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‘Not dry reports only, please, but now and then a funny story.’


The Kaiser to Baron von Lyncker, 1908
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Notes on Sources





I have tried to set out below the main evidence on which this book is based and occasionally to discuss points of interpretation. But I have been reading about this period for over thirty years, usually without keeping detailed page references. Hence there are a number of books not mentioned below, such as Meinecke’s Weltbürgertum und Nationalstaat and Langer’s books on diplomatic history to which I am considerably indebted without being able to point out the precise location of my debts.




ABBREVIATIONS


GP = Die Grosse Politik der Europäischen Kabinetten, quoted by document number.


BD = British Documents on the Origins of the War 1898–1914, quoted by page number.


DD = Die Deutsche Dokumente zum Kriegsausbruch 1914, quoted by page number.


DDF = Documents Diplomatiques Français 1871–1914, quoted by page number.


OU Aussenpolitik = Oesterreich-Ungarns Aussenpolitik von der Bosnischen Krise bis zum Kriegsausbruch 1914.


GW = Bismarck’s Gesammelte Werke.


GuE = Bismarck’s Gedanken und Erinnerungen, quoted by page from the Cotta one-volume edition.


HZ = Historische Zeitschrift.


AHR = American Historical Review.


EHR = English Historical Review.


Letters of QV = Letters of Queen Victoria, 3rd Series (unless an earlier series is expressly cited).


The volumes of Prince von Bülow’s Memoirs, quoted from the English edition, are distinguished by the dates ‘49–97’, ‘97–03’ and ‘03–09’.


HP = Holstein Papers.


Z-T = Count Zedlitz-Trützschler: Twelve Years at the Kaiser’s Court.




























Preface







‘Political problems never reach tidy mathematical conclusions enabling us to draw up a balance sheet. Instead, they arise, have their day and yield place to other historical problems. This is the course of organic development.’1





SO SPOKE BISMARCK in 1881. There could scarcely be any more striking confirmation of his views than the contrast between the problems occupying statesmen when the present century opened and those occupying them today. But what Bismarck omitted to say (though certainly seeing) was that the political problems of the past leave consequences behind them. The whole range of circumstances leading to the war of 1914–18 and the way in which it was fought go far to explain the nature of the settlement made when it finished. Out of that settlement grew, by another process of organic development, the world of the 1930’s and the war of 1939–45 which in turn did so much to shape our world today. Moreover in a wider sense the war of 1914–18 was an early symptom of a developing world process which we today can see in better perspective, the beginning of the end of the hegemony of Western Europe.


This must be the justification for a new biography of Kaiser William II, that complex and disputed character who occupied such a central position in the three decades before 1918. Nobody of course would want either to write or to read a mere chronicle of what the Kaiser said or did. There would not be much more justification for a study confined to analysing his character. The historian must rather seek to show how that character came to be what it was, how a man of such a character came to hold a key post, and what were the main consequences of his holding it. This involves setting the Kaiser in the context of German history and against his family background. Believing profoundly as I do that an individual can only be properly understood in the light of his surroundings, I make no apology whatever for the number of pages which the reader will have to cover before he comes to any effective mention of the ostensible subject!


I have hoped to interest not only scholars and students but also those who want to understand how the world they live in has come about. To this end, I have swept details of sources and their interpretation into an Appendix with which the ordinary reader need not bother; I ought however to warn him that my versions of some episodes are open to argument. I have tried to include enough background facts to make the Kaiser’s actions intelligible without perpetual recourse to textbooks; on the other hand, I have occasionally omitted to explain trivial comments which may interest the informed without being essential to the novice. But it has not been my purpose to write another history of European diplomacy, or of the First World War or of German political parties. The kind of book which I had in mind would have lost much of its point if it had grown too long, yet the volume of material available, even from printed sources, meant that it could only be kept short by rigorous selection and compression. This also decided me against any attempt at tapping fresh documentary sources which in the time at my disposal (for the book has been written as a leisure occupation) could only have been fragmentary and haphazard. At the same time I have tried to avoid making the book so compressed as to be unreadable. The inevitable result has been a series of compromises; I shall be content if each of my readers thinks that some of them are justified.


