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The late Professor Walter Grab (1919–2000) of Tel Aviv was born and educated in Vienna and became a lifelong friend of the kind one makes through shared ideologies and humane values, not least of which was humour.1 Walter once told me that men (he did not worry about non-sexist language in those days) strove for three things in life, namely money, power and fame. He then observed that as academics we could forget about riches and power, but we could strive for fame or reputation by virtue of the cultural-pedagogic significance of our work. Reputation could indeed carry one along many interesting and rewarding highways and by-ways throughout a productive life. That was certainly true in Walter’s biography; he had been invited all over the world including Eastern bloc countries to conferences where he was invariably a key-note speaker. His productivity was prodigious, and the German historical profession stood in awe, if not fear, of him because he always knew more facts than any of his interlocutors. Walter’s ability to memorise obscure details was phenomenal. In this regard he was a role model because of his incisive insights that derived from his diligent archival research.


Remarkable was the fact that Walter having fled with his parents from Vienna to Palestine in 1938 to escape arrest by the Nazis had vowed that he would never again return to any part of Grossdeutschland such was his detestation and suspicion of most Aryan Germans and Austrians. That, however, was to change quite dramatically when he had heard of the work of Professor Fritz Fischer in Hamburg. Fischer had by 1961 taken a most critical view of the militarism and anti-Semitism that had driven the German ruling classes to risk two world wars and to perpetrate the Holocaust. So, Walter Grab determined at the age of forty-three to apply for a grant to do a doctorate in history at the University of Hamburg. Professor Fischer welcomed him and on his acceptance there Walter sold his leather goods shop and launched himself on an astonishingly productive academic career. Without exaggeration he managed to produce a serious publication almost annually ever since for the rest of his life. His main area of research was Germany between the French Revolution 1789 and 1848 and the aftermath of the upheavals in central Europe of that era. He was concerned with the great question how the country of poets and thinkers, like Schiller and Goethe could also produce the militarists and anti-Semites such as Ludendorff and Hitler. That question also puzzled Fritz Fischer and his school in Hamburg to which I was also personally attracted during my student days in West Germany.


Ever since then I enjoyed an increasingly fruitful dialogue with many liberal and social democratic oriented colleagues in Germany and in particular my academic mentors at Munich, especially Franz Schnabel, and at Erlangen under the stimulating guidance of my Doktorvater Professor Waldemar Besson and my other teachers, Professor Walther-Peter Fuchs and Karl-Heinz Ruffmann. To them plus Fritz Fischer, Imanuel Geiss, Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, Volker Berghahn as well as the notable Paul Kennedy I owe a particular debt of gratitude. I wish to dedicate this collection to the memory of Walter Grab and his mentor, Fritz Fischer.


Permission to publish the present collection has been granted by all the journals concerned and is hereby gratefully acknowledged.
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Preface


On reflection I would have to say that the idea of re-publishing fifteen papers on a particular theme needs some explanation. There are several cogent reasons, but one must admit that the first one is vanity, namely the wish that one’s work should not be consigned to oblivion by being buried in numerous past issues of obscure journals that nobody consults any more. Coupled with that is the notion that what one has researched and written might still be of some historically pedagogic value to subsequent generations.


Second, as I have repeatedly emphasised, historiography in all open societies is an on-going debate among peers of different and rival ideological positions. And here is the inevitable tendency within the historical profession for schools to emerge which form around some guru-like figure and these schools try to set the national pedagogic agenda. In short, they want the student population to be moulded in their image. I find that totally unacceptable. In an open society there should be room for all serious scholarship to be ventilated in the marketplace of ideas. Such tolerance is the essential basis of any true democracy.


So, if I have a contribution to make it derives from my training first at the University of Queensland under the then Professor of History, Gordon Greenwood, and subsequently at the Universities of Munich and Erlangen in the period 1961–1965. Those Cold War years in West Germany were characterised by sometimes hysterical public discussion about war-guilt, the Holocaust and the potential of the East-West ideological conflict to erupt into the Third World War which would have begun as a German civil war. Indeed, what was once the Third Reich was divided between the Soviet dominated the Warsaw Pact in the East and the US-led NATO in the West.


With this experience, namely that of an “innocent bystander” in West Germany, I became attuned to the range of issues including war-guilt, that is who or what was responsible for the First World War, the collapse of Germany’s post war experiment with democracy namely the Weimar Republic 1919–1933, German anti-Semitism and the war-aims of the Nazi Party 1939–1945. But being an Australian born and bred of mixed ethnicity by virtue of my Scots Episcopalian mother (whose lodestar was the concept of decency) and a Lebanese Christian father (who always voted Labour) I was puzzled by how the distant German question affected us in remote Australia. The articles assembled here are an attempt to provide, at least in part, the answer to that question.


Finally, the reader ought not to be surprised about frankly religious/ideological element that is to be found in most contributions. This is because it can be argued that all conflict is at the core just as driven by religious/ideological issues as well as economic or imperialist concerns. Indeed, all these are intertwined. Related to this is what constitutes decency in human affairs and when it is under threat or brutally sidelined one is obliged to stand up as a nation in its defence. Above all, a nation’s political culture derives from history of which religion and ideology are the matrix. There is no further need to introduce or justify the inclusion of the essays which are presented in in chronological order. They all interrelate but the basic assumption is that a peaceful nation is essentially a community of believers in decency. But note: A peaceful nation is not identical to a pacifist nation because one must always be ready the match the forces of evil with forces of virtue. Note that this is only a fraction of my published articles which by now number well over 100 contributions.




