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Politics will, to the end of history, be an area where conscience and power meet, where the ethical and coercive factors of human life will interpenetrate and work out their tentative and uneasy compromises.




 





— REINHOLD NIEBUHR, Moral Man and Immoral Society
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Prologue


War and Peace in the Twentieth Century





ON SATURDAY, February 15, 2003, the largest demonstration in European history was held to protest the impending war against Iraq. In London, an estimated million people overflowed Trafalgar Square, filling the city’s streets from the Thames embankment to Euston Station; a million marched in Barcelona and in Rome, 600,000 in Madrid. A half million braved the freezing cold in Berlin’s Tiergarten, almost as many as usually attended the Love Parade held there in the summertime. Everywhere the crowds were peaceful. There were few arrests, no violence. The demonstrations attracted a rich variety of participants: there were some tough-looking adolescents in leather and young people wearing Palestinian head scarves or anarchist black, but the overwhelming majority were respectable citizens in warm winter coats and sensible shoes — pensioners, middle-aged academics, union members, high school and college students. There were lots of families, parents and grandparents who had not marched since the sixties, children experiencing for the first time a political demonstration’s distinctive blend of exhilaration and discomfort. One German newspaper called it “an uprising of ordinary people.”
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Saying no to war. Demonstrators at Nelson’s Column, Trafalgar Square, February 15, 2003.








Many of the demonstrators carried banners and placards, some prepared by the organizers, others homemade, which proclaimed the various motives that had brought them into the streets: “Freedom for Palestine,” “No Blood for Oil,” “Stop Mad Cowboy Disease,” “America, the Real Rogue State,” “Make Tea, Not War,” and (my personal favorite) “Down with This Sort of Thing.” Unlike the demonstrations against the war in Vietnam, no one showed any sympathy for the other side; there were no Iraqi flags or pictures of Saddam Hussein. For most people, the real issue was not who was right or wrong, but whether war was the answer. Seventy-three-year-old Thomas Elliot, a retired solicitor from Basildon, Essex, explained why he was attending his first political demonstration: “I remember the war,” he told a reporter, “and the effect the bombing had on London. War should only be used when absolutely necessary.” In Berlin, Judith Rohde and Ricarda Lindner, fourteen-year-old classmates from a local high school, were surprised that anyone needed to ask why they were marching. “War,” they said, “is not a solution.” Hilde Witaschek, at seventy-seven a veteran peace marcher, added, “We experienced war when Berlin was liberated — no more war, nie wieder Krieg.” In city after city, when one looked out across the ocean of people, the sign that appeared most often contained a single word: “No.”


Some observers regarded February 15 as a turning point in European history. Dominique Strauss-Kahn, a former French cabinet minister, declared that a new “European nation” had been born that day. A few months later, in an article originally entitled “February 15: What Unites Europeans,” Jürgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida, two of Europe’s best-known intellectuals, called on Europeans to “counterbalance the hegemonic unilateralism of the United States in the international arena and within the United Nations.” Like Strauss-Kahn, Habermas and Derrida argued that Europe’s opposition to American militarism could create a new European identity, an identity based, above all else, on a rejection of war as an instrument of national policy.


On February 5, just ten days before the great demonstrations, a book by Robert Kagan, Of Paradise and Power: America and Europe in the New World Order, was published. Kagan, who served briefly in the Reagan administration and was an early advocate of the use of American power to spread democracy in the world, had been among the first to push for war against Iraq. His book, which quickly found a place on the bestseller list, was based on an essay called “Power and Weakness,” which had appeared the previous spring in a rather obscure journal, Policy Review. Kagan tried to summarize the differences between Europe and America by borrowing the title of a recent book about gender difference: “on major strategic and international questions,” he declared, “Americans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus.” Transatlantic discord is not merely the result of Europeans’ opposition to a single event or the policies of one particular administration. “It is time to stop pretending,” Kagan wrote, “that Europeans and Americans share a common view of the world, or even that they occupy the same world.” Europeans have turned away from power, preferring to live in a posthistorical paradise; Americans recognize that in the real world power and military might are still essential. “The reasons for the transatlantic divide are deep, long in development, and likely to endure.”


Kagan’s analysis, like Habermas and Derrida’s call for a new European identity, reflected the passionate debates ignited on both sides of the Atlantic by the Iraq War. We shall return to these debates in this book’s final chapter. But for the moment, it is sufficient to acknowledge the truth at the core of the comparisons all three made between Europeans and Americans: at the beginning of the twenty-first century, many more Americans than Europeans were prepared to accept the necessity of using violence to resolve international disputes. In 2003, when a poll by the German Marshall Fund asked Americans whether they believed that, under certain circumstances, war was necessary to obtain justice, 55 percent strongly agreed. In France and Germany, only 12 percent held that opinion.


Europe at the beginning of the twenty-first century is economically strong but uninterested in transforming this strength into military power. The power that European states do project internationally is economic, cultural, and legal, the outward expression of the values and institutions that matter most in their relations with one another and with their own citizens. By contrast, the United States operates on a global stage, with an enormous network of military bases, a thick web of alliances and agreements, a truly global sphere of influence and power. America has become what Timothy Garton Ash called “the last truly sovereign European nation-state.” The ability and willingness to make war has traditionally been the essence of sovereign statehood. How this has changed, at least in Europe, is the subject of this book.


Well before the conflict in Iraq revealed the fissure in European and American relations, some scholars pointed to a declining belief in the efficacy of war, not simply in Europe but worldwide. In a book entitled Retreat from Doomsday, the American political scientist John Mueller maintained that major war — as opposed to civil strife and organized criminality — was becoming obsolete. According to Mueller, the values and assumptions that had once made war an inevitable part of human affairs were now dissolving; people no longer believed that war was an effective instrument of policy, that “victory” would ever be worth the price. War, therefore, was not an intrinsic part of human experience but would, like other apparently incurable social evils such as dueling and slavery, eventually fade away. When Mueller first presented his ideas in 1989, several commentators, especially students of war like Michael Howard and John Keegan, expressed skepticism that the subject, to which they had devoted a lifetime of distinguished scholarship, was on its way to historical oblivion. But in the course of the nineties, Keegan and Howard, together with many other well-informed observers, began to wonder whether the age-old connection between war and states might indeed be coming to an end.


