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world war is under investigation. Often, in these cases, the analysis begins with the false premise that a broad outcome needs 
wide-ranging causes. Instead, Italy’s decision to abandon neutrality in 1915 was actually an open decision; no systemic 
conditions during the first year of war seem unambiguously to have determined the Italian decision. More specifically, the 
choice to be made was not only whether to enter the war but also on which side – and the former largely depended on the 
latter. This high degree of indeterminacy makes the focus on micro decision-making a promising path for tracing the 
ultimate factors in Italian decision-making regarding the war. In line with other historical works on the 
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Yet, while the analysis reveals status anxiety to be a determinant in Italian decision-making, the line of reasoning seems to 
contradict the first-image perspective. In fact, the more the question of the future prospects of Italian positioning in the 
aftermath of war becomes compelling, the more considerations regarding the balance of power reappear and a strict first-
image explanation dwindles. The king, Salandra, and Sonnino were obviously the individual agents making the decision, but 
in their reasoning, or systemic effects, seem to have mattered the most. Not because the international balance of power or the 
distribution of material capabilities in themselves could determine the Italian decision. Rome had the opportunity to choose 
between different options but did so in light of the general architecture of European politics. Comparing the prospects of 
the post-war balance of power (and the relative Italian position in it) is crucial for demonstrating the Italian interest in 
preserving Italy’s status in the European system. Nevertheless, it also demonstrates that status is a relational concept. Prestige 
is meaningless when measured in absolute terms. It makes sense only in relation to what peers gain or lose. That was what 
the Italian government and the king assessed in deciding for war in May 1915. Individuals made the ultimate decision; they 
evaluated the upcoming status of their country, but with the future European balance of power in mind. 

To summarize, Italy participated in the war because, since the earliest years of the Kingdom of Italy, Italian political leaders 
had understood that if there were a general war in Europe, and if Italy remained neutral, it would forfeit its status as a great 
power, which Italy should legitimately aspire to, notwithstanding its economic and military weaknesses.13 Simply put, great 
powers take part in major ‘decisions’ that determine the international political order; by abstaining from participating in a 
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