The Great War as Ideological Conflict: An Australian Perspective


It is quite often a nation’s perception of the enemy (which may or may not accord with reality) that is decisive in the formation of a nation’s political will. Australian perceptions of imperial Germany certainly had an impact on national policy which resulted in a total commitment to the destruction of German militarism. On the home front it was expressed in a determination to eradicate all German commercial and cultural influence in Australia. Overseas, the potency of Australian perceptions of Germany was documented by the fact that some 300,000 Australians served as part of the British imperial forces during the Great War, or the ‘Kaiser’s War’, as it was known. This is cause for puzzlement to many residents of Australia, not least to the post-1945 non-British immigrant population when they encounter the Anzac phenomenon. Indeed, it is particularly noticeable among recent German immigrants as well as academic visitors from Germany. They are baffled, first by the fact that the major Australian national festival is so overwhelnlingly a military occasion, and second by the fact that what is being commemorated had its origins in the war of 1914–1918. This is understandable because, for many Germans in particular, military display must inevitably have strident nationalistic overtones and smack of the glorification of war. In the Australian context these things appear to them to be somewhat grotesque. They have no way of appreciating the Anzac commemoration as essentially a National Day of Mourning for the fallen. In fact, there is a widespread ignorance among these people about Australia’s involvement in the world wars and certainly surprise at the extent of it. Again understandably, they experience a massive indignation when they learn of official Australian treatment of Germans and German Australians at those times.


Further, the ignorance of the historical facts, particularly regarding Australian participation in the First World War, is coupled with an event more serious ignorance concerning imperial Germany’s role in unleashing that war. Consequently, any judgements made about Australian attitudes towards Germans in 1914–1918 would need to be informed by knowledge of the contemporary apprehension of the nature of the imperial German threat to the world order. Clearly, too, if Germans today are ignorant of imperial Germany’s expansionist policies (and many still are despite the vast publicity given to the war-aims debate generated by the Fischer controversy), they will never be able to come to a reasonable historical understanding of why the British Empire in general, and Australia in particular, felt morally obliged to resist German aggression in all-out warfare. However, these new perceptions should not prevent Australians at the present time from acknowledging that the harsh treatment meted out to Germans in Australia during the Great War was one of the less glorious episodes of Australian national history.1 It is, nevertheless, one that must be understood in historical perspective.


The purpose here is to come to terms with this problem by pointing out the consequences of imperial German foreign policy from the 1890s to 1914 and how these were grasped in Australia. It will draw attention to the now better understood reasons for German aggression in 1914, to which Australia as part of the British Empire was reacting. It will be seen that prior to 1914 Australian decision-makers, despite being distant observers, had identified the threat of German Weltpolitik, although the ability to articulate and explain its character came only after the war had actually started. The article then concludes with a digest of the opinions of successive imperial German Consuls General in Australia regarding the Australian national character, and their unspoken assumptions, as members of the Wilhemine ruling elite, about the future of German imperialism.


This is put forward here to reinforce the argument that Anglo-Australian fears about Germany’s long-term imperialist designs were in fact justified, though it is not at all clear whether Australian political leaders at the time were informed in detail concerning the activities of the consuls general. It is argued, though, that the opinions and behaviour of the German Consuls General in the period up to the outbreak of war in 1914 were typical of the Wilhelmine power-elite of the time, something scarcely remarkable, but that these opinions and behaviour emerged from a set of assumptions which envisaged a reckoning between the British and German empires as inevitable and decisive.


lt is this latter question which writers about Australian behaviour towards the German community, national identity and the Anzac tradition appear to neglect. The point is, however, that any reflections on Australian self-perception up to and including the Great War are bound to be blurred if the image of the aggressor against whom Australians were reacting in 1914–1918 remains essentially unfocussed and incomplete. While, admittedly, it was the Dardanelles campaign against the Turks where the ‘Anzac’ tradition was originally formed, the Turks were only the enemy because they were allied with the Kaiser’s Germany. ‘Anzac’ considered in this perspective subsequently became a metaphor for the inchoate will of a small and vulnerable nation to assert itself in the world and to survive against the kind of imperialism which Wilhelmine Germany practised. This could only be done by declaring solidarity with the mother country which was confronted with the gravest threat to its existence since Napoleon. Solidarity in 1914 meant at least supplying the men—since Australia felt she could not afford the money for more Dreadnoughts—who would help make good Britain’s commitment to France. The German threat could only be withstood by both a naval concentration in the North Sea and, as will be explained below, a British military contribution on an unprecedented scale to reinforce the French. Just as the US President, Woodrow Wilson, was later to realise, a world dominated by Prussian–German imperialists was an intolerable prospect. Australia had perceived the urgency of the German threat and responded in the only way she could: with men. These men were both a pledge to uphold Anglo-Saxon concepts of freedom and decency as well as constituting the down-payment on the cost of future British naval protection, because, after the elimination of the indirect German threat, there was another looming from Japan. Consequently, in 1914 Australians felt justified in being anti-German if that meant repudiation of an aggressive, anti-democratic, essentially racialist, imperialistic power which was so mesmerised by its own success in European and world politics since 1871 that it was convinced that God was calling it to world domination.


When on 4 August 1914 the imperial German government began the implementation of its long-prepared war operations against France, known as the ‘Schlieffen Plan’ (the first requirement of which was the invasion of neutral Belgium), the very least of German concerns was the response it might provoke in the British Empire. This was particularly true of the German generals who had a very low opinion of British fighting capacity. The Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, would have preferred, of course, not to provoke Britain to intervene on the side of France, but he accepted the advice of the military that before Britain could put any effective land force in the field, the French navy would have been routed and la grande nation would be suing for peace. Thus, in the shortest possible time a victorious Germany would be able to confront Britain with a fait accompli on the Continent and force her to negotiate the future division of the world.