This book will make two central arguments: first, the obsolescence of war is not a global phenomenon but a European one, the product of Europe’s distinctive history in the twentieth century; second, the disappearance of war after 1945 created both a dramatically new international system within Europe and a new kind of European state.


We will see how the historical developments that made modern European wars so extraordinarily destructive were the very ones that ultimately banished, for the first time in Europe’s long and bloody history, international violence from the European society of states. The democratization of politics and society, for example, gave European governments the capacity to mobilize human resources and to raise armies of unprecedented size and thus dramatically increased both the scale and the intensity of combat. But democratization also encouraged the conviction that ordinary people, those who — as always — bore the burdens of war, should have a say in when or if states should fight and that, given the choice between war and peace, they would chose the latter. Similarly, the growth of industrial production made it possible to make and deploy weapons of unparalleled destructive power. But industrialization also expanded the connections among peoples and nations, weaving a web of interdependent relationships that required and sustained peaceful exchange. A major war, many people realized, would damage, perhaps destroy, these relationships and thus inflict incalculable harm on European economic and social life.


In 1900, the European society of states was governed by men who recognized the potential risks of a European war. In order to manage these risks, statesmen maintained an elaborate set of institutions designed to preserve the peace or, should that fail, to contain international violence. We need not overestimate the effectiveness or the benevolence of this “concert of Europe.” It left plenty of room for violence outside Europe and threats of violence within; it was always driven by self-interest and, like every international system, usually worked to the benefit of the strong and at the expense of the weak. Nevertheless, the international order that existed at the beginning of the twentieth century seemed to work remarkably well.


Significantly fewer Europeans died in combat during the nineteenth century than in the eighteenth, not to mention in the monumentally bloody twentieth. Between 1648 and 1789, the European powers had fought forty-eight wars, some of them, like the Seven Years’ War in the mid-eighteenth century, lasting several years and stretching around the world. Between 1815 and 1914, there were only five wars in Europe involving two great powers; all of them were limited in time and space, and only one of them involved more than two major states. From the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 until the outbreak of the Great War in 1914, the European states were at peace with one another. This was the longest period without war in European history until it was surpassed toward the end of the twentieth century.


During the long peace of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century we can find the historical roots of the civilian policies and institutions that would eventually dominate European public life. These policies and institutions were directed inward, toward domestic goals; they sought to encourage economic growth, promote commerce, and provide new kinds of services for their citizens. As in the period after 1945, these developments were inseparable from unprecedented economic expansion. Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, European manufacturing and agricultural production increased dramatically. Despite a growing population, per capita income rose, as did gross domestic product. Growth was geographically uneven and its benefits unequally distributed, but by 1900 European society was becoming increasingly orderly, peaceful, and prosperous.


Although they lived in peace, Europeans at the beginning of the twentieth century constantly confronted the possibility of war. “The great powers of our time,” the German chancellor Otto von Bismarck told a Russian diplomat in 1879, “are like travelers, unknown to one another, whom chance has brought together in a carriage. They watch each other, and when one of them puts his hand into his pocket, his neighbor gets ready his own revolver in order to be able to fire the first shot.” No responsible statesman was prepared to let down his guard by looking away from his companions; the chance that one of them, accidentally or intentionally, might draw his weapon could never be dismissed. Preparing for war was the statesman’s most important duty — not his only duty, to be sure, but the one that took precedence over all others. Economic prosperity, commercial vitality, and social welfare were worthwhile goals; all of them contributed to the state’s power and stability; but they counted for nothing if the existence of the state was not secure. Security meant creating and sustaining the kind of army necessary to fight and win a modern war. As one German politician put it toward the end of the nineteenth century: “What good are the best social reforms if the Cossacks come?”


In the summer of 1914, the leaders of the great powers decided that they had no choice but to fight. Some of them may have actively sought a European war, but no one wanted the war they got, a war in which Europeans employed their extraordinary ability to mobilize human and material resources to destroy one another. This was a democratic war that reached into the lives of virtually every European; it was also an industrial war, in which death and devastation became the principal purpose of economic production. The war consumed millions of lives, most of them young, and vast resources, all of them wasted. It uprooted ancient institutions, disrupted newly created economic bonds, and shattered the delicate arrangements that had helped to restrain the great powers since 1815.


Surveying the wreckage left in the war’s wake, many were convinced that major wars had indeed become obsolete; surely Europe could not survive another. But others drew a different lesson from the war. For them, peace had come too soon, before victory had been obtained, the enemy destroyed, society purged of its toxins. To these people, war was the source of the heroism, discipline, and comradeship from which a new political order could be built. Europe in the 1920s and 1930s was divided along many fault lines — between democracy and dictatorship, communism and capitalism, right and left — but the most important was between those who rejected and those who embraced political violence at home and abroad. In the end, the proponents of violence carried the day, plunging Europe into a second, yet more terrible war, in which, once again, the forces of democracy and industry were forged into weapons of mass destruction.


If a broad popular consensus about the futility of war were enough to guarantee peace, then one world war should have been sufficient. But unlike slavery or dueling, which could gradually fade away as its cultural support eroded, war would remain a danger as long as one state stood ready and willing to fight. All the strangers in Bismarck’s metaphorical carriage had to be sure that none of their fellow travelers would reach for a weapon. Security was indivisible.


This indivisible sense of security arose in Europe after 1945, when the United States and the Soviet Union imposed a new order on the continent, dividing and organizing the European states in what became a remarkably stable and peaceful system. This system provided the incubator within which the states of western Europe were gradually transformed. They became civilian states, states that retained the capacity to make war with one another but lost all interest in doing so. The result was an eclipse of violence in both meanings of the word: violence declined in importance and it was concealed from view by something else — that is, by the state’s need to encourage economic growth, provide social welfare, and guarantee personal security for its citizens. The eclipse of violence happened gradually. It was a slow, silent revolution, hidden in plain sight, but it was nonetheless a revolution as dramatic as any other in European history. In order to understand the character and significance of this revolution, we must turn to a time when war was still the most important element in the life of European states.




Notes


1 largest demonstration: My account of the demonstrations is based on the following newspapers: the Guardian, February 17, 2003; the Observer, February 16, 2003; Berliner Zeitung, February 17, 2003.


