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Easy, emotionally satisfying irrationality is suspect wherever one finds it, but in few areas is it more dangerous than in one’s political consciousness.  A fatalistic attitude towards the unfolding of history is incredibly easy to slide into, blurring one’s analytic ability and making one susceptible to fallacies such as the Marxist school of thought.  Rather, upon inspecting historical events with an attentive eye, it becomes clear that, as de Tocqueville stated, “Chance, or rather that tangle of secondary causes which we call chance… plays a great part in all that happens on the world’s stage; although… chance does nothing that has not been prepared beforehand.  Antecedent facts, the nature of institutions, the cast of minds, and the state of morals are the materials of which are composed those impromptus which astonish and alarm us.”  In other words, history is profoundly subject to the influence of contingent events. 

An excellent example of the action of contingency during the sequence of events leading to World War I lies in the character of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Taking a stable, if delicate, political situation bequeathed to him by Chancellor Bismarck, the young ruler proceeded to blithely create the imbalances which set his nation slipping swiftly to war. 

The Prussia in which Bismarck rose to power was weak, backward, and struggling desperately for preeminence among the German states, yet possessing the opportunity to unite them under its control.  Placing nationalism and effectiveness above all else, the chancellor rode roughshod over the liberals and maneuvered Prussia into carefully orchestrated wars against Denmark, Austria, and France.  Each action had a precise, limited purpose, and set the stage for the next move: chess, played on the scale of nations.  By the Prussian-Austrian victory against Denmark, ostensibly for the liberation of two German duchies from the Danes, Austria was, in the aftermath, goaded into war with Prussia in the breakdown of negotiations over who would get control of these regions.  Roundly defeated, Austria was humiliated and no longer a competitor with Prussia for influence over the other German states, and internal respect for and stability of the Prussian government greatly increased.  Prussian citizens turned from liberalism to fervent nationalistic unity, as Prussia became the head of a North German confederation; Germans of all classes came to adore Prussian militarism and to support the state.  Bismarck finished the job with the Franco-Prussian war, in which Germany gained territory but more importantly, which led to the 1871 conferring of the title of Kaiser upon William I by the German princes, completing the unification of Germany.  

Under Bismarck, Germany afterwards exercised moderation and caution it its foreign policy, his objective being to prevent serious wars because such would involve more reorganizing of Europe.  Such could lead to a threat towards Germany and expansion of other nations.  He formed complex alliances, creating the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy, with a looser Russian alliance.  These alliances were not to further expansion, but were designed to protect Germany from French or Russian aggression.  A primary concern of Bismarck was to maintain the status quo by preserving a balance of peace between Austria-Hungary and Russia, who were potential enemies because of ethnic fragmentation in Austria-Hungary due to Slavic nationalism and because of Austrian fear of Russian designs on the Balkans.  A treaty with Russia also had the desirable effect of depriving France, an irreconcilable enemy since its defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, of an ally.  

All this formed the stage upon which the new Kaiser made his entrance, coming to power in a country where German nationalism was frenzied, and conviction was growing that expansion was critical to Germany’s future.  Growing concepts of social darwinism added fuel, with militants preaching a special destiny for the Aryan race.  Partaking in all this, no less than his people was the Kaiser eager to see Germany attain the greatness that was its right.  

From his youth, the Kaiser had been molded into the man who would try to take it there.  Born with a withered left arm and tortured with the sense of inadequacy which his parents’ and tutors’ concerns about it implanted in him, overcompensation came to fill him with bombastic and overbearing arrogance, and an obsession with the trappings of virility.  His mother was the eldest daughter of England’s Queen Victoria, and the vacations in England in his youth were the happiest times in his life.  He came to share his mother’s love for English culture, almost an Englishman himself when there (down to  the wearing of tweed).  Above all else, he came to love the sea, learning to yacht on the English coast and becoming filled with tremendous envious admiration for the might of the British Navy.  A future ruler of a nearly landlocked country which neither had nor needed a navy, he conceived an obsessive desire to build the greatest fleet in the world. 