In short, so confident was the German leadership and so committed to the efficacy of their daring war plan that any concern about what military forces the British or the Dominions might place beside the French was quite negligible. History was to prove that the German power-elite had made a considerable miscalculation, with dire consequences not only for the victims of their aggression but also for the fate of ordinary Germans both at home and overseas. The approximately one million dead of the British Empire, who are commemorated on a large plaque in the cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, contributed significantly alongside the French, Russians, Belgians, Italians and Americans to frustrating the Kaiser’s Germany in its bid for world power in 1914. Among those million dead are some 60,000 Australians. Their overall casualties were of the order of 200,000, or two out of three of all service personnel who served overseas during the Great War. These statistics form the historical basis of the Anzac tradition.


Had the Kaiser’s Germany been allowed to conquer France and set up its longed-for hegemony in Europe (Mitteleuropa), it would have proceeded at the very least to intimidate Britain and the United States with the intention of expanding its influence overseas, particularly in Africa and the Pacific region. The instrument of this expansion was to be the German navy which aimed to have sixty battleships by 1920. It was the intention of the German power-elite to persevere towards this goal, despite the opposition to it in the Reichstag, until the British navy had been ‘outbuilt’. Tirpitz’ High Seas Fleet was conceived as an unassailable instrument to enforce German world hegemony as well as to function as a symbol of the newly established Teutonic might. The German power-elite saw themselves as the future masters of the world. They were convinced of the rightness of this development because it was a vindication of their philosophy of history. Recent research has confirmed that such writers as John Dewey, who published in 1915 his famous tract, German Philosophy and Politics, were essentially correct. Moreover, since German Protestant theology also endorsed Germany’s great power role as a sign of God’s affirmation of her mission to the world, central to which was the liberation of the smaller nations from the baleful influence of the British, French and Russian empires, the Great War took on the character of a holy war.2


Considered from the vantage point of the late twentieth century all this seems somewhat fantastic. Understandably, there is a reluctance on the part of liberal secular-minded people to believe that this is precisely what the imperial German power-elite had in mind in 1914. One really must try to recall those far off days of the Entente Cordiale and the Triple Alliance, Anglo-German antagonisn and the great naval race. Those were the days when Wilhelm II, the Kaiser, symbolised Germany’s iron determination to establish her ‘place in the sun’. However, the Kaiser was simply a nervous, posturing figurehead, a pompous symbol of unity for what was a deeply divided society. Indeed, part of the explanation for the aggressive stance of Germany’s rulers is attributable to their unfounded fear of revolution being fomented by the growing social democratic involvement along the working classes. The latter were deliberately excluded from the political decision-making process, and the power-elite set its face finally against making any constitutional concessions. Part of its strategy for maintaining power was ‘social imperialism’, the technique of stirring up crises abroad to create the illusion that the Reich was under constant external threat. This provided the justification for sustaining a strong military establishment whereas, in reality, its purpose was as much to intimidate social democrats as it was to deter putative aggressors.


However, if the Kaiser himself, apart from lending his great prestige to the naval-building program, took little direct part in policymaking, his service chiefs exerted a shaping influence. The Prussian-German army was in any case a state within a state. Its self-perception was that it had really created the Reich under Bismarck, and that upon it rested the responsibility of sustaining it, not only as a viable power but as a great world power, the destiny to which God had called it. This was the core element in what might legitimately be called the ideology of Wilhelminism. Its most visible ‘prophets’ had been such statesmen as the Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow (1900–1909), his successor, Bethmann Hollweg (1909–1917), but more notably, the architect of the new battle fleet, Grand Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz. The role of von Schlieffen, who had been chief of staff from 1891 to 1905 was, of course, crucial in ‘militarising’ German foreign policy, since his inflexible commitment to the concept of an inevitable two-front war in the foreseeable future had the effect of binding the hands of the policy makers, preventing them from exploring more peaceful alternatives to solving Germany’s relations with France and Russia, if they had thought that in any way conceivable. The point is that, central to the so-called ideology of Wilhelminism was the formal conviction on the part of virtually the entire power-elite that such a war had to be faced sooner or later. It was simply a question of choosing the most favourable constellation of circumstances in which to unleash it.


The ‘Continuity’ Debate


These are the findings of the most frank and recent research in West Germany, and they have inevitably given rise to the question of continuity of aims between Wilhelmine and Nazi Germany A glance suffices to show that nothing the Nazis pursued or believed in was new. The extravagant imperialistic goals, the anti-Semitism, the anti-Slavism, the hostility to the liberal, parliamentary democracies: all these elements were salient features of imperial Germany and formed what the leading modern German historian Hans-Ulrich Wehler has termed the ‘matrix of the authoritarian society’.3 This ‘matrix’ was notable for the fact that there was no intellectual opposition to it apart from the large but politically impotent social democratic party (whose parliamentary protestations could be safely ignored by the government), and few left-wing liberal critics, a miniscule pacifist movement and some intimidated critics on the Roman Catholic side of politics. On the contrary, the academic community hailed the development towards Weltpolitik as a logical expression of the innermost, God-given drives of the national spirit (Volksgeist). The German professoriate was not only patriotic, but it was also decidedly Hegelian, being very much under the influence of the neoRankean school of historians who shaped its world view. This meant that the academic leaders of Germany including, remarkably but especially, the Protestant theologians, all endorsed what might fairly be called a doctrine of ‘world-revolutionary attentisme’. Expressed in the simplest terms, they believed, from their reading of world developments, that the time was fast approaching when there would be a great reckoning among the powers for world hegemony, and that the German empire was called to throw down the challenge, especially to Britain. Of course, this reckoning did not have to take the form of a shooting war; one could pursue Weltpolitik without war simply by being strong enough to demand one’s ‘rightful’ share of the world. However, this meant that if war was the only means of securing the national will, one would not shrink from it. In either eventuality Germany was compelled to be armed to the utmost.4