I have for convenience used the word ‘Kaiser’ only in relation to William II. For convenience also I have sometimes (but not always) talked of ‘Austria’ when accuracy required ‘Austria-Hungary’. I have tried to remember that the proper appellation of our islands is ‘Britain’ though the fact that most Europeans talk of them as ‘England’ has involved me in some inconsistency. I have adopted Pareto’s term ‘élite’ as the handiest label for describing the German ruling classes or ‘Establishment’, and I have used the word ‘culture’ to denote not merely the intellectual and artistic manifestations of life in a society but the whole range of that life.


My first thanks must be to my publisher and one-time pupil, John Howard, for suggesting the subject to me, lending an ear at all times to my problems and offering me much sound advice. Sir John Wheeler-Bennett not only encouraged me to tackle a subject which should have been his, but gave me both material and counsel. Duncan Wilson and George Allen increased my already great debts to them by reading the book in typescript and making a number of valuable comments. My wife helped me in many ways, particularly in constructing the index of names and in reading proofs. I benefited not only from conversation with Dr. Eugen Rosenstock-Huessey but also from his uncanny gift of tracking down unsuspected material for other people’s work. I am indebted for help on individual points to Dr. H. V. Dicks, Mr. C. Hamilton Ellis, Mrs. W. Jackson, Dr. Heinz Koeppler, Miss J. M. Maton, Mr. M. Neven du Mont, Sir Harold Nicolson, the late Sir Victor Schuster, Mrs. N. Taylor and Sir Anthony Wagner. Finally it gives me pleasure to record the interest and encouragement shown by my friends Count Helmuth von Moltke and Baron Wolfgang von Marschall.





M. L. G. B.    







Notes


1. 1 GW XII, 237.

























CHAPTER I


The Historical Background: 400 B.C.–A.D. 1880





a. The Earliest Times



THAT THE HISTORIES of countries differ according to their circumstances is a truth which will be as readily acknowledged as it is repeatedly forgotten. The story of Germany’s Second Reich under its third Emperor may only be a phase in the secular process by which human development, after ‘taking off’ on the western coasts of Europe, is winging its way to the ends of the earth. But Germany is neither on the western coasts of Europe nor in Central Africa and the manifold implications of this fact need to be outlined before the consequences can be appreciated.


An initial question is why their character as Germans should have been the crucial distinguishing badge on which in the nineteenth century a number of frustrated people living in Central Europe found it natural to base their claim for closer political association. How did it come about that they possessed the common badge, yet lacked a common government?


When history dawns in the Iron Age, almost all the area now described as Germany seems to have been inhabited by Celts, and it was only east of the River Weser and towards the base of the peninsula now called Denmark that tribes of a different culture were to be found, one of which called itself German and another Teuton. The shifting circumstances of supply and demand forced upon these groups, as upon most primitive peoples, the character of intermittent excursionists, and it was one such trip which in 102 B.C. brought a party of Teutons to Aix-en-Provence and to defeat at the hands of the Roman general, Marius. Gradually, about the second century B.C., the whole group shifted southwards and westwards; there were more frequent forays down to and across the Rhine. The victims of these raids rewarded the prominent part which the Germans must have assumed in them by applying the name indiscriminately to anyone east of the river—the first of many occasions on which the destiny of the Germans was shaped without their consent by the opinion of others!


Tacitus defined ‘Germania’ as the area between, on the one hand, Gaul and Rhaetia (Switzerland), from which it was separated by the Rhine and the Danube, and, on the other, the Sarmatians and Dacians, from whom it was separated by mountains and mutual terror. But the two Roman provinces of Germania lay outside this area and were hardly inhabited by ‘Germans’ at all. Much of modern Germany and most of the people who were to settle there never came under Roman law or absorbed Roman culture. That this made them different from other West Europeans is easy to see; how great that difference was is harder to say. The general difficulties of distinguishing one group of the area’s inhabitants from another has not been assisted by the enthusiasms of later historians and their consequent tendency to describe any tribe defeated by the Romans as ‘Celtic’ and any victorious tribe as ‘Germanic’. The necessary effort to trace the origins of later nomenclatures can have devastating effects upon our ability to understand past ages if it leads us to assume that terms which only became distinguished afterwards had a separate significance from the outset. The chieftain Arminius (not to beg the issue by calling him Hermann) defeated the Roman Varus in A.D. 9 at the battle of the ‘Teutonic Wood’ (Teutoburgerwald). But he himself belonged to the Cherusci, as did Charlemagne to the Franks; both would have been highly unlikely to admit without protest to being called either ‘Teuton’ or ‘German’!