Britain had not been overly troubled by Germany’s growing status as a trade rival, or its attempts at colonial power; prior German military might was not a great concern because a land army on the other side of the channel posed no great threat to Britain.  The sight of a fleet of powerful battleships growing in German yards was different, however.  Britain saw a new threat to its naval supremacy, crucial to the existence of its Empire.  Precipitated by this new German navy, Britain slowly was drawn into a continental system of alliances, on the side of France, ironically because of Wilhelm’s need to be respected by his English cousins.  France quickly moved to resolve its colonial hostilities with Britain, and by the Entete Cordiale of 1894, they officially became allies.  

The young, impulsive, Kaiser was passionate, nationalistic, arrogant, and militaristic.  He switftly clashed with the cool, cautious Bismarck, and within two years of Wilhelm’s 1888 accession, the chancellor was forced by the new ruler to resign.  At this critical juncture, the new generation of German leaders, lacking Bismarck’s restraint, pursued a belligerent foreign policy in the ensuing decades. 

The part of the training of Wilhelm’s youth which had had the strongest impact upon him was the military aspect, but rather than gaining a true understanding of military problems, it simply inspired in him a love affair with the pageantry and romance of the military insitution.  He granted regular direct audiences only to his War Minister, and surrounded himself with officers as adjutants and aides-de-camp, heeding their advice on matters completely beyond the bounds of their knowledge, influenced by the idealistic fantasy he had of the perfection of the Prussian officer in every respect.  Both the Kaiser and the new chancellor demonstrated excessive deference to military opinion, such that the military was given excessive control over the course of Germany’s foreign policy.  

In 1890 (the year of Bismarck’s departure), the treaty with Russia was allowed to lapse. The leaders of Germany now gave full support to Austria, and unlike Bismarck, who had urged Austria to a moderate policy, actually encouraged it to aggression.  France was quick to take advantage of the German drift from Russia, and precisely as Bismarck would have predicted, pursued an alliance with the latter.  By 1894, France and Russia were allied, ending the isolation of France which Bismarck had so carefully engineered.  

The next misstep of Germany was due to the bad judgement of Bismarck’s successor, who persuaded Wilhelm to pay a visit to Morocco as a signal that Germany would support it against French influence – a provocation to test the strength of the relationship between Britian and France, since French imperialistic ambitions towards Morocco ran counter to British interest.  Yet Britain held firm with France, and this crisis further provoked a reconciliation between Britain and Russia for fear of Germany.  In 1907, the Triple Entete was formed as a result of that visit. 

This new alliance in place, the German leadership reacted with a hysterical denunciation of it as being engineered to surround and crush Germany.  It turned to focus on the excitable Austria as its only reliable ally, whose power must be sustained no matter the cost.  Germany simultaneously perceived the Triple Entete as intrinsically hostile to itself rather than as a primarily self-protective move to counter Germany’s mushrooming war engine, and abandoned Bismarck’s policy of restraining Austrian aggression.  Instead, Germany was now ready to back it by any means necessary.  Austria proceeded to make arrangements with Russia which involved the former’s being allowed to annex the Serbian provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina, hence an enraged Serbia thundered invasion threats and preached the destruction of Austria-Hungary.  Austrians were correspondingly hostile.  But rather than restraining its ally, Germany coordinated battle plans with it and offered support against Russia.  This availability of German strength emboldened an aggressive Austrian foreign policy.  Russia, for its part, resolved to support Serbia in the next clash.  

Then came the assassination of Austria’s Archduke Ferdinand.  Aggressive Austrians were eager to use this as an opportunity to crush Serbia, with the approval of the Kaiser.  Confident in the strength of Germany behind them, Austria ensured war with Serbia by the extreme terms of the ultimatum it sent.  When one provision was rejected, Austria mobilized, encouraged by Germany, whose leaders (essentially in complete control by now of its foreign policy because of the receptiveness of the Kaiser and chancellor) were eager for the opportunity to strike against the Triple Entete and advance German power and glory.  When Russia mobilized in response to Austria, Germany declared war.  By the time, it must be added, the Kaiser had lost control of the situation to the degree that he was not even consulted when the decision to declare war was made; yet he had created the situation which allowed the military to arrogate such power. 