2 a new “European nation”: Garton Ash, Free World, p. 46. “counterbalance the hegemonic unilateralism”: Habermas, Westen, p. 45. The Habermas-Derrida declaration was written by Habermas and published, under a different title, in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on May 31, 2003.
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5 “The great powers of our time”: Bond, p. 27.


6 “What good are the best social reforms”: Friedrich Naumann in 1895, quoted in Mayer, Weber, pp. 45–46.






















PART I


Living in Peace,


Preparing for War,


1900 – 1914

























1


“Without War,


There Would Be No State”





THE CHAPTER TITLE comes from Heinrich von Treitschke’s lectures on politics, delivered at the University of Berlin in the 1880s and 1890s. Like the students who crowded the university’s largest auditorium to hear him, Treitschke had in mind the example of his own state, the united Germany that had been forged in three recent wars. But he believed that all states depended on war for their origins and existence. “Every state known to us,” he insisted, “was created by war; the protection of its citizens with weapons remains the state’s first and most essential task.”


To confirm the truth of Treitschke’s view that war and states were inseparable, his listeners had only to step outside his lecture hall onto Unter den Linden, the grand thoroughfare that ran from the Brandenburg Gate past the university to the royal palace. In front of the university, opposite the history department library, was C. D. Rauch’s equestrian statue of Frederick the Great, the warrior king whose victories had ensured Prussia’s status as a great power. Rauch portrays Frederick in the simple officer’s tunic that he habitually wore — he was among the first European monarchs to adopt military dress as his normal public attire, thereby emphasizing the army’s practical and symbolic importance as a source of royal authority. Like his fellow monarchs, Frederick played many roles — lawgiver, patron of the arts, chief of the civil administration, and head of the church — but he fulfilled these functions dressed as a soldier. His political, legal, and cultural authority was dependent on, and inseparable from, his command over the army. Rauch left no one in doubt about the primacy of the king’s military role: the base of his statue is dominated by the generals who had shared the perils and glory of Frederick’s campaigns. Civilian figures were given a subordinate position; it did not pass unnoticed, for example, that the great philosopher Immanuel Kant occupied a place just beneath the tail of the monarch’s horse.


Along Unter den Linden passed the military parades, like the one portrayed in Franz Krüger’s painting of 1827, Parade on the Opernplatz, which records a visit of the Russian crown prince to Berlin. With the elite grenadier guards lining the street, the royal visitor, dressed in the uniform of the 6th Brandenburg Cuirassiers, rides at the head of a squadron of troops. In the corner of the painting a crowd of civilians, including the artist himself and several of his friends, watch with a respectful enthusiasm that unites a variety of social groups. Parades like this one were the usual way for states to welcome important guests, commemorate royal birthdays and weddings, and celebrate national holidays. Such ceremonies, the emperor William II pointed out around the turn of the century, did not simply evoke past glories but were themselves “tests of manly discipline, demonstrations of the individual’s willingness to master his nerves and muscles, his ability to subordinate his own will to the collective.” In other words, soldiers on parade vividly represented what the state demanded and expected of its subjects.


We often think of Berlin as having a peculiarly militarized civic culture, but military displays were also common in Vienna, where the movement of smartly dressed units through the streets was part of the city’s everyday life. In the Habsburgs’ capital, even so religious a holiday as Corpus Christi, the feast celebrating the Holy Eucharist, was marked by festivities in which ecclesiastical, dynastic, and military institutions supported and reinforced one another. Photographs from the turn of the century show the male members of the Habsburg family, all in military dress, marching behind the sacrament along streets lined with soldiers.
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A warrior king. Monument to Frederick the Great, Berlin.








Military institutions also represented the state in republican France, despite the government’s often troubled relationship with its army. In 1871, soon after a defeated France had signed the Treaty of Frankfurt with the Germans, the elderly Marshal MacMahon led 120,000 men as they marched across the plain of Longchamp in Paris. Evoking cheers from a huge crowd of spectators, the marshal embraced the civilian representatives of the new regime, thereby committing the military to support the republic. After 1880, when the republic adopted July 14, Bastille Day, as its national holiday, it celebrated the occasion with impressive military parades on Longchamp and eventually in every French town that could boast a garrison. When reviewing the troops in Chartres in 1894, President Casimir-Perier saluted what he called “this grand school of patriotism, the army.” Despite differences in the civic function of military institutions among the various European states, in all of them the army embodied what Casimir-Perier called “the image of the nation” — or, more accurately, the image of what the nation wanted to be.


Reminders of the state’s military history were woven into the fabric of every major European city. When Napoleon III rebuilt Paris in the 1850s and 1860s, he named several major streets after battles — his uncle’s brilliant victory over the Prussians at Jena in 1806, and his own army’s rather lackluster performances at Sebastopol in 1855 and Magenta in 1859. Every capital had its victory monuments: Nelson’s Column in London’s Trafalgar Square, which celebrates Britain’s great naval victory over France in 1805; the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, begun by the first Napoleon at the height of his power in 1806 as a memorial to his Grand Army; the Siegessäule in Berlin, built between 1869 and 1873 to mark Prussia’s successes in the wars of German unification.


The tombs of national heroes adorned every capital: from Wellington’s modest granite casket in St. Paul’s to Napoleon’s elaborate resting place in the crypt of the gold-domed Invalides. In addition to these national shrines, thousands of more modest monuments marked the nation’s martial history: the simple cenotaphs in Prussian towns that honored the local men who had fallen at Königgrätz or Sedan, and the plaques on the walls of small churches in isolated Scottish villages, inscribed with the names of men who died in some distant outpost of empire. The military was grand and distant, connected to great deeds and powerful men, but also familiar and close, part of everyday life.


Every modern state is an imagined community, since a state is too large and complex to be experienced directly. That is why, as Michael Walzer reminds us, a nation “must be personified before it can be seen, symbolized before it can be loved, imagined before it can be conceived.” European states have always had to shape their citizens’ political imagination with whatever cultural symbols and historical memories were available. At the beginning of the twentieth century, these symbols and memories had a distinctly military cast. States wanted, above all, to be identified with the heroism, self-sacrifice, and duty that had made their victories possible and their defeats endurable. Men in uniform personified the virtues on which the state’s existence depended, just as the army and navy symbolized its discipline and cohesion. Without the capacity to make war, the early-twentieth-century state could not exist — indeed, it could not even be imagined. This is why every country, no matter how small or vulnerable, had an army of its own.