As Professor Fritz Fischer has recently re-affirmed in his essay, From Kaiserreich to Third Reich the German power-elite cultivated a unique selfperception characterised by a remarkably inflexible conviction that German Kultur (which presumed enormous military and naval strength) must be carried into the world to take its rightful ‘place in the sun’.5 This meant inevitably the displacement, at least by the threat of force, of the moribund Anglo-Saxon influence in the world by the youthful, vigorous and culturally superior Germanic influence. As indicated, this conviction was borne aloft by the so-called neo-Rankean rationale which was underpinned by ‘the concept that nations were growing organisms, ‘concentrations of moral energy’, Ranke called them which were all expanding according to their own peculiar inner drives. At any given time in world history there could be a nation whose inner drives were more vital and energetic than those of its neighbours. Such a power had no alternative but to expand at the expense of weaker and spent nations. This process was not something that could be influenced by statesmen; it was inherent in the ‘nature of things’, in the divine order of the world. Consequently, if the energies of the Gernman nation were manifestly more ‘upwardly striving’ than those of the surrounding great powers, it was natural for it to seek to establish its hegemony in the world. In short, the Germans were playing an earlier version of the ‘cosmic zero sum game’.


The German ‘Will to Victory’ and the Divine Order of the World


If the foregoing is kept in mind, the root cause of the Anglo-German antagonism was ideological, as PM Kennedy has confirmed in his monumental study.6 It certainly was not commercial rivalry as some historians have tried to assert. Prior to the outbreak of war, Britain and Germany were each other’s major trading partners. Trade relations were most profitable and neither the London ‘city’ nor the banking and shipping circles of Hamburg wished to disturb that relationship. Partnership, not Armageddon, was the rational path to follow. Indeed, what must be grasped by all historians who lean towards a Marxist explanatory model for imperialism is that the German power-elite in 1914 was not driven by a lust for the lion’s share of world trade but by what Joseph A Schumpeter calls the ‘will to victory’. He writes:




history, in truth, shows us nations and classes—most nations furnish an example at some time or other—that seek expansion for the sake of expanding, war for the sake of fighting, victory for the sake of winning, dominion for the sake of ruling. This determination cannot be explained by any of the pretexts that bring it into action, by any of the aims for which it seems to be struggling at the time. It confronts us, independent of all concrete purpose or occasion, as an enduring disposition, seizing upon one opportunity as eagerly as the next. It shines through all arguments put forward on behalf of present aims. It values conquest not so much on account of the immediate advantages—advantages that more often than not more than dubious, or that are heedlessly cast away with the same frequency—as because it is conquest, success. action. Here the theory of concrete interests in our sense fails. What needs to be explained is how the will to victory came into being.7





In the case of the German power-elite, the explanation may be found in part in the way in which the Prussian militarist tradition became ‘sanctified’ by the Lutheran Church, especially during the nineteenth century struggle for German unification, and underpinned as the official ideology of the state by the teachings of the philosopher Hegel and the historian von Ranke. By the turn of the century, what became known as neo-Rankeanism (the ideological rationale for German imperialism) was the unchallenged paradigm of the values of the Prusso-German ruling classes. By means of such a view of history they justified war or the threat of war as perfectly legitimate in the pursuit of the national mission. War was, after all, a part of God’s ordering of the world. Eternal peace, as the famous Prussian-German Chief of Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, affirmed in 1879, was a dream, and not a very pleasant one at that. War, on the other hand, called forth the noblest of human virtues such as courage, loyalty, duty and the preparedness to self-sacrifice. Indeed, the extent to which these views permeated the power-elite and the so-called Bildungsbürgertum was, as such authorities as Roger Chickering, Fritz Ringer and Kurt Sontheimer have recently shown, virtually universal.8 There were very few pacifists in imperial Germany, especially among the Lutheran clergy. If God was calling Germany to greatness, He must have sanctioned the use of force in the prosecution of national goals.


The German Navy’s Hidden Agenda


German diplomatic behaviour from the early 1890s, but especially from the time the Kaiser and his advisers had taken the decision to build the battle fleet, was initially a great puzzle, especially to the British. Indeed, they tried everything from non-involvement in Europe (‘splendid isolation’) to offering the Germans an alliance at the turn of the century, when splendid isolation had been seen to be untenable. The Germans refused to take this offer seriously because the British made it clear that it was not intended that Germany should interpret any alliance with Britain as a licence to do what she liked on the Continent. After this it became increasingly obvious that the Germans were bent upon altering power relationships in the world quite radically. Sir Eyre Crowe of the British Foreign Office, in his famous memorandum of 1 January 1907 on the subject, had accurately analysed German aims and directed Britain on a policy of virtual ‘containment’ of German expansionism. This was, of course, behind the earlier British decisions to build Dreadnoughts, a new type of superior battleship which, it was hoped, would encourage the Germans to change their mind on the thrust of their Weltpolitik, but to no avail. And even when the costly ‘naval race’ was on in earnest, the British tried to call a stop to it by appealing to the Kaiser and von Tirpitz directly, sending the Germanophile Lord Haldane on a mission of negotiation as late as 1912.9


Needless to say, all attempts to persuade the Germans to be satisfied with their status as a great world power in partnership with Britain proved futile. They wanted from Britain nothing less than a commitment not to intervene if Germany felt at any future time the need to alter existing power relationships on the Continent. In any case, the Kaiser and von Tirpitz were determined to pursue their naval construction programme; it was definitely not negotiable, and it was this, in the end, which placed Britain in 1914 implacably on the side of Germany’s enemies.


