against Russia, the scope then shifted from a local conflict to a war 
in which not only the Balkans had war but also Central and Eastern Europe. This 
seems good enough to use the German declaration of war on Russia as the starting 
point of the war. As such, this article will use August 1st, 1914 as the inception of 
WWI’s global aspect, and it is this aspect of WWI that I will consider the effect, of 
which a cause is to be found:

I will show how my proposed cause is in principle sound for the effect of the Ger-
man declaration of war on Russia. According to the reverse counterfactual approach, 
my proposed cause can be considered the cause of the German declaration of war 
on Russia only if without the German declaration of war, the cause would have been 
absent.

5 � The Road to War: A Causal Investigation

In this section, I will critique the major proposed causes of WWI, applying the 
reverse counterfactual approach. Unlike the previous section, which focused on the 
broader philosophical implications of WWI as an event, this section will concentrate 
on the arguments scholars have used in the past and their causes having the reverse 
counterfactual theory and WWI as an effect in mind.

5.1 � Nationalism as a Cause

Looking back at Fisher (1966), his causal attribution to nationalism will be looked 
at. Let it be assumed that if nationalism was indeed so overpowering that it mastered 
all others, and if there were to be no war, then it would not have been so regard-
ing the domineering power of nationalism. Fisher’s argument poses a problem with 
attributing nationalism as a cause in the first place, regardless of most philosophical 
causal frameworks such as Broadbent’s. Nationalism as mentioned previously is not 
an event, but has many manifestations, and many ways in which it can be measured, 
although inconclusively and inconsistently.

There is some agreement that nationalism itself is not a cause and that it may 
instead be a condition favorable to war (Benns, 1967: 321). Nationalism would have 
been different in the Balkans compared to Germany. Nationalism is not a monolith, 
but context dependent on the geopolitical area and circumstance. A quick look at 

¬German declaration of war against Russia ◻ → ¬Some cause
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how this would be applied using the reverse counterfactual theory shows this. Con-
sider the view that, if WWI as a historical grouping containing all 1914–1918 event 
were absent, then nationalism would not have been. This statement is so bold in its 
conclusion that it raises questions about the very nature of a nation state, e.g., can a 
nation be nationalism-ness?

Others, as discussed, like Levinson (2005), Jackson (2006), and Hayes (1968), 
all use a manifestation of nationalism instead. Take the assassination of Archduke 
Ferdinand. The assassination could be seen as a direct manifestation of national-
ist ambitions, given the desire of Serbians under Austro-Hungarian rule to be freed 
from Habsburg rule and united under some sort of “Slavic” federal nation. If the 
assassination of Ferdinand is the cause of WWI, then it must be that without WWI 
as a historical period, then the assassination would not have been, according to the 
reverse counterfactual approach. This statement, although sound, does not give any 
insight. Without WWI, then the July crisis might not have happened, the ultimatums 
to Russia and Serbia might not have happened, or even mobilizations and invasions, 
and without these, the assassination might not have happened. But how does one 
take that reverse counterfactual statement, which is sound, and prove it? One cannot 
since we do not have a particular aspect of WWI grounded temporally.

5.2 � Imperialism and Arms as a Cause

Bartoletti (2022) gives an interesting account that provides a reason for why states 
go to war. Essentially, recall that encirclement leads to a double security dilemma as 
follows:

	1.1.	 Double security dilemma (this is where rival-based alliances form)

	 1.1.1.	 War initiation

	 1.1.1.1.	 War contagion

	 1.1.1.1.1.	 War (this is where rival-based alliances activate)

Employing the reverse counterfactual theory for this argument, there would have 
to be transitivity through all the above stages from encirclement to war. The reason 
for needing transitivity throughout his argument from double security dilemma to 
war is because Bartoletti believes encirclement causes major wars, as reflected in 
his title, so his stages on the outbreak of war must exhibit transitivity in order to 
state that the initial stage of encirclement results in the end state of war. So, with-
out WWI, it must be that other European powers were not dragged into the conflict 
(1.1.1.1.) and that Germany did not declare war on Russia due to the mobilization 
of Russian troops (1.1.1.) and that Germany was not caught in a double security 
dilemma in which Russia and France created an alliance (1.1.). The step from the 
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war being absent if (1.1.1.1.) were absent seems acceptable and sound, but where 
this soundness fails is (1.1.). Let me show this in a couple steps.

