




rupted the previous stability, leading to a dangerous re-
alignment of interests and forces among the European
“Great Powers.” The Ottoman decline was the sine qua
non without which events could not so easily have devel-
oped toward a continental war.

ITALY

Or perhaps it begins with the Kingdom of Italy.
It seems stunning, in retrospect, how intense were the

colonialist ambitions of any number of European govern-
ments, and even of the United States of America. Today, it is
no different, of course, but the harsh, mercantilist exploita-
tion of the darker races (and whites, too) and their lands
now has to be couched in high-sounding words like “democ-
racy” and “nation-building.” But in those former days, it was
simply a matter of a country with superior military capability
saying: “We want it. We can take it. It’s ours.”

Of course, this meant that European Great Power con-
flicts between Great Britain, France, Germany, Austria-Hun-
gary and Russia were often fought on the periphery of
“civilization.” This led to a false sense of security, into the
pool of which Italy dropped a sizable stone by invading and
rather incompetently conquering Libya in 1911. Faced with
intense poverty in the populous southern provinces, Italian
rulers decided an African colony was just the thing to solve
the problem and make Italy a “great” power.

Germany and Austria-Hungary, which comprised with
Italy the Triple Alliance, attempted in vain to warn the
Southern Mediterranean country of the dangers which
would arise in the South Slavic regions. In part, this was
because the powers of the Entente (France, Russia and
later Great Britain) were encouraging Italy’s overseas ad-
venturism and infidelity towards the Alliance partners.

Seeing the weakness of the Ottoman response, the
Balkan and Adriatic nations launched a number of oppor-
tunistic attacks on the northwest reaches of the Islamic
empire. The resulting Balkan wars of 1912-1913 saw Ser-
bia and Bulgaria, in particular, increase their territory sig-
nificantly. For the former, it was a significant step toward
establishing “Greater Serbia” throughout the Balkan
peninsula, wherever Serbs lived. It was also a new and un-
settling security threat to Austria-Hungary’s southeastern
extremities.

It did not help that Italy was an uncertain ally of Aus-
tria-Hungary and Germany, and was secretly aligning itself
increasingly with France and Great Britain. Prof. Clark be-
lieves, quite reasonably, that Italy’s haphazard African im-
perialism and European diplomatic double game are in
fact what most destabilized the delicate balance among
the Great Powers and led to a rapid shift in political align-

ments, which soon hardened into increasingly militaristic
alliances across Europe.

Seen from this standpoint, Italy’s actions likewise were
a sine qua non, but even more the remote efficient cause
of World War I.

SERBIA

Or maybe it all really does begin with Serbia.
The modern state of Serbia is of relatively recent ori-

gin, arising only in 1817 after separate coup attempts
against the Ottoman overlords by two highly nationalistic
leaders, “Kara Djordje” (“Black George”) Petrovic and
Milos Obrenovic. After Milos became the suffragan prince
of Serbia under the Ottoman empire, a great hostility de-
veloped between the Karadjordjevic and Obrenovic dynas-
ties. Prince Milan Obrenovic declared himself king in 1882.

The Serbians, though, possessed three significant
faults: a powerful national mythology originating in the
Middle Ages, which drove irredentist pan-Serbianism; a
fair amount of societal instability due to rampant govern-
mental corruption; and slightly unhinged, overly auto-
cratic rulers, whose primary social trait seemed to be to
make themselves hated by their own people.

On June 11, 1903, however, a major shift in Balkan pol-
itics occurred, when King Alexandar and Queen Draga
were murdered in a most violent and shameful manner by
a conspiracy of Serbian army officers, led by Lt. Dragutin
Dimitrijevic. This young man was utterly ruthless and a
mesmerizing leader who exercised nearly hypnotic con-
trol over his associates. Later, Dimitrijevic would be given
a nickname from Egyptian mythology: Apis. [See page 31
for more.—Ed.] And it was Apis who would be the kingpin
in the plot to assassinate Franz Ferdinand a decade later.

The assassination was the end of the short-lived
Obrenovic dynasty. A provisional government was estab-
lished, and Petar Karadjordjevic was called back from
Switzerland by Parliament to be elected king. For the Ser-
bian people, this seemed to augur well. King Petar was
clearly of a more liberal bent, being something of a scholar
on the theories of John Stuart Mill. Petar promised to reign
as merely a constitutional monarch.

On the other hand, while the Obrenovic kings were
Austrophiles, the new government tilted clearly toward
fellow Slavs in Russia, viewing Austria-Hungary as the “op-
pressor” of fellow Serbs in Bosnia, Herzegovina, Croatia,
Slovenia and what would become Armenia. This resulted
in part from Austria’s politically necessary annexation of
Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908, accomplished with the
consent of the Russian government. The unexpected re-
sult was popular Slavic outrage, creating a foreign policy
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crisis for the dual monarchy, which needed nearly all of
its resources to maintain the fragile internal unity of the
multinational Habsburg crown lands and provide some
modicum of social improvements.

Moreover, the 120-150 conspirators in the regicide,
who had shocked most of the world with their barbarity,
did not go away. Having tasted the drug of political power,
they became addicted; and neither king nor prime minister
could control them sufficiently. In fact, one Austrian offi-
cial described the new monarch as a political “nullity.”i

Serbians (at least the men) of that time were fanatical
in their enthusiasm for similarly fanatical secret societies,
which often met and recruited in coffeehouses. They
dreamt of a pan-Serbian state across much of the Balkan
peninsula. “Where a Serb dwells, there is Serbia.”2 Natu-
rally, this upset the neighboring countries and ethnic
groups, particularly Bulgaria, which had slightly imperial-
istic ambitions of its own. So long as Austria-Hungary
could play the two competitors against each other, some

regional stability could be preserved. That effort collapsed
in 1912-1913, during the Balkan wars. It also had been un-
dermined by two Serbian nationalist secret societies.

One was the Serbian National Defense (SND), which
arose due to the Bosnian annexation crisis in 1908.
Though partially suppressed, it continued limited agitation
and propaganda activities. The other was the infamous
“Black Hand,” a revolutionary and terroristic Freemasonic
society, whose utterly ruthless members swore to take
their dark secrets to the grave. The Black Hand was
founded on March 3, 1911, about the time Italy annexed
Libya. Its unscrupulous irredentist program was revealed
by its Serbian name, which means “Union or Death!”

Apis was a key player here—perhaps the key player, as
in the assassination of King Alexandar. By 1913, he had
been appointed head of intelligence for the Serbian mili-
tary’s general staff, from whence he was able to oversee
activities of the SND and Black Hand, funnel weapons to
other Black Hand members attempting to consolidate po-

ITALY ATTACKS: Author Christopher Clark believes that Italy’s attack on the Ottoman province of Tripolitania (what would become
Italian Libya) was one of the most important yet overlooked causes of World War I for a variety of reasons. Above, Lt. Giulio
Gavotti drops one of his “bombs” on Ottoman forces on Nov. 1, 1911. (In reality, he dropped four basically ineffective grenades
from about 300 feet in the air.) This incident is alleged to be the first time that an explosive device was dropped on an enemy from
the air in the history of warfare. According to accounts, the Turks were so enraged about the incident, they called for an interna-
tional investigation, believing the attack was “indiscriminate.” PICTURE: PICTUREDESK/NEWSCOM