Coupled with the diplomatic efforts to assuage Germany’s appetite for expansion and power politics, numerous British scholars, chiefly historians and theologians, tried in the pre-1914 period to fathom the German mind with a view to promoting reconciliation. PM Kennedy again has pointed out how difficult this was and how much confusion reigned among those intellectuals on the one hand, who genuinely wanted to understand and accommodate Germany, and those so-called realists, on the other, who actually admired and endorsed the Prussian tradition of Realpolitik as an appropriate manner in which to conduct international relations. One simply countered force with the threat of force.10 It was these who would have endorsed British policy in 1911 at the time of the second Morocco crisis when Germany sought to intimidate France. Britain quite demonstratively aligned herself with her entente partners against Germany and successfully checkmated the latter’s démarche. German indignation knew no bounds, especially with ‘perfidious Albion’. But the second Morocco crisis was simply an episode in a long chain of events since the Kaiser’s tactless ‘Kruger Telegram’ (1 June 1896) which intensified Anglo-German antagonism. And throughout the entire pre-war era, a period which has been likened to a ‘cold war’, various groups, including representatives of the British press, workers’ delegations as well as very high profile exchange visits of church leaders, toured Germany in order to improve mutual understanding; but there was virtually no meeting of minds.11 Anglo-Saxon political pragmatism combined with a liberal and humanitarian sentiment failed in the end either to discourage German aggression or to convince Germans of the virtue of peaceful international dialogue.


The widespread uneasiness about Germany in Britain carried over into the Dominions. Indeed, that imperial Germany posed a threat to the Pacific region had been made very clear in the Australian and New Zealand press at the time of the Samoan imbroglio in 1899–1900. German truculence during that episode only served to heighten Australian mistrust already aroused by the German occupation of north-eastern New Guinea. Further, the ruthless nature of Prussian–German imperialism in Africa as well as the Pacific was being documented in the eyes of the world by the sequence of pre-1914 colonial atrocity bungles—South West Africa (1904–1907), East Africa (1905–1906) and in the Micronesian Islands (1911)—some of which were frankly genocidal.12 Added to this-and perhaps most disquieting as far as Australian naval authorities were concerned-was the presence in the Pacific of the German navy’s East Asian Squadron based at Tsingtao on the Shantung peninsula in China. So the German presence in the Pacific was associated with menace.


It was suspected by some that the nature of the German posture in the world had something to do with the peculiarities of the German mind as expressed by such writers as the philosopher Nietzsche and the historian Treitschke, and, as the war approached, with the writings of General von Bernhardi.13 However, few Australians were in a position to unravel satisfactorily the metaphysics behind the aggressive German stance; it had vaguely to do with the Germans’ sense of cultural superiority and their resentment at having achieved nationhood too late in world history to have taken a greater part in the imperialistic division of the earth. Certainly, though, Germany’s Weltpolitik engendered a growing suspicion among Australian observers as will be shown.


Taking into account Kennedy’s research (which enjoys the highest credibility in the German as well as in the trans-Atlantic academic communities) together with that of the Hamburg professor, Fritz Fischer, the root cause of the conflict has to be located in the irreconcilability of the Anglo-Saxon and German political cultures. Without the ideological conditioning described above, there is no other plausible explanation. That ideology can be seen dramatically in operation with Tirpitz’ decision to begin a huge naval building program, the key element of which was the construction of battleships rather than cruisers—a move in the direction not only of quantitative but also qualitative superiority. This so-called Risikoflotte (literally, ‘risk fleet’ because of the risk it posed to any power foolish enough to challenge it) was intended not for defence but to enforce Germany’s will over Great Britain. All the most recent research, but notably that of the German-born historian, Volker Berghahn, on the Tirpitz Plan, indicates that apart from the abovementioned purpose of intimidation of England, the naval building program was intended to erode the budgetary powers of the Reichstag.14 This would be accomplished by introducing naval laws which committed the parliament to vote expenditure to a fixed building program for decades in advance. In this way, the Wilhelmine power-elite, which with few notable exceptions hated and feared parliamentary democracy, as they despised most things identified with Britain, sought to check any constitutional change towards a genuine parliamentary system. lt was crucial for them to keep the popularly elected lower house emasculated so that any threat from social democrats to the social and economic pre-eminence of the ruling elite could be avoided. Consequently, following Berghahn’s findings, the power-elite was virtually obliged to portray Britain in German public opinion as ‘perfidious Albion’ who was insanely jealous of the Reich’s commercial and colonial expansion, and was determined to place obstacles at all turns to her God-willed rise to great power status.


Australian Intellectual’s Accurate Analysis


As far as Australia was concerned informed observers could only assess the realities of power politics and draw their conclusions. A remarkable Australian assessment of German aspirations appeared in the highly influential journal the Round Table of December 1911, the stimulus for which had been the angry German reaction to being frustrated by Britain at the time of the above-mentioned second Morocco crisis. It revealed simultaneously a sharp perception combined with a curious myopia. The author, the young Frederic W Eggleston, a future outstanding Australian diplomat, took the view that Germany’s expansionist tendencies at that time were like an inexorably rising flood. Attempts to dam it up as Britain was doing by seeking to form alliances with capricious and unreliable powers such as France and Russia were futile. Such a policy could only lead to war since it left little room for manoeuvre. It was infinitely preferable to let Germany have a free hand to channel her energies overseas provided, of course, the British Empire could stand on its own feet by maintaining such naval and military strength that Germany would have no alternative but to seek its partnership in the civilising mission of the great powers to the world! This is clearly the view of Realpolitik. Eggleston’s remedy was expressed as follows:




If the Empire would stand alone there is no reason why Germany should not be welcomed into the world to take her share in the white man’s mission to civilization, and there is every reason to feel that the world would be benefited by the different point of view—the power of organization which the Germans would bring to the solution of colonial problems. An Empire united and organized could hold the balance of power in the world. An Empire disorganized has to rely on the assistance of a power like Russia, stained with tyranny, to maintain her integrity.15





The idea of some kind of informal collaboration between the British Empire and Germany in a world civilising mission was, of course, quickly consigned to the realm of wish dreams and for the first time there is evidence that Australians were beginning to come to grips with the ideological thrust of German Weltpolitik. An article written in December 1914 for the Round Table by a senior Melbourne University academic, Archibald T Strong, who had had the opportunity to read the British White Book on the origins of the war, shows very clearly the implications for Australia if Germany were to defeat Britain, namely that her overseas possessions would be forfeited. Strong also showed that he understood the reasons for German aggression:




During the last few months all thinking Australians have been educating themselves in the causes of the war by reference to the writings of Cramb, Bülow, Bernhardi, Ussher, Sarolea and others. They have realized that for a generation Germany has been industriously schooled by her militarists into the belief that her national destiny demands that she should become the suzerain of a vanquished Europe and the regent of a vast colonial empire which can only be obtained at England’s downfall.





Then, coming to the heart of the matter, Strong warned that Australia




has still to learn, or still to feel acutely, that she has even more at stake in the present war than has England, since, should the unlikely happen and Germany be victorious, it is inconceivable that England should ever become a German province, while it is well-nigh certain that sooner or later Australia would undergo that unspeakable fate.16





Australia’s obligation to resist Germany was then spelled out by Strong in an article in the Melbourne Herald on 20 October 1914 entitled, ‘Why Germany Made War’. His formulation of Australian war aims was, in fact, the one endorsed by the government. Strong observed:




We are fighting a nation which has been lectured and dragooned into deadly and calculated hate of all that stands, however innocently, in the path of its maniacal ambition—a nation which is convinced, as Bernhardi himself has told us, that its destiny is either dominion of the world or utter annihilation; and a nation which has declared through its national historian, Treitschke, and its greatest and most popular journalist, Maximilian Harden, that that destiny will never be realized till Britain whom it loathes and despises is utterly destroyed. These things being so, it becomes a matter of vital importance to realize that our bounden duty is not only to beat Germany, but to break her utterly, or at least break utterly her present national spirit.





With this sharpened perception, Eggleston’s pre-war analysis of Germany is substantiated in so far as he recognised that power’s burgeoning expansionist drive. However, he clearly did not possess Strong’s understanding of the character of Germany’s domestic politics or the complex ideological motives for her imperialist policies. If he had understood this he could not have advocated the solution of an Anglo-German partnership predicated on a still greater increase in British naval strength. The Germans had long since rejected such a notion anyway, and neither the British economy nor the supply of man-power could have fulfilled the requirements of such a solution. As PM Kennedy has so convincingly demonstrated, the resources for the necessary ships and the requisite numbers of men of military age were simply not available.17 Eggleston had been unable to see the full implications for imperial defence of the continuing German build-up of capital ships in the North Sea. The German challenge to the Royal Navy had compelled the withdrawal of British vessels from abroad to strengthen bases in the Shetlands and Scotland. In a word, von Tirpitz had caused Britain to make a radical re-assessment of how she intended to defend herself and her Empire with the limited resources at her disposal. It is in this context that the withdrawal of ships from overseas bases to the North Sea, and the entente with France since 1904, must be seen. The two decisions were interrelated. Germany’s uncompromising foreign policy especially after 1900, had forced Britain, given her strictly limited capacity, to go it alone into a commitment to France.


The ‘Revolutionising’ Impact of German Imperialism


It is crucial to grasp that all this constituted a virtual revolution in traditional British strategic thinking. Planners had to accustom themselves to the unpalatable thought that no longer was Britain so economically independent that she could maintain the world’s largest navy at a two-power standard and keep the equilibrium on the Continent by subsidising with money the power or powers with whom she was currently aligned to keep in check any power threatening to establish its hegemony in Europe and then the world. The German thrust at the turn of the century was seen by 1904 to be of such magnitude that it was becoming clear that an unprecedented British military commitment on the Continent was going to be needed alongside the naval re-deployment. Britain’s dilemma because of Germany’s naval challenge and repeated diplomatic blustering was acute.


Against this background the demands which were being nade at that time on the Dominions either to pay for more Dreadnoughts or to shoulder a greater responsibility for their own defence are more readily understood. Consequently, any discussion of dominion nationalism and the possibilities of independent foreign policy decisions by dominion governments which ignores the implications of imperial Germany policy is bound to be unrealistic. There was little room for manoeuvre especially once it was grasped what Germany had in mind for the British Empire in the event of a shooting war. The pre-condition for German world hegemony was the displacement of British influence in the world. This was paramount in the mind of the German power-elite and it was to be achieved through a decided naval superiority to compliment the already existing Continental military superiority. There was an undoubted German ‘will to victory’ in the sense described by Schumpeter above.


The existence of this ‘will to victory’ is revealed in the foreign policy of the Third Reich from 1933 to 1945 since it consciously pursued the aims of 1914–1918, and in the fact that it enjoyed substantial support from elements of the old Wilhelmine power-elite—some opposition notwithstanding. The generals who had reservations about Hitler’s war plans prior to the war and who were either dismissed or resigned, were not opposed to German expansionism per se but rather to the Führer’s ‘unprofessional’ recklessness and imprudence which could land the Reich in a dangerous situation. It was only when things started to go wrong in Russia that the Prusso-German officer corps sought with real vigour to call a halt to Hitler’s excesses and plot his overthrow. It is quite unhistorical to imagine that Hitler’s aims were unique or unprecedented. They all had their roots in the Wilhelmine era when indeed Hitler himself received his ideological formation. Both he and his aristocratic and bourgeois supporters merely represented the essential continuity in the well-documented German ‘will to victory’.18 The Third Reich can only be grasped as a continuation of the aims which were frustrated in the German defeat of 1918 and in the peace settlement of 1919. This enables us to recognise that the Wilhelmine Reich was just as ‘revolutionary’ in the context of the European concert of powers as the Third Reich was in the context of the post-Versailles world system. In both instances it was the German state which through its own unresolved social tensions as well as the peculiar self-perception of the power-elite—its ‘will to victory’—which disrupted world peace with such explosive force.