As the Roman Empire was declining, a further ethnic explosion occurred, and in the fourth and fifth centuries A.D. Germanic tribes (i.e. the Germani or tribes akin to them) swarmed out of Scandinavia, Germany, and the regions beyond the Elbe into central and western Europe, the Balkans, Italy and the Iberian Peninsula. The Franks (or ‘free men’), a name which had come into use in the third century A.D. for a group of Rhenish tribes, went to France, the Lombards to Italy, the Visigoths to Spain. In the new surroundings their characteristics gradually altered. Today’s ‘Germany’ was peopled by the Bavarians, Swabians (or Alemanni), Thuringians, Franconians, Frisians, Saxons, and Lorrainers, loose groupings without any effective political link or sense of cohesion between one another. With language, the story seems to have been somewhat the same, though in the absence of written records, much has to be conjecture. The various tribes all appear to have spoken dialects of a single basic tongue (which suggests a common origin even further back). But where the invaders settled in Roman provinces, Latinized variants developed. Then in about the sixth century an adjective derived from the root ‘thiod’ or ‘people’ began to be applied to the vernacular speech of the groups remaining between the Rhine and Elbe. The Latin form of this adjective was theodisca, the old High German diutisk, whence it gradually developed into diutsch and so into the term by which the people we call ‘Germans’ actually describe themselves.


In about the eighth century, this vernacular language began to be written, and it was at the same time that the seven tribal duchies began to have cohesion imposed upon them by coming under the Emperor of the Franks. When after Charlemagne’s death in 814 this Empire fell apart, the eastern section remained united under the Frankish King Louis, who actually described himself as ‘Germanicus’. It is with the Treaty of Verdun in 843 which established his kingdom and which (to remedy the fact that Franks and Theodisci could no longer understand one another) had to be drafted in both languages, that what we can now recognize to have been ‘German’ history properly begins. The habit of cohesion so developed that in 911 the seven tribes, to avoid being ruled by any more Franks, agreed to elect Duke Conrad of Franconia as their King, and within a decade we find his realm being described as regnum teutonicorum—the Kingdom of the Teutons. In the course of the next century the name Teutonici rapidly became used as the collective noun describing the inhabitants.


b. The Middle Ages



Up to this point, and indeed for another century, the history of ‘Germany’ did not differ radically from that of areas further west. It was the story of the consolidation of loose tribal groupings under the central domination of strong and predatory kings. Not for the last time did blood and iron forge unity. Indeed, the process was so successful that the consciousness of common destiny with which the government imbued its population never became quite effaced and so proved a historical factor of decisive importance. ‘By 1075 Germany had far outstripped France and England … and was already on the path leading to more modern forms of government…. Had this success proved durable, it is scarcely doubtful that Henry IV (1056–1106) would have created a great German state coeval with Norman England and Philip Augustus.’1


One of the causes of this success proved its undoing. For the election of Otto, King of the Germans, as King also of the Romans in 942, and thus as successor to the Emperors (though the actual title Roman Emperor is not found till later), not only added to his prestige but gave him the valuable support of the Church. Many bishops and abbots in Germany and Northern Italy were virtually officials of the royal household, and it was the Emperor’s attempt to dictate who should become Archbishop of Milan that precipitated the conflict with the Papacy. The challenge which Pope Hildebrand offered to Henry IV may in the long run have served the cause of liberty and pure religion, but it quickly disrupted the development of Germany. The imperial energies which might have gone to consolidating the central government were diverted to undermining the Papal opposition, while the Church turned from a reinforcement into an ubiquitous focus of disaffection. Moreover, by challenging the principle of hereditary succession to the imperial throne, and giving the right of election to a number of subordinate princes (Electors), the Popes not only decentralized ultimate authority de jure, but opened the door de facto to a long and debilitating process of bartering and disputed successions. One—though only one—of the reasons drawing the Emperors into the south became the need to get help against their northern vassals. Great Emperors like Frederick Barbarossa (1152–90) may have temporarily restored the position and thereby aroused among their subjects a loyalty which, by lingering long in memory, acted as a further unifying factor. But henceforward an uninhibited co-operation between Empire and Papacy was out of the question, while the task of ruling Germany was recurrently interrupted by plunges into the complexities of Mediterranean politics. As the Kaiser once said, the later medieval Emperors were drawn south in order to maintain intact their world-wide title and forgot about Germany’s existence.2