*





War was deeply inscribed on the genetic code of the European state: “States make war,” as the American sociologist Charles Tilly concisely put it, “and vice versa.” But while war and states have always been entwined, the nature of their relationship constantly changes. By 1900, two developments had transformed both war and states. First, both were democratized: the emergence of mass reserve armies engaged a far greater portion of the population than most people had previously thought necessary or desirable. Second, both were profoundly affected by industrialization: the application of technology to warfare made it possible to have larger, more complex, and more expensive armies than ever before. States had always made war, and war had always made states — but the kind of war that states were preparing to fight at the beginning of the twentieth century was without historical precedent.


The democratization of war was one of the results of the great political revolutions at the end of the eighteenth century. But despite the mass revolutionary army’s political power and military effectiveness, most European states had been reluctant to arm and train their populations. Once Napoleon had been defeated, therefore, most states returned to the relatively small, largely professional armies on which they had traditionally depended. They raised these armies with a socially discriminatory mode of conscription, which placed the burden of national defense on the sons of the poor, who spent anywhere from six to twenty years in uniform.


Except for the conscripts themselves, virtually everyone liked this system. The well-to-do were delighted that they and their sons could avoid military service. In France and Italy, for instance, anyone who got a “bad number” in the conscription lottery had the right to hire a substitute to take his place; in France, up to a quarter of each year’s recruits were substitutes, frequently veterans who accepted payment as a sort of bonus for reenlisting. The leaders of the army were pleased to have men who had been hardened, drilled, and disciplined by long years of service. And governments were reassured that, because their soldiers lacked strong ties to civilian life, they would be ready and willing to defend the established order against domestic unrest as well as a foreign invader. The fate of a regime, as the era of revolution had demonstrated, might depend on the reliable conduct of troops when confronted by an incendiary mob.


European states abandoned these habits only because they became convinced that their survival demanded large-scale military reforms. The somewhat unlikely source of this pressure for change was Prussia, which, since its consolidation as a state in the late seventeenth century, had generally been regarded as the weakest of the great powers. Prussia almost disappeared from the map when it was defeated by Napoleon in 1806; it recovered enough to play a respectable if subordinate role in the emperor’s final defeat. After 1815, Prussia had been the only major power to retain universal military service: two years of active duty, five years in the reserves, eleven more in the militia. But budgetary constraints kept the number of recruits relatively small, filled the militia with poorly trained troops, and put the army’s military effectiveness and political reliability in doubt. Moreover, the Prussian army lacked combat experience. It had not participated in either the Crimean or the Italian wars, nor had it been tempered by the colonial combat in which British, French, and Russian soldiers were continually engaged. A French observer of the Prussian army’s maneuvers in 1861 was decidedly unimpressed by what he saw. “They are,” he reported, “an embarrassment to the profession.”


By 1861, however, Prussian military institutions were being radically transformed. Three years earlier, Prince William, who had spent most of his adult life in the regular army, became regent when his elder brother was incapacitated by a series of strokes. Aided and encouraged by Albrecht von Roon, the minister of war, William set out to reform the army by lengthening the term of active service to three years, tightening control over the reserves, reducing the role of the militia, and introducing a number of changes in organization, training, and equipment. Helmuth von Moltke, who had become the chief of the General Staff in 1857, was one of the few officers in Europe to recognize the military application of railroads and to understand how to use them to deploy troops swiftly and efficiently. More than any other single innovation, Moltke’s strategic exploitation of the railroad represented the fusion of technology and war that would do so much to shape the modern world.


Prussia’s skillful and ambitious minister president, Otto von Bismarck, was willing to use military means to dominate the smaller German states because he believed that this reformed army could achieve quick and decisive victories on the battlefield. Between 1864 and 1871, Prussia fought three brief and successful wars against Denmark, Austria, and France. That the Prussians (allied with Austria) easily defeated Denmark surprised no one, but their victory over Austria after a single battle and only seven weeks of hostilities startled the other powers, as did their somewhat more prolonged but no less triumphant war against France.


What made these victories possible? The Prussian army’s strategy and tactics, most experts agreed, were not significantly superior to either Austria’s or France’s. Nor did Prussia have an obvious advantage in weapons. When properly led, the soldiers in every army had fought with courage and tenacity. In the end, victory was the result of better preparation, planning, and organization, which had allowed Prussia to mobilize more men, move them more quickly, and equip them more efficiently. In 1903, Ferdinand Foch, a future marshal of France, summarized the lessons to be learned from Prussia for his students at the French war college: “mass” and “preparation,” he said, were the essential sources of victory in modern war.


In order to emulate the Prussians, therefore, two kinds of innovations were necessary. First, states had to have mass standing armies (Prussia and its German allies sent more than a million men into France in 1870), which would require conscripting a large percentage of the male population. Because so many men could not be kept out of the workforce for a prolonged period, they would have to return to civilian life after two or three years of active duty, but would still remain part of a ready reserve. Second, states had to be prepared to deploy these mass armies swiftly and effectively. The Prussians had transformed the tempo as well as the scale of warfare: modern communication, and especially the railroad, made fast deployment possible, but it also posed profound organizational difficulties. In 1870, France had not recovered from the confusion surrounding its initial mobilization; because of poor planning, the French army’s system of communication had broken down, men and their equipment often ended up in different places, trains arrived at their destinations without plans to unload them. Before they could remedy these mistakes, the French forces had been soundly and decisively beaten.


While it was clear enough that states needed a well-prepared mass army, creating it required overcoming formidable objections — from the officer corps, who wanted fewer but better soldiers with longer enlistments; from the middle classes, who wanted to protect their exemption from active service; from left-wing politicians, who feared a militarization of society; and from many ordinary taxpayers, who worried about skyrocketing military budgets. What the great Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz said about combat turned out to be equally true of getting ready for war: it was simple to know what needed to be done; doing it, however, was extremely difficult.


In no European state was the imperative of military reform more pressing, or more difficult, than in France, which had been the chief victim of the harsh lessons taught by Prussia in 1870. In 1872, the new republic passed a revised conscription law that increased the number of those in each age cohort who were eligible to be drafted. Even so, a lottery still decided whether someone spent one year or five in the regular army. And while it was no longer possible to buy a substitute, a number of exemptions continued to favor the prosperous and educated; in practice, only young men who could not afford to stay in school were likely to serve five years. In 1889, over strong objections from the officer corps, the length of service was reduced to three years. The law regulating military service was fundamentally changed in 1905, when nearly all French males became liable for two years in the regular army. In order to make up for a declining population and to match the expansion of the German army, service was increased to three years in 1913.