Deutschtumspolitik in Australia in the Service of Weltpolitik


lt has been argued above that the paramount concern of the German power-elite during the Wilhelmine era as well as the Third Reich was the establishment of German world hegemony. This has been variously characterised as being the goal of the ‘will to victory’ and the product of a state of mind termed ‘world revolutionary attentisme’. Indeed, the overthrow of the world order in Germany’s favour was expected in the Hegelian/neo-Rankean scheme of things. Without doubt, this ideological component was the chief ingredient of German political culture, and to try to explain German policy without taking it into account or to use only tools acquired from the Marxist-Leninist warehouse is to make things misleadingly simple. This historical underpinning of the ideology of the German power-elite, was all-pervasive and extremely potent. With it they not only interpreted the world, they believed it was the instrument with which they would change it. That means rather they perceived themselves as agents called by God to implement His will for creation.


With this in mind it is instructive to survey the reports of the German Consuls General in Australia prior to the First World War as they reveal quite candidly their ‘unspoken assumptions’. These have to do with the innate superiority and the inevitable triumph of German Kultur over Anglo-Saxon civilisation. Indeed, the imperial German Consuls General in Australia were very much concerned to propagate a so-called German national consciousness among the German-Australian community. Before the First World War that community would have numbered somewhere between 50,000 and 100,000 souls depending on the extent to which the Australian-born descendants identified with Deutschtum (mother tongue, religion, customs and so on). At any rate, the research carried out by the present writer as well as by Dr Irmline Veit-Brause (Deakin University) and Professor Johannes Voigt (Stuttgart University) on the German consular reports points to an overriding concern in successive incumbents before 1914 to keep alive not only the Deutschtum of the immigrants and their families, but also, especially since the Reich had begun to pursue a vigorous expansionist policy from the 1890s, to maintain at least a core of German Australians loyal to the Kaiser.19 This was a central aim of the Pan German League which had been founded in Germany in the early 1890s precisely in order to promote the cause of the new German empire throughout the world. Unfortunately, because of the increasing alienation between the British and German empires, promoting the ‘German cause’ in Australia could only be done by forcing German Australians ultimately to declare their loyalty to a foreign monarch, and to one who was known to be at the very least ambivalent in his attitude towards England. Consequently, the Pan German propaganda of the type that was heard on the occasions of German national festivals in Australia could only have engendered a pronounced schizophrenia in the patriotism of German Australians. The object was, as far as the Consuls General were concerned, to win the loyalty of as many German Australians as possible for the German empire.


The policy of ‘cultural maintenance’ or Deutschtumspolitik, as it was known, must be considered in the Pan German ideological context of the time, otherwise it has no rationale. As Dr Veit-Brause has noted in her survey of the German consulates in pre-Federation Australia, their interest was aroused early in the existing communities of German settlement. This became ‘increasingly more motivated by the desire to stem the tide of assimilation and to foster a German national consciousness vis-a-vis their British oriented fellow Australians’.20 An investigation of the various memoranda on Deutschtumspolitik in Australia composed by the Consuls General prior to 1914 reveals quite clearly that these officials all lived in a Pan-German world of ideas. Already in 1903 Consul General Paul von Buri was sufficiently confident to believe that developments showed that Australia’s future could become more distinctly German than English.21


The ‘unspoken assumptions’ behind this observation are not difficult to identify. First, there was the generally held conviction among the German Bildungsbürgertum that their Deutschtum was the highest manifestation of human culture. This had, of course, massive political implications given the Hegelian/neo-Rankean framework out of which the conviction grew. There existed a symbiotic relationship between Macht and Kultur, power and culture. The most culturally advanced state would naturally be the most powerful because its will in the world could only be manifested in political, that is military and naval power. And political power meant, in the context of the Concert of Europe, superior military power and also, in the age of imperialism, naval power.


It cannot be over-stressed that in the age of imperialism the culturally conscious German could never have been in any doubt as to the nation’s God-appointed mission to the world. Other powers have produced their imperialist apologists who taught that their country was acting according to the will of God in extending its influence throughout the world but in no case is this alleged mission woven into a rigorous, virtually unchallenged philosophy of the State, as it was in Germany. It simply will not do to explain the great imperialistic rivalries of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries only in terms of social Darwinism. The uniquely German Hegelian/ neo-Rankean doctrine of inevitable power struggle exercised a veritable monopoly of credibility within the Bildungsbürgertum and power-elite. This had to inject an explosive component into great power rivalry as it was a potent justification of the ‘will to victory’. At any rate, the German Consuls General in Australia expressed views which reflected such assumptions, and these are summarised here merely to point out that Australia, as part of the decadent Anglo-Saxon world, was assessed along with it as urgently in need of the salving cultural benefits that eventual German control would bring.


In particular, the contempt for Anglo-Saxon institutions surfaced in comments on men of German stock who entered a colonial legislature or became public servants. They became infected with the democratic spirit and, what was worse, the more egalitarian version of it. It was highly regrettable, too, when men of German descent married women of English stock. They were then lost irrevocably to Deutschtum. As well, Anglo-Saxon Australians were physically and intellectually inferior to the Germans. Australians were said to be a weedy and loutish lot despite their dedication to sport which left them culturally impoverished.22 It was unfortunate that this state of affairs would result in the dilution of the Deutschtum of all German–Australians in the long term.