Meanwhile in another direction there began in the thirteenth century a process which was to prove equally significant. When, a thousand years earlier, the German tribes had moved west and south, the gap left behind east of the Elbe had been filled by Slavonic groups. These peoples, who in one or two places even infiltrated west of the Elbe, remained little affected in religion, society and farming methods by Mediterranean culture. As Central Germany developed, the Christian duty of converting the heathen on the east combined with a desire to get the land put to better use. It is interesting to speculate on what changes might have resulted if the vigour devoted to this work had been applied to consolidating a central German government. But as that vigour was equally likely to have been employed on rebellion against that government, there is no adequate reason to regret that the colonists succeeded.


In Bohemia and Silesia the operation of conversion and colonization went ahead with relative ease. In many parts of eastern Europe, German-speaking settlers were welcome for their skills as traders and craftsmen; by the nineteenth century it was only a small exaggeration to say that one could travel by ox-cart from the Baltic to the Black Sea and stop each night in a German village. But further north the Prussians, a Slavonic people akin to the Latvians and Lithuanians, offered the fiercest resistance. A prominent part in subduing them was played by the Teutonic Knights, an order originally formed to free the Holy Land from the infidel, which after the Fourth Crusade decided to seek other areas for applying the techniques of the Church Militant. Their first start, Transylvania, proved abortive but they then moved on, in 1225, to North East Germany and, by fifty years of bitter struggle, succeeded in imposing on the Prussians not merely German habits but even German names. Nor was it only in Prussia that original inhabitants became Germanized. A parallel assimilation was achieved widely in the conquered territories, thereby complicating the task of anyone who seeks to judge to which race the lands should properly belong. It was in the course of this process that the Emperor Conrad III bestowed upon an Ascanian called Albert the Bear (1100–70) a new fortress area in Brandenburg and that as a result peasants from the west were encouraged to settle in the swamps surrounding the village of Berlin.


Further west, the resources which were needed to sustain the Emperor’s title steadily passed from its holders to their nominal vassals until the only hope of getting its responsibilities discharged lay in assigning it to someone who already possessed in his own right—or his wife’s—the money and lands needed for the task. Such a man would assume the title to further the interests of his dynasty and their possessions—though whether the influence brought by being Emperor outweighed the concessions needed in order to become it must often have been a nice calculation. This is the explanation of the links between the Habsburgs and the Empire which grew steadily closer until in 1438 the family succeeded in appropriating the post as an heirloom. Yet many of the lands from which they drew their strength were not inhabited by Germans at all (a state of affairs to be aggravated by the seventeenth-century victories of Prince Eugen). Though in their hands the Empire regained a good part of its strength and dignity, the dignity was not an exclusively German symbol and the strength was often exerted for non-German ends. Moreover, the degree of Habsburg control over the princes ruling in Germany remained limited.


In the two centuries after the relations between the Emperor and his Electors had been formalized by the Golden Bull of 1356, the princes consolidated their position and did much to re-establish order in Germany. All strove to introduce primogeniture and the indivisibility of their lands; to replace local assemblies by Estates-General representative of the whole people and meeting only when summoned (usually to authorize taxation); and to create orderly finances based upon the taxes thus obtained. Especially prominent in this respect was the Hohenzollern family who had for generations held an imperial post in Nuremberg until, in 1415, the Emperor Sigismund made his friend, Frederick of Hohenzollern, Elector of Brandenburg; fifty-eight years later Frederick’s son Albrecht Achilles promulgated a law regulating the family inheritances and estates.*


At the end of the Middle Ages Germany, the land of the Deutsch, was an idea rather than a political reality. Possibly it was a dawning awareness of this and the resulting sense of frustration which produced in the fifteenth century the first wave of interest in the distinctive features of German culture. Historical studies flourished as never before; several of the first books to be printed were concerned with the German past. This was the century which created the myth of Barbarossa sleeping in his cave on the way to Berchtesgaden, a common-enough form of folk legend but significant in that it projected its believers forward from an unsatisfactory present to a future revival of greatness. This was also the time that the words ‘of the German nation’ were added to the title of ‘Holy Roman Emperor’. A new form of language began to spread from beyond the Elbe where settlers from varied parts of the country had been forced by circumstances to fuse their dialects. This new form of German found its way into Luther’s Bible which thereby assumed the function, performed elsewhere by the central administration, of establishing a standard speech—like the King’s English—familiar to (though not necessarily practised by) the whole country.


