History 202: The Origins of the First World War

Spring 2000

Trachtenberg

Assignment No. 5: Interacting Mobilizations and Preemption, Part I

Your treatment of this subject will be broken down into two papers. Your goal for the first paper will be to think through what the real issues are--that is, what the historical questions are that can then be answered by looking at the evidence. The work you do for the second paper, due two weeks later, will then build on this foundation.  In that second paper, you will examine the validity of the argument that the war came about because of the workings of the mobilization system.  In other words, in the first paper you develop the yardstick which you then apply to the evidence (already half-digested for you by Albertini) in the second paper.

So for this paper: first review claims about how the mobilization system supposedly led to war in the materials already assigned, and also read the Schelling, Quester and Taylor readings (26, 27, 28) in the bulkpack. And finally, take a look at Albertini, vol. 2, chap. 11, section 4, the first three and last three pages of his chapter on the Russian General Mobilization, and chapter 5 in volume 3. Your goal will be to operationalize the historical problem:  Is it sufficient to show simply that a system of interlocking mobilizations existed for these claims about the mobilization system causing the war to be borne out?   If not, what more is necessary?  What would have to be true for the general theory to be correct? What sort of evidence would falsify it?   How would the general claims about how the mobilization system caused the war (think especially about Bracken) translate into a story about how the war broke out?  In other words, go back and reread claims of this sort, and ponder what it would take to confirm them or to falsify them, and then write a short paper giving the result of these essentially methodological ruminations.

The goal of this exercise is simply to set the stage for the paper you will write examining the "interacting mobilizations" theory, due in class on April 13  The idea here is to construct an instrument of analysis, which then can be applied to the mass of evidence in Albertini to draw out answers to fundamental questions about whether mechanisms of a military nature were responsible for bringing on the war.