According to the reverse counterfactual approach, if the war was not to have 
occurred, then it would have been that other European states were not dragged into 
the conflict (regardless of reason, whether due to alliance obligations or security rea-
sons). If the European states were not dragged into the conflict, then it must have 
been that Russia did not mobilize, nor did Germany declare war on Russia. This is 
sound too. For without Russia’s mobilization orders, France would not have ordered 
mobilization two hours later given that France fell and stood with Russia. Without 
these mobilizations, Germany would not have felt threatened enough to declare war 
on Russia (the initiation following the double security dilemma). Now, here is where 
the argument begins to get difficult. Without this “war initiation” phase Bartoletti 
speaks of, Germany would not have faced a double security dilemma according to 
the reverse counterfactual approach. But Russia and France were already in an alli-
ance from the year 1894, so to say that Germany faced a double security dilemma for 
two decades but only in 1914 would it culminate in the war initiation phase seems to 
be a prolonged period for this to result in war. At the very least, one must admit the 
double security dilemma only pertinently arose when Russia began mobilization and 
not with the alliance with France itself. So, it seems that without the war initiation 
phase, one could still have a double security dilemma and encirclement (as evident 
from 1894 to 1914).

Recall that Van Evera (1984) situated his proposed cause of WWI in the “cult of 
the offensive,” which itself had a handful of dangers it brought about if it was strong. 
This “cult of the offensive” is said to be a situation where the benefits of offensive 
greatly outweigh the benefits of defence. To situate the “cult of the offensive” in the 
reverse counterfactual approach is challenging since the “cult of the offensive” is 
not an event, but an abstract concept or state of affairs, much like nationalism. The 
question is “Does a belief that one position is stronger than another entail a path to 
war?” The argument misses important consideration as to how, when, and why such 
a belief of offense dominance would have been the cause and what would cause this 
belief to be so prevalent that it can manifest itself in the outbreak of war.

5.3 � Domestic Politics and Alliances as a Cause

Hamilton (2003) attributes WWI to the lack of the bourgeoisie in the decision-
making process. The absence of deterrence and the absence of the influence of the 
rich are said to have caused the war. While it could be that omissions can be partial 
causes, it might be rare that they are complete causes or implausible to think so in 
the present case. Failure to prevent a process from unfolding seems to mean there is 
something substantive about a process going on and that an originating cause may 
be contained within the actual origination of the process.

One must ask what made 1914 different from those other times when the pre-
modern elites were the only ones part of the decision-making processes that did not 
lead to war on such a scale in those times. And looking at the reverse counterfactual 
argument, one sees the absence of the bourgeoisie as failing to be a cause. The lack 
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of economic elites in the decision-making process does not entail that the decision 
for war is solely based on the dynast ruling class’s will in every case, especially in 
the case of the outbreak of WWI.5

Strachan (2014) shifts from the decision makers and attributes the cause to a cou-
ple key decisions. He has two main arguments, viz., changing key decisions might 
have seen the war averted, what these might have been is up for debate, and the 
assassination converged the danger points (such as war as an instrument) within pol-
icies and resulted in WWI. Now, I can argue that they flow into one another. Chang-
ing key decisions would have reduced the danger points, and the reduced danger 
points would not converge given the assassination in terms of what we currently 
view as WWI. So, in line with his argument, without the assassination, there would 
be no convergence of danger points and hence no WWI, and without the decisions 
having taken place as they did, then less danger points to converge into WWI.

Regarding the former argument, using the reverse counterfactual approach, (i) 
without WWI then no convergence, (ii) with no convergence then no assassination, 
with all of these needing to be transitive for his argument. The first part of this line 
of reasoning does seem to be sound, but with no view or insight into how and in 
what way those danger points converged one cannot say for sure. The second part 
seems false and unsound. The lack of convergence of danger points does not entail 
a lack of the assassination since there would be multiple ways in which they could 
converge without the assassination occurring. The assassination does not depend on 
the convergence of the danger points.

Another proposed cause is from Williamson (1988), namely, that WWI was 
caused by the decay of effectiveness of the political structures of the Habsburg Mon-
archy. This is interesting since the decay of anything implies it is reducing. Causa-
tion by the growing absence of something was the final cause of WWI. So, let us 
formulate this into a reverse counterfactual statement: WWI’s outbreak would not 
have occurred only if the decay of effectiveness of the political structures had been 
absent. 

Is an outbreak of the war dependent on the decay of effectiveness? The decay of 
effectiveness of political structures is found throughout history, and in terms of what 
concrete measurement is there to evaluate such a decay? His argument does not 
seem applicable in terms of the reverse counterfactual statement. Hence, the decay 
of effectiveness may be seen as an enabling condition for the war to occur, but not 
the cause of the war’s occurrence.