c. The Reformation and Religious Wars



The Reformation itself was a symptom of malaise, projecting on to the venal and decadent leaders of the Catholic Church responsibility for the weakness and misgovernment of which Germans were so conscious. It has been described as ‘Germany’s belated revenge for the continuous thwarting of her destinies by the Papacy from the eleventh century onwards’.3 Luther, who appealed to the ‘Christian nobility of the German nation’, seems first to have thought in terms of an independent German Church. But the Reformation, though sparked off by dissatisfaction with Germany’s troubles, ended by aggravating them. For the absence of a dominating political authority meant that, once religious controversy was introduced, there was no effective way of settling it. Differences of view on topics which men considered vital to their souls’ salvation fanned the flames of ordinary rivalry between states. Questions of abstruse theology, such as the relations between the various persons of the Trinity, were discussed with an intensity of passion reminiscent of the early Christian Church. A Professor of Divinity on one occasion asked to be relieved of his post since its duties involved the writing of so many controversial pamphlets that his eyesight was failing.4 As the ideals which had originated the Reformation proved impossible of attainment and lost force, men began to concentrate more and more upon achieving salvation by adherence to the pure message of orthodox doctrine. In a country where religion could vary with the local ruler, fanaticism bred of disillusion spelt a peculiarly virulent form of civil war. It was no accident that in Germany the Wars of Religion lasted as long as they did, reduced the population from sixteen to six million and when they ended in 1648 left the country divided into 234 territorial units.


The subsequent history of Germany has been dominated by the fact that during the Middle Ages the process of political consolidation was not carried through. Consequently, whereas in western Europe the process of secularization known as the Reformation strengthened the power of the central royal governments, in the lands inhabited by Germans it had a disintegrating effect. Britain and France anyhow possessed certain inherent natural advantages which Germany lacked—a more equable climate, more clearly defined boundaries, a position athwart the new trade routes. But the factors which gave Britain her dominating advantage, and made her the scene of that technological break-through known as the ‘Industrial Revolution’, derived from the achievements of the Normans, Plantagenets and early Tudors. The three main spurs underlying that ‘Revolution’ are accumulation of capital (with institutions for transferring it from savers to worth-while spenders), technical invention (which presupposes the accumulation of knowledge and is particularly important in its application of power to communications) and population pressure. The vital precondition for these three developments is stable and effective government with all that this can bestow in the way of security, peace, and a clear, reliable legal system. The accidents, or if one prefers, the destiny of history placed Britain in a specially favourable position for establishing such government and its accompaniments. Their progressively accelerating development involved an early swelling in the numbers of town-dwelling merchants and technicians, a class of men well above subsistence level with their own individualistic culture. This in turn meant that the crucial conflict between a monarchy tending to absolutism and a bourgeoisie bearing within it the seeds of the popular State was in Britain fought at a relatively early stage and settled decisively in favour of the popular side. This shift of power intensified the awareness of common involvement which had been growing under a relatively enlightened royal government since medieval days; the resulting social cohesion (or to use a simpler term, patriotism) considerably increased the international effectiveness of the State. True, the power of the King was for a time replaced by that of an oligarchy. But the oligarchy was never a closed one, owed much of its resources to its connection with commerce, and never wholly lost the spark of the liberal creed. When the social transformation wrought by the Industrial Revolution began to gather way, there were within the ruling élite enough believers in the principle of liberty to provide a focus for the dissatisfied and to offer what proved to be a justified hope that the necessary adjustments could be made by reform from within rather than by revolution from without.