Every European state faced a slightly different set of impediments to military reform. In France, resistance came from the reluctance of prosperous families to assume their responsibility to serve in the army and from the mutual distrust between the republican government and the conservative, heavily monarchical officer corps. Italy’s conscription law had even more exemptions than France’s, most notably a free ride for a family’s only son. Potential recruits who met minimal educational requirements and could afford to buy their own uniforms had the right to serve only one year. Most of these exemptions were not abolished until 1909, when the term for active duty was set at two years for everyone.


Austria’s problems were national and economic rather than social and ideological: although the Austrian army remained an imperial institution in which orders were given in German, the reserves were divided between German and Hungarian units. Financial constraints and the political opposition of the Hungarian parliament limited the expansion of the armed forces, which remained undersized and ill equipped. Despite the social prestige officers enjoyed, low pay made a military career decreasingly attractive for young men with other options.


Like the other powers, Russia’s army reforms, introduced in the 1870s, reduced the length of service, in the Russian case to six years (before 1861, it had been twenty-five years, reduced in the 1860s to eight). Although attempts were made to introduce more humane disciplinary measures and better living conditions, most ordinary soldiers continued to be poorly fed, shoddily equipped, and harshly treated (Russia spent about half as much per soldier as did Germany). There was, therefore, a good deal of truth in Friedrich Engels’s critical comment that the Russians “have adopted a system of universal liability for which they are not civilized enough.”


Britain was the one great power that did not try to create a mass army based on short-term conscription and ready reserves. Like the other powers, Britain had introduced some reforms in the 1870s, which reduced the length of voluntary enlistment from twenty years to twelve (six on active duty, six in the reserves) and abolished the practice of buying and selling commissions. The insufficiency of these changes was revealed during the Boer War, in which Britain prevailed, but only at great cost. “When we speak of the critical military condition of England,” a high-ranking Austrian officer told his colleagues in 1900, “we do not refer to that of the army engaged in South Africa, but to the fact that, by this employment, England was all but denuded of troops.”


The size of the army remained the central issue when Richard Haldane, a lawyer, civic reformer, and educational innovator, became secretary of state for war in December 1905. “Our main object,” he declared a month later, “must be the education and organization of the nation for the necessities of imperial defense.” Nevertheless, Haldane refused to abandon the voluntary principle on which British defense policy had traditionally rested. He remained persuaded that only a professional army could be readily employed in the empire; conscripts would have neither the will nor the ability to fight distant battles in defense of imperial rule. The security of the British Isles themselves would remain the responsibility of the Royal Navy and what Haldane hoped would be a greatly expanded force of territorial reserves. After an encouraging start, however, enlistment in the territorial units began to fall off, which increased pressures for conscription. Low numbers convinced Charles à Court Repington, the Times military correspondent, that “the turn of compulsion will come.”


By the beginning of the twentieth century, every European state, with the exception of Britain (and, of course, that perennial exception to all generalizations about Europe, Switzerland), had established a mass reserve army. This meant that an increasing number of young men had some sort of military training: in 1870, about 1 in 74 Frenchmen and 1 in 34 Germans were ready for action; by 1914, it was 1 in 10 and 1 in 13. Russia, with its vast population, trained 35 percent of its males of military age. France, which faced a demographic crisis, trained 85 percent, Germany 50 percent, Austria-Hungary 49 percent.


Per capita, the largest armies in Europe were in the Balkan states, where, as we will see, war remained a real possibility: tiny Montenegro, with a population of about 250,000 in 1909, could put into the field an army of 30,000 to 40,000, which included virtually every male between eighteen and sixty-two. Bulgaria, where most able-bodied men remained in the reserves until they were forty-six, had an army of 350,000. “We have become,” a Bulgarian general proudly proclaimed in 1910, “the most militaristic state in the world.” Fully mobilized, the Russian army had 3.4 million men, the Germans 2.1 million, the French 1.8 million, and the Austrians 1.3 million. Should a war among the European powers break out, armies of unparalleled size would be deployed against one another, with unprecedented speed. In the meantime, a significant part of the male population and a considerable amount of each state’s revenues were directed toward preparing for this possibility.




***





The mass reserve army made military service a part of the life experience of millions of European men and gave military institutions a central place in European society. To recruit, train, equip, supply, and deploy millions of citizen soldiers required an array of administrative agencies, complex and expensive equipment, and an elaborate infrastructure. Only a handful of the world’s states were sufficiently rich and well organized to raise and maintain this kind of army — which is why the list of great powers remained so stable between the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. With the single and significant exception of Japan, no non-Western state was able to build a modern army until well into the twentieth century.


All the powers spent enormous sums of money on their armed forces in the two decades before 1914, and especially after 1912, when an intensified arms race reflected the deteriorating international situation. The European states could afford this kind of expenditure because they had prosperous and dynamic economies. As a percentage of their net national product, therefore, the growth in defense spending was sizable but much less dramatic than the absolute numbers: for Britain, for example, expenditures grew from 2.5 to 3.2 percent between 1893 and 1913, despite a massive campaign of naval construction. Nevertheless, in every state the military budget was a source of political controversy, both because of its size and because of the tax structure on which it was based. In the end, the armed forces usually got most of what they wanted, but not without serious debate and dissent. Even in Germany, with its precarious geopolitical position and traditionally powerful military institutions, parliamentary forces and civilian administrators set limits on the army’s ambitious program for expansion.


In order to build and maintain mass reserve armies, states not only needed money, they also had to be able to measure, count, and if necessary coerce their populations. Obviously, states had to know who their potential recruits were and where they could be found — information that was sometimes more difficult to gather than it might seem. Some French villages, for instance, reported demographically improbable preponderances of female births; the names of male infants somehow did not find their way into the official records. Migration, either to another region or, in the case of Italy and Russia, overseas, became a favorite means of avoiding military service. An Italian law of 1888 that prohibited men below the age of thirty-two from leaving the country was largely ineffective. Sometimes young men simply did not show up when they were called: in one French town, only one out of a cohort of eighteen recruits was present when the time came to begin military service. Nobody seemed to know where the others had gone.