Perhaps the major cause for profound regret among the pre-1914 Consuls General was the impact of Anglo-Saxon society on the Lutheranism of most of the German communities. Quite clearly, the main factor in sustaining the Deutschtum of German–Australians was their Lutheran affiliation. Most Germans were Protestants, but it was not that fact which was considered important by the consuls. Lutheranism as a set of merely theological propositions was of no consequence if it was not also identical with loyalty to the Kaiser’s Germany. That is, there was always a preference for German rather than American trained pastors who not only maintained the German language as the medium of preaching and teaching, but who virtually personified the true German spirit. Indeed, the Deutschtum question virtually reduced itself to a ‘pastor question’ (Pfarrerfrage). And the best possible solution to this problem (since the German communities were so theologically fragmented) was to have them all affiliated with the Prussian State Church. This would not only ensure that theological standards would be maintained at the highest possible scholarly level; it would also, more importantly promote loyalty to the Kaiser himself as he was in his person Summus Episcopus of the state church. Trying to bring about this affiliation was a major concern, but it had only very minor success.23


That the church component of the consular Deutschumspolitik had an eminently political thrust is attested by the consular report on the Hatton Vale (Queensland) German community in 1910. These people were regarded as model German settlers; they exhibited all the virtues of good southern German peasant stock, keeping all the old customs as well as the language. They were frugal, industrious and pious. Unfortunately, they were far from being traditional Lutherans, but members of a millenarian sect known as the Catholic Apostolics. This meant that these Germans could not be won for imperial German goals as part of the divine plan! If their theology foresaw the end of the age within the calculable future, then they could hardly be persuaded that God had chosen the Hohenzollern German Empire to execute His will on earth for imaginable time. Consequently, while the Hatton Vale community won consular admiration for their preservation of German peasant Gemütlichkeit, they were scorned as being virtually useless for promoting the cause of true Deutschtum, because their religion was completely apolitical in the German Lutheran state church sense. Indeed, this showed that when a Consul General characterised the Deutschtum question as a ‘pastor question’ he was really talking about Prussian State Church Lutheran theological orthodoxy. Central to this, of course, was loyalty to the Kaiser and belief in the great world mission that the Prussian German empire had received from God. This was something that had to be squarely confronted. If financial help from Germany was insufficient to train pastors of the right German national mentality, it was crucial to sustain those few left in office who still represented it.24


Finally, it must be appreciated that the fervent efforts of successive Consuls General to ‘stem the tide of assimilation’ by keeping alive the remnants of genuine Deutschtum were central to their concerns. This was the case even though it was appreciated that the ‘voracious’ nature of Anglo-Saxon society was making the task increasingly difficult. Nevertheless, it was a question of duty and honour not to abandon the true German cause. The reason for this is clearly the conviction that in the inevitable reckoning between the German and the Anglo-Saxon worlds there would have to be a remnant of true Germans left in Australia to form the nucleus of a German elite after the defeat (or intimidation) of Britain. This is the only conclusion to be drawn from the nature oi the official Deutschtum policy in Australia. As Professor Johannes Voigt of Stuttgart has so carefully pointed out with regard to the celebration of the German national day in Australia by the German-Australian community prior to 1914, the primary concern was to kindle loyalty to the Kaiser—even among naturalized German–Australians—and not to promote German–Australian friendship as some German-Australian individuals wished to do.25 The ‘master race’ was cultivating a foothold in the Antipodes, waiting for history to pass from its Anglo-Saxon to its Germanic phase. The dominance of the Hegelian/neo-Rankean idea may have been significantly reduced in the interim years of the Weimar Republic (1919–1933), but it re-emerged with a vengeance from 1933 to 1945. It is this resurgence of German imperialism, then, that testifies to the potency of the justifying doctrine in the Wilhelmine era. Something so all-pervading could not be extinguished in little more than a decade of turbulent republican, parliamentary rule in Germany. Indeed, the ideology of Wilhelmine imperialism which had so possessed the German power-elite in 1914 simply re-appeared in a more grotesque form in National Socialism. Without the support of the industrialist and military elite (again with an approving chorus of academics) of the old imperial Germany, Hitler’s seizure of power in January 1933 would not have been possible. They had ‘jobbed’ him into office to finish the uncompleted agenda of 1914–1918.


Admittedly, there is now sufficient evidence to show that National Socialism, once in power, pursued its goals with a somewhat different and, indeed, vulgarised ideological justification from that of the Wilhelmine power-elite. After 1933 there was a central emphasis on anti-Semitism and, of course on anti-Communism which was not so overtly there in 1914–1918. However, at the outset, Nazi imperialism (as Woodruff Smith has convincingly shown26) was sufficiently like Wilhelmine imperialism to call forth enthusiastic support from the stalwarts of the Kaiser’s Germany. If the two Germanies were not the same, their differences were too subtle for the old-fashioned militarists to notice. Neither should the differences cloud the judgement of historians and seduce them into believing that Wilhelmine imperialism was essentially no different from that of the other great powers. Its aim was world domination in 1914–1918 as was that of the Nazis in 1939–1945. On both occasions the grasp for world power was underpinned by seductive and essentially anti-humane ideologies. The Western democracies—their own unresolved domestic problems notwithstanding—had no alternative but to resist them to the utmost. Indeed, all states whose self-perception derived from an enlightenment tradition had to feel threatened by these Teutonic attempts to restructure the world according to an Hegelian scheme. Australian reactions should not be regarded as surprising.
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