Another example of the influence of an individual – clearly a form of contingency – lies in the role of Lenin in the Communist takeover of Russia.  Russian dissidents of the mid 1800’s, prohibited from public demonstration in favor of liberal ideals, soon turned from such as being ineffective.  Instead, they embraced revolutionary socialism as more fit for the desperate nature of their struggle with the tzarist state.  These groups, harassed by the tzar’s police, evolved into ruthless groups of professional revolutionaries, who subordinated all moral concerns to their overriding cause. In the late 1800’s this progressed to the adoption of Marxism; among the most prominent leaders of the new Marxist groups was Lenin.  

Lenin’s critical role in the Communist Revolution can hardly be exaggerated.  For one, he concocted a unique Russian form of Marxism, making significant changes from the orthodox form of its doctrine, such as far greater attention to the potential of the peasantry as revolutionaries, in an attempt to fit the Russian situation.  At the turn of the century, Lenin lost his faith in the commitment of the workers to socialism and resolved that it was necessary to form a new party which would infuse revolutionary socialism into the working class and continue to prepare to seize the government.  He guided the formation of professional underground orders of tightly knit elite, who worked shrouded in secrecy and were capable of surviving the tzarist police.  

In 1903, the Russian Marxists split into hard-line and moderate camps, Lenin being the leader of the hard-line Bolsheviks, who did not care to preserve the basic moral concerns which still mattered to the “soft” Mensheviks.  Until 1917, the Bolsheviks were the smallest of the the three main Russian radical parties.  However, they had an advantage over their rivals – they had Lenin.  Lenin was a new force in the world, because he treated politics as continuous and unrestricted warfare.  His party was quite prepared to use unrestrained terror to achieve their aims, something from which the other parties shied, particularly as they regarded themselves as populist, unlike Lenin, who had no delusions about the minority which those of his persuasion composed.  A further edge possessed by Lenin was his sheer desire of power, unmatched by his idealistic counterparts.  Russia was not actually his primary concern; it was merely a staqe along the way to bringing socialist revolution to the globe.  So because he cared nothing for his country, he had no hesitation to take any action or make any commitment, regarding all problems with no consideration save tactics.  

When his carefully instigated street riots to bring down the Provisional Government of Kerensky failed, Lenin went into hiding convinced he’d failed entirely.  But the Provisional Government made the unfortunate move of attempting to rally the country with great military victories in World War I, meeting with such devastating defeat that the military crumbled and the government was not even able to collect itself enough to covene the promised Constituent Assembly.  Legitimacy was thus not firmly held, and in addition, fears of counter-revolution caused paranoia and lack of cooperation. 

This presented Lenin with a new opportunity; he burned to strike quickly and take advantage of all the instability before the war might end or the Provisional Government might hold elections.  If it were to do so, Lenin had no chance of gaining a majority and would lose for quite some time any pretentions to popular backing.  So when the socialists in the Soviet wanted military units stationed in Petrograd to protect the capital from the anticipated German attack, Lenin backed this in order to have handly military forces on hand for seizing power. His Bolsheviks, strategically stationed, undermined government control over the troops and placed their control in the hands of Lenin’s aides.  On the eve of his takeover of power, Lenin ventured out of his hiding place, disguised as if on his way to the dentist.  Stopped by a police patrol for his identity papers, the Bolshevik kingpin feigned drunkenness and was allowed to continue unchallenged. The driving force behind the Bolshevik coup, he had been the only person with a plan of action: if he had been stopped there, the coup would never have occurred.  The Provisional Government would have been able to hold its scheduled elections, and barring unforseen contingencies, the situation would most likely have stabilized.  But on October 24, 1917, some of the military units Lenin controlled in Petrograd enacted his coup.  It was done with incredible ease, under the lead of Bolshevik officers.  Hence, rather than a glorious popular revolution, the Bolshevik/Communist rise to power in Russia was the result of a bloodless coup d’etat without any semblance of the popular support which was part of the orthodox Marxist model.  

A third example of contingency in the making of the individual and in his path to power flows to a great extent out of the situations created by these previous two.  In the postwar Weimar republic, conservatives regarded democracy with contempt and longed for a restoration of a prewar authoritarian government which would oppose liberalism and Communism (of which fear was steadily increasing after Lenin’s Russian coup).  These people also regarded the Weimar republic with hostility because it was identified with defeat in war and with the humiliation of the Treaty of Versailles.  