Conscription required that states define and regulate who belonged and who did not. In Prussia, military considerations had been behind a law issued in 1842 that shifted the power to establish who was a Prussian subject — and therefore who was eligible for military service — from the local community to the state. Prussian subjects were free to move around the kingdom, but those of military age could not emigrate without permission. Conscription played a role in the French law of 1889 that conferred citizenship — attended, of course, by eligibility for military service — on the children of resident foreigners. Otherwise, the government realized, aliens would have an unfair and lasting advantage over natives. The same reasoning encouraged the French government to grant certain benefits to French citizens that were not available to foreign residents. The more universal military service became, therefore, the more tightly the strands of identity and obligation, welfare and duty, were knitted in a single category of citizenship.


States also needed ways to decide which citizens were eligible and fit to serve in their armies. This required uniform physical examinations: potential recruits’ height and weight were measured, their eyesight tested, their medical condition examined for signs of chronic disease or mental instability. The authorities had to evaluate requests for exemptions for reasons of health or special hardship. It was also necessary to monitor the categories of service that were offered to particular groups. If, for example, a young man’s educational status gave him certain privileges, then a government agency had to be sure his claim to this status was legitimate. In Prussia, where graduates of academic secondary schools could apply to limit their active service to one year and then to become officer candidates in the reserves, the administration certified which schools met the graduation requirements. Identity cards, medical examinations, educational standards, and a variety of other forms of government regulation were directly connected to the creation of a mass reserve army.


The state’s penetration of society was also deepened by the extended network of institutions necessary to register, train, and keep in touch with reservists. Those in the active reserves had to appear for regular training. In case of war, reservists had to be contacted, pulled from their everyday lives, brought together in a designated place, provided with the proper equipment, then transported to a theater of operations, where their units would be coordinated with hundreds, perhaps thousands of others. In order for a mobilization to run smoothly, elaborate plans, preparations, instructions, and supplies had to be in place. Coded orders had to be written, railroad timetables prearranged, depots filled with equipment, and kitchens, aid stations, and command posts made ready for immediate operation. The larger the army and the more technologically complex its equipment, the more difficult this organization became and the greater the potential for confusion, error, or delay.


At the core of every mass reserve army was a cadre of professionals: the officers, noncommissioned officers, and long-term enlisted men on whom the institution’s effectiveness ultimately depended. Professionals provided strategic planning and direction — usually in a General Staff created on the Prussian model — and trained the steady influx of conscripts. Recruiting, educating, and motivating these professionals also absorbed the state’s resources and organizational capacity. Giving former soldiers financial support, medical care, and other benefits was often the first, and in some places the only, manifestation of the state’s welfare mission. Here again, the state’s military obligations led to an expansion of its power to shape the rest of society.
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The central purpose of this complex military machine was to transform civilians into soldiers. This is a task all armies face, except in those societies where every male is reared to be a warrior. Until the end of the eighteenth century, European armies were made up of the unskilled, the unwilling, and the unlucky, who were turned into soldiers by endless drill, brutal discipline, and the threat of draconian punishment. Such methods were not suitable for the mass reserve army, whose ranks were filled with citizen soldiers. In the first place, military institutions were under constant public scrutiny; instances of the sort of institutionalized brutality that had pervaded traditional armies now produced outraged articles in the press and embarrassing questions in parliaments. Politicians constantly called for the abolition of corporal punishment and the reform of military justice. Most professional soldiers grumbled about meddling from uninformed civilians, but they recognized that there were limits to what could be done to men who came from, and would soon return to, civilian life. Soldiers, Marshal Lyautey acknowledged, had to be treated not as brutes but as Frenchmen.


Of course, no army functions without coercion. After all, conscripts had to be taught how to fight — that is, they had to acquire the knowledge, skills, and stamina needed to survive in combat. This meant abandoning the habits of mind and spirit that they had brought with them from civilian life. The new uniforms, the close-cropped hair, and the other rough rituals of barracks life were designed to make clear to the recruits that they had entered a new world where it was essential to obey their superiors without hesitation, support their comrades without qualification, pursue their enemies without mercy. “Discipline,” noncommissioned officers in the French army were taught, “will be the soldier’s religion … The regiment is the school of subordination, of the virile spirit, of male pride.”


But while professional soldiers insisted that subordination was essential and discipline was the soldier’s main virtue, most experts recognized that modern war could no longer be based on the kind of unquestioning obedience that had been necessary to compel traditional infantrymen to remain in rank and continue to fire even as their comrades fell around them. New, more lethal weapons demanded looser formations, greater tactical mobility, more individual initiative. The twentieth-century soldier’s discipline could not be imposed with endless drill and brutal treatment; it had to be the product of indoctrination, inspiration, and affection.


Like the states they defended, modern armies required more than disciplined passivity. Citizen soldiers were supposed to fight not from fear but from devotion to their country and commitment to their comrades. Members of these new armies had to be convinced that the security, perhaps even the existence, of their states relied on their willingness to fulfill their military obligations, answer the call to arms, obey orders to kill, and if necessary to die.


Because the modern soldier was supposed to act from conviction rather than compulsion, it was essential that he feel part of the nation, that he be an active citizen rather than a passive subject. This is why conscription was often associated with social and political emancipation. The French reactionary theorist Hippolyte Taine called it the “twin brother” of universal suffrage, “both of them the blind and terrible guides or masters of the future.” At the other end of the political spectrum, Friedrich Engels, the cofounder of modern socialism and an expert in military matters, wrote that “contrary to appearance, compulsory military service surpasses general franchise as an agent of democracy.” Taine and Engels were right: from the moment the “nation in arms” emerged during the revolutionary wars of the 1790s, universal military service was tied to an expansion of civil rights and political participation. Both in Prussia after 1806 and in Russia in 1861, the end of serfdom was connected to efforts to create an army of free men supported by a dynamic, mobile society. Like so much else about the modern state, conscription blended emancipation and compulsion, freedom and restraint, empowerment and discipline.