Abrecht-Carrié (1968) states that WWI’s long-term causes stemmed from the for-
mation of rival alliances. Rival alliances in the context seem like an already included 
requirement for war itself. Two nations would never go to war against one another 
when they form an alliance and have a common rival alliance. So, for WWI to have 
happened, then it must have been that there were rival alliances since, without rival 

5  A government’s primary duty is to its people because the legitimacy of any government is derived 
from its responsibility to protect and promote the well-being of its citizens. While a thriving economy is 
essential for the prosperity of a nation, businesses should serve as a means to enhance the quality of life 
for the population, not as ends in themselves.
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alliances, it is hard to see how other nations would have had the necessity to enter 
the war themselves. Rival alliances are inherent in most wars, especially WWI, and 
a cause must be detached from the effect, as such rival alliances cannot be contained 
in the effect of WWI.

Continuing with Schmeller (1968), his conclusion is that there would not have 
been a global war if it had not been for the Anglo-German rivalry and misunder-
standing (1968: 427). If WWI were not to have been, the global nature, then it must 
have been that Germany and Britain had no rivalry and misunderstandings. Let it be 
that Britain did not declare war against Germany in the first place. If not for them 
being in some sort of alliance, then for at least being on good terms with no rea-
son to break such a relationship and declaring some sort of neutral stance, it would 
still be that Austro-Hungary still declared war on Serbia, Russia still mobilized, and 
Germany declared war on Russia, invaded Belgium and Luxembourg, and headed 
towards France. Taking Britain out of the equation would indeed reduce the potenti-
ality of globality, but Britain’s involvement is not necessary to bring about a general 
European war with far reaching consequences. So, although it is a good argument 
for the global nature of WWI, it does not address how it would have reached that 
point in the first place.

Finally, in Lafore (1965), there is the claim that the constitution of Austro-Hun-
gary and the Serbian threat caused the local war, while the system of alliances and 
military power converted it to a global war. Let his argument be placed in a reverse 
counterfactual statement. Without the war being transformed into a global war, 
then it would have been that the system of alliances and military power would have 
been absent (or weak enough not to have any converting power to transform it into 
a global war). If military power and alliances were absent (or weaker), then it must 
be asked why such systems convert local to global and why it was not responsible 
for the outbreak of conflict in the first place (whether global or local). What gives 
it transformation power but not creation power? I do not have an answer for that 
regarding Lafore’s argument.

By applying the reverse counterfactual approach, we can better understand the 
underlying proposed causes that propelled Europe into war, emphasizing the crucial 
role of specific actions rather than abstract historical forces. What follows is my own 
proposed cause for the war given the reverse counterfactual approach.

6 � The German Declaration of War

Within this section, I will show that the full Russian mobilization on July 30th, 
1914, caused the inception of WWI, that is, the declaration of war by Germany on 
Russia on August 1st, 1914. This differs from the previous section in which previ-
ously proposed causes have been evaluated with a causal mindset.

It must be noted that Germany’s declaration of war on Russia was not a simple 
act of aggression, but a culmination of alliances, fear of encirclement, and a “cult 
of the offensive” mindset. An ultimatum was sent to Russia by Germany demanding 
a halt in full mobilization, but Russia had previously stated that it was out of pro-
tection to Serbia and not mobilization against Germany. Germany felt compelled to 
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side with Austro-Hungary, Russia with Serbia, with Germany and Russia not being 
part of the Balkan “drama” but having implicitly drawn lines against each other. 
So, the moment Russia did not reply to Germany’s ultimatum, the Schlieffen Plan 
was enacted by Germany. This plan had the purpose of avoiding a two-front war 
between the allied France and Russia. Given the size of the Russian army, it would 
take longer to mobilize, which would allow Germany to cripple France first and then 
move to the Russian front. This plan required quick action and would avoid a two-
front war.

Now that the historical context and the conditions for the German declaration of 
war on Russia have been briefly laid out, I can turn to my argument for the cause 
of it. It must be that without the German declaration of war, Russia would not have 
mobilized fully. To make my argument for my case clearer, imagine Russia never 
mobilized, and given the context of the period, what reason would Germany have 
had to declare war on Russia? What would have caused Germany to devote itself to 
a conflict with its neighbor? Furthermore, note that Kaiser Wilhelm II had explic-
itly told the Russian Tsar that full mobilization would mean war in their telegram 
exchanges:

Berlin, July 31st, 1914 | The peace of Europe may still be maintained by you, if 
Russia will agree to stop the military measures which must threaten Germany and 
Austro-Hungary.

Berlin, August 1st, 1914 | I yesterday pointed out to your government the way by 
which alone war may be avoided. Although I requested an answer for noon today, 
no telegram from my ambassador conveying an answer from your Government 
has reached me as yet. I therefore have been obliged to mobilise my army (Levine, 
1920).