To be effective soldiers, recruits had to learn lessons that had nothing directly to do with combat. For many of them, the army provided the first glimpses of a world beyond their village, a world of clocks and timetables, written rules and standard measurements. In France, officers were encouraged to teach their men skills that would serve them well in civilian life; some garrisons even converted part of their drilling grounds to the cultivation of new kinds of crops. Everywhere recruits learned the national language, the value of soap and hot water, the taste of new foods, the feel of leather shoes, and the attraction of manufactured goods. Colonel F. N. Maude, a British exponent of military service, argued that armies introduced men to practical habits and values necessary for contemporary life: by teaching discipline they were the “school room for the factory,” and by instilling a sense of duty they established “the very cornerstone of modern industrial efficiency.”


Although every army taught its soldiers — with varying degrees of success — how to live in the modern world, each had its own political curriculum as well.


In France, officers were encouraged to instill in their recruits not only military discipline and soldierly proficiency, but also civic virtues and republican patriotism. After the scandal surrounding the false charges of espionage against Captain Alfred Dreyfus revealed the political unreliability of the officer corps, officer candidates were required to learn appropriate political and social values. In the words of one manual, though the army existed to defend France against its foreign enemies, it also had “the task of instilling respect for the government of the republic and for property.” To do this, the army must become “the school where man learns to live in society and where the citizen is formed.”


The German army, like the French, was supposed to be a school of political values, although the curriculum was quite different. German recruits learned loyalty to king and country as well as the traditional virtues of piety and deference on which the regime supposedly depended. General von Eichhorn, the commander of the 18th Army Corps, reminded his officers in 1909 that they must mold their men into “loyal subjects.” It was certain, Eichhorn continued, that some of the recruits had already been infected by subversive ideas, but since they were young, such political diseases were superficial; military service “must work like a healing spring, and wash the sickness out of their system.” The habits of obedience these young men would acquire during their time in the army were “the best possible guarantee against the undue spread of socialistic doctrine.”


In Italy, where the problem of regionalism continued to undermine national cohesion, the government insisted that each military unit be drawn from two districts and that it be stationed in a third — despite the obvious difficulties that this created for mobilization. “The army,” wrote a leading Italian military thinker in 1873, “is the great crucible in which all provincial elements come to merge in Italian unity.”


Around the turn of the century, the ideal of military service as a form of civic education even began to take hold in Britain, where military institutions had a very different social and cultural role than on the continent. Throughout most of British history, being an officer was a socially acceptable occupation, but serving in the ranks was usually limited to the poor and desperate. No respectable family wanted one of its sons to become a soldier, which often meant dangerous, ill-paid service in some far-off corner of the empire. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the army as an institution seems to have become more popular. Rifle associations, paramilitary organizations like the Boy Scouts (formed in 1908 by an army general), and service in the volunteers spread military skills and values. Richard Haldane, whose army reforms required an increased volume of voluntary enlistments, believed that “the spirit of militarism runs fairly high [in the public — i.e., private — schools] and at the universities. What we propose to do in our necessity is to turn to them, and to ask them to help us by putting their militarism to some good purpose.” Reflecting on his own experiences at school, George Orwell wrote that “most of the English middle class had been trained for war from the cradle onwards, not technically but morally.”


Throughout Europe, the advocates of military service emphasized the role of the army as a school for citizenship. Spencer Wilkinson, the first professor of war at Oxford, wrote in 1910: “To make the citizen a soldier is to give him the sense of duty to the country and consciousness of doing it, which, if spread through the whole population, will convert it into what is required — a nation.” To reform an army, in other words, is to create a nation. Two decades earlier, in a very different political environment, Heinrich von Treitschke made much the same point when he argued that “a genuinely national army is the only political institution that brings citizens together as citizens; only in the army do all sons of the fatherland feel united.”


The army was exclusively and aggressively male. Military culture, both in the barracks and outside it, was dominated by a kind of masculinity that emphasized physical strength and courage as well as heavy drinking, sexual adventures, and random violence. If, as Treitschke and many others maintained, the soldier was the ideal citizen and the army the school of nationhood, then it was obvious that only males could be fully qualified members of the national community. True citizenship was essentially and irreversibly reserved for the sons of the fatherland, on whose discipline, sense of duty, and national devotion the country depended.


As the mothers and wives of the nation’s soldiers, women had important roles to play in the militarized drama of civic life, but these roles were necessarily secondary and supportive. In the room of a Paris municipal hall where couples came for their civil marriage ceremony, a mural captured the normative relationship of men and women. The scene is ancient Gaul, the mythic birthplace of French nationhood; a sturdy, muscular man, mature but still in his prime, is leaving to join a band of warriors armed for battle, while his wife, surrounded by their children, bids him farewell with a gesture of love and encouragement. The nation depended on both women’s domestic virtues and men’s military prowess, but there is no doubt about the priority of the latter’s heroic action over the former’s passive support. “It is not in giving life but in risking life that man is raised above the animal,” as Simone de Beauvoir once caustically noted. “That is why superiority has been accorded in humanity not to the sex that brings forth life but to that which kills.”
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The mass reserve army made the state’s capacity to wage war a part of everyday life; it made military service an experience shared by millions; and it made the nation’s armed forces an inescapable political and social presence. The army was personified not only by professional soldiers in fancy uniforms, but by crowds of nervous young men on their way to basic training, village boys home on leave, and veterans who gathered on Saturday nights to talk about their common military experience. Soldiers were particularly prominent in capital cities and around public buildings, but hundreds of towns had garrisons or depots where reservists were to gather, armories to store equipment, and hospitals to care for aged and infirm soldiers. Like the school, the post office, and the railroad, the army forged powerful links between state and society, center and periphery, national values and local conditions. There was a good deal of truth in the idea that the army was a school for the nation, a place — to borrow the title of Eugen Weber’s excellent book — where peasants became Frenchmen (or Germans or Italians).