Others have argued for this cause before, but have implicitly used a Lewisian 
counterfactual framework. Authors such as Vyvyan states “The Russian general 
mobilization was the decisive calamity” (1960: 354). However, in his argument, 
he attributes that a general mobilization by a great power such as Russia must be 
followed by hostilities, an assumption which does not feature in my reverse coun-
terfactual argument. All that was needed for my reverse counterfactual approach is 
that Germany had previously warned Russia that general mobilization would mean 
war based on telegrams and explicit warnings of how general mobilization would be 
perceived.

Von Wegerer also argues that the Russian mobilization was equivalent to a hos-
tile act and the only step for Germany to take given such an action is to take on 
the offensive (1928: 228). In Von Wegerer’s argument, Germany had to declare 
war given Russia’s full mobilization. Von Wegerer assumes that there was only one 
option for Germany to take, that it was a forced decision for Germany by Russia’s 
actions.

My approach differs from both arguments in that I do not take the act of mobili-
zation as always leading to a specific outcome, but basing it on concrete evidence in 
the communication between the Kaiser and Tsar. I also do not take the assumption 
that if Germany declared war, then Russia must have mobilized. The reverse coun-
terfactual approach only points to an event that would have been different in the past 
and does not necessarily imply that this event was the only thing that could have 
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brought about the effect. This means Germany could have declared war on Russia 
for a variety of other reasons, but the Russian mobilization was, in the actual world, 
why Germany declared war on Russia. Therefore, I assert that the full Russian mobi-
lization itself is the cause of the German declaration of war on Russia.

7 � Conclusion

In this article, I have proposed a cause of WWI through a philosophical lens, par-
ticularly focusing on the role of the German declaration of war on Russia. My thesis 
posits that while historians have consistently proposed causes for WWI, they often 
overlook philosophical theories of cause and effect, which could offer more nuanced 
insights into the conflict’s origins.

I have argued that many historical accounts treat WWI as a broad and somewhat 
undefined period, which impedes precise causal analysis. Scholars often view the 
war as a singular, overarching event without dissecting the specific causal relation-
ships at play. This lack of precise definition can obscure our understanding of the 
true nature of WWI’s causes.

To address this issue, I proposed a redefined approach to viewing WWI, consid-
ering it not merely as a historical period but as a specific effect with a discernible 
starting point, namely, the German declaration of war on Russia. By then adopting 
the reverse counterfactual approach, I argued that the German declaration of war on 
Russia represents the critical juncture that transformed a localized Balkan conflict 
into a global war. This perspective shifts the analysis from broad historical periods 
to specific causal events without needing transitivity throughout the causal chain.

The examination of historical context and diplomatic interactions, such as the 
telegram exchanges between Kaiser Wilhelm II and Tsar Nicholas II, supports the 
claim that the German declaration of war was a decisive factor in the outbreak of 
WWI. This approach challenges earlier interpretations that assume a direct causality 
from mobilization to conflict and instead highlights the importance of specific deci-
sions and communications.

By focusing on philosophical theories of cause and effect, this study offers a more 
precise framework for understanding the origins of WWI. It demonstrates that philo-
sophical approaches can enhance historical causation analyses by providing clearer 
definitions and contextual insights. The application of reverse counterfactual reason-
ing helps to pinpoint the full Russian mobilization on July 30th, 1914, as a pivotal 
moment, offering a refined understanding of how specific events precipitated the 
broader conflict.

The implications of this approach are profound. It suggests that historical cau-
sation studies can benefit from integrating philosophical theories, leading to more 
accurate and insightful analyses of complex events like WWI. By redefining WWI 
as a specific effect with a well-defined starting point, this study provides a new per-
spective on how one analyzes and interprets historical causes with a differentiation 
of conditions and genuine causes. It is important to note that this study focuses on 
testing the theoretical framework and its implications for causal analysis, rather than 
offering a definitive adjudication of WWI’s historical debates.
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In conclusion, this article highlights the need for a more philosophical approach 
to historical causation. The German declaration of war on Russia serves as a criti-
cal case study in understanding the transition from a regional conflict to a global 
war. By addressing the philosophical aspects of causation, historians can gain 
deeper insights into the origins of significant historical events and refine their analy-
ses of complex historical phenomena. This approach not only clarifies the structure 
of historical causation but also provides a valuable methodological tool for future 
research. Further studies could extend this framework to other complex histori-
cal phenomena, potentially reshaping the way causal analysis is conducted across 
disciplines.
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