Although the army resembled a number of the state’s integrating institutions, it differed from them in one fundamental respect: armies are about killing and dying. As such, they are the primary expressions of what the German political theorist Carl Schmitt once called the “state’s monstrous capacity,” its power over life and death. Armies depend on ways of thinking and acting that do not easily fit into modern society. Success in civilian life requires the ability to calculate individual advantage, work hard, sacrifice momentary pleasures for long-term gains. Civilian life assumes stability, order, a predictable future. Armies, on the other hand, must emphasize the importance of group loyalty, unquestioned obedience, and uncalculating courage. They must prepare men for the potentially chaotic, inherently unpredictable world of violence where, in the heat of battle, there is no time to think about the long run. The enormously complex military machines that created and sustained mass reserve armies, therefore, were shadowed by the persistent question of whether their citizen soldiers — the workers, farmers, shopkeepers, and civil servants who filled their ranks — would be willing and able to withstand the rigors of war. Military leaders feared that their soldiers might not be able to shed the habits of civilian life and do what had to be done in defense of the fatherland. But between 1871 and 1914, when most Europeans lived in peace, others hoped that these civilian habits would be too powerful to break and that war would become at last an anachronism.
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Pacifism and Militarism





ON AUGUST 24, 1898, when the foreign diplomats assigned to the imperial Russian court gathered for their regular weekly meeting with the foreign minister, Count Muraviev, they were handed a memorandum from Czar Nicholas II that began with an extraordinary assertion: “The preservation of a general peace and a possible reduction in the excessive armaments that now burden every nation are ideals towards which all governments should strive.” Over the past twenty years, the czar continued, popular support for international reconciliation has arisen throughout Europe; people everywhere groan under the burden of increasingly dangerous and unbearably expensive armaments. The time has come to liberate the state’s resources for peaceful purposes by halting the production of weapons and working to create lasting harmony among nations. To discuss these issues, Nicholas invited governments to a conference that would, he hoped, be “a happy overture to the century ahead.”


In European capitals, Nicholas’s invitation was warmly welcomed — at least publicly. “This suggestion,” Emperor William II of Germany assured his imperial cousin, “once more places in a vivid light the pure and lofty motives with which your counsels are ruled, and will earn you the applause of all peoples.” In private, William found nothing to applaud. The idea, he believed, was the product of Russia’s financial exhaustion, mixed with Nicholas’s own “humanitarian nonsense” as well as “a bit of deviltry.” Lord Gough, the British envoy in Berlin, told the German Foreign Office that his government  was completely in favor of the conference. It was unfortunate, he added with a knowing smile, that parliament was not in session, since it could have passed a resolution opposing war. Of course, Gough went on, we all realize that proclamations about peace and disarmament will have no practical results.


Despite this prevailing skepticism, in the end all of the powers accepted the czar’s invitation. After the usual disagreements about who was eligible to attend (Italy insisted that the Vatican not be included, Britain vetoed the Boers, Russia managed to get an invitation for Bulgaria even though it was still formally part of the Ottoman Empire), twenty-six countries eventually sent representatives, including all the European states, great and small, the United States, Japan, several Latin American countries, and the Chinese, Persian, and Ottoman empires. Most delegations were led by a high-ranking diplomat, usually an ambassador. The United States, for instance, selected Andrew Dickson White, the former president of Cornell University, who was then serving as the American representative in Berlin. The most important states also sent military experts, including such prominent figures as Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan, a professor at the U.S. Naval War College and the author of the classic Influence of Sea Power upon History, and Sir John Fisher, who would soon become the chief architect of British naval reform and expansion.


The international peace conference officially began on May 18, 1899, as 130 representatives gathered in the “House in the Wood,” a handsome seventeenth-century palace near The Hague, to hear the celebratory speeches appropriate for such occasions. Since political issues had been expressly excluded from the agenda and the question of general disarmament had swiftly dropped from sight, the delegates concentrated their attention on three sets of problems, which were assigned to separate committees for consideration: the prohibition of certain kinds of weapons, the elaboration of the rules of war that had been drafted at the Geneva conferences of 1864 and 1868, and the resolution of international disputes through mediation and arbitration.


As we might expect, the military professionals at The Hague vigorously opposed any binding agreement about weapons that could work to the advantage of a less scrupulous enemy. War, they argued, was essentially barbaric and cruel. Why quibble over the details? As Admiral Fisher put it, a humane war was as impossible to imagine as a humane hell. Invoking his credentials as a historian, Captain Mahan added that weapons had never been rejected simply because they seemed barbaric. Nevertheless, there was agreement among the civilians that the production of some weapons — bombs with suffocating gases and expanding bullets, for example — and delivery systems — balloons and submarines — could and should be outlawed by civilized states, at least for a trial period of five years.


The delegates wrestled with questions about the status of combatants who had been wounded or taken prisoner — issues that a state concerned about the welfare of its citizen soldiers could not ignore. Efforts were also made to protect commercial vessels at sea and limit the naval bombardment of nonmilitary targets on land, both attempts to shield as much of civilian society as possible. The German representatives, remembering their army’s difficult struggles with French partisans during the war of 1870–71, insisted on drawing a clear distinction between regular troops and civilians. Only the former were legitimate combatants; anyone else with a weapon should be ruthlessly suppressed, without regard to the laws of war. With considerable difficulty, the delegates managed some compromise resolutions on these issues.


Finally, the Hague Conference dealt with proposals to encourage the peaceful resolution of international disputes, which many delegates regarded as the most promising and consequential item on the agenda. No great power was prepared to accept binding arbitration, which would have compromised its sovereign right of self-defense. But many diplomats acknowledged the utility of an international court in which conflicts might be resolved. Arbitration especially appealed to the Americans, who recognized that, should it fail, their great oceanic glacis would give them plenty of time to prepare a military response. The Germans were suspicious of arbitration for the opposite reason; they feared, not unreasonably, that a potential adversary could use the arbitration process to mask military preparations and thus negate their only comparative advantage, swift mobilization. With some reluctance, Germany joined the other powers in accepting the principle that “in questions of a legal nature, and especially in the interpretation or application of international conventions, arbitration is recognized by the signatory powers as the most effective and at the same time the most equitable means of settling disputes which diplomacy has failed to settle.” A court was established. In practice, however, arbitration remained voluntary and limited to matters that did not touch a state’s honor or vital interests.
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Talking about peace. Delegates to the Hague Conference, May 1899.








On July 29, the conference concluded by publishing a Final Act, consisting of three conventions (on the pacific settlement of international disputes, the laws of war on land, and the laws of war at sea), three declarations (on the prohibition of the production of certain weapons for five years), and seven resolutions, which expressed the participants’ “views” on a variety of issues, including the desirability of holding another conference. Except for a few of the most anodyne resolutions, none of these items were adopted unanimously. Several countries, including the United States, added reservations to those provisions they did sign.
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