In Germany, by contrast, the preconditions for these developments were lacking. The development of the new trade routes, which brought so much stimulus to Britain, had turned Germany into an economic backwater just at the moment when the middle classes ‘might have been expected to become the dominating political force, as they were already the dominating economic force, in central Europe’.5 Lives and property were notoriously insecure, justice was hard to be had, the population fell instead of rising, trade languished and with it the trading classes. Awareness of common interest, a sense of being master of one’s own fate, belief in ability to control one’s environment were all absent. While Britain was entering on the most exciting period in its history and expanding all over the world, Germany was at best stagnating. The consequences have been far-reaching.


d. The Eighteenth Century



Germany took over a century to recover from the Thirty Years War (1618–48). During this period foreign, and particularly French, interference was endemic in politics and Italian influence dominant in culture. It was the period of the despotic ruler, supported by a mercenary standing army, a necessary episode in the rebuilding of the social fabric but hardly an inspiring one. Prominent among the matters decided by a ruler were the religious views of his subjects. The strife which had resulted from allowing religion to influence politics was stilled by leaving belief to depend on the accident of State membership. But this solution increased the difference between the various parts of Germany. In the north and east where the Protestants dominated, religion was restricted to the individual’s personal relationship with his God and discouraged from influencing men’s relations with one another. The result was personal piety rather than Christian action, an atmosphere more stimulating to musicians than to social reformers. In the south and west, Catholicism re-established its hold, aided by the fidelity of the Habsburgs to the Roman faith and by the anxiety of the trading cities, fighting for life against the shift of traffic to the North Sea and Atlantic, to maintain at all costs their links with the Mediterranean. These parts of Germany were thereby brought within the orbit of the Counter-Reformation as this movement spread from Spain and Italy through Catholic Europe, with ‘baroque’ as its distinctive art form.


With the major exception of Prussia, none of the German states had a sufficient record of success to inspire its subjects (most of whom were, anyhow, excluded from any share in the government) with any strong feelings of pride or loyalty. The middle classes remained weak and were composed more of officials, teachers and clergy than of merchants, still less manufacturers. These were, however, the circles in which the first signs of a national revival appeared, taking the form of an academic protest against French cosmopolitanism, a reassertion of the values of German learning and the German cultural heritage. The common language and the memory of a common history, the two great legacies of the medieval Empire to modern Germany, began to be recognized as the essential links uniting the inhabitants of the many political pieces into which the area had been splintered. Looking round the outside world, those inhabitants of the area who had attained the level of self-consciousness needed for effective reflection saw that elsewhere links of language and culture had become the keystones of the most successful political societies yet evolved. In France and Britain (and to a lesser extent in Spain, Holland and Scandinavia) national feeling had grown spontaneously as a loyalty to a homogeneous social structure evolved under a settled central government, and enjoying the highest level of prosperity which the world had yet seen. The Germans gradually came to feel that, since they had a common language and culture, nature had intended them also to have a common government and that the lack of it was a major cause of their disadvantages. German national spirit was thus a much more self-conscious growth, based on a deliberate imitation of what had happened unintentionally elsewhere, and drawing its emotional drive from dissatisfaction with the contrast. In France and Britain the facts preceded and formed the basis for theory; in Germany the theory was taken over ready made by the intellectuals in the population, and adopted as an ideal to which the facts must be altered to fit. It was only a step from this position to the feeling that, somehow, destiny had treated Germany badly and that destiny must therefore be coerced. Treitschke was to lament the absence of ‘sunshine’ in German history and the way in which the German Imperial splendour of the Middle Ages had passed away ‘like a Midsummer Night’s Dream’.6


Meanwhile Prussia had been evolving in a different and in many ways opposite direction from the rest of Germany. The Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights at the time of the Reformation had been a man belonging to a junior branch of the Hohenzollerns. Luther advised him to renounce his vows, abolish the Order, marry and found a dynasty; this comprehensive programme he executed in full. But early in the seventeenth century his line died out and the Prussian Dukedom was merged with the Electorate of Brandenburg. And whereas the peasants needed to colonize the Slav lands had had to be tempted by offers of exceptional freedom from manorial duties, a variety of forces operated as the Middle Ages ended to turn them back into serfs bound to the land. The towns also decayed except for a few ports through which the surplus corn, grown by large-scale farming on the noble estates, was for lack of local demand shipped to the West. The middle classes were conspicuously absent, and for about two centuries the Junker nobility reigned supreme.


With the reign of the Great Elector (1640–88) the Hohenzollerns gradually began to gain the upper hand: in 1701 his son, Frederick, became ‘King in Prussia’. The family based themselves upon the principle that a state like theirs, of moderate size, could prosper only if it was strong enough to exploit the divisions between its bigger neighbours. In view of Prussia’s limited resources, the essential minimum of strength which this policy implied could be achieved only by the strictest care and control in the use of those resources. The situation was in many ways parallel to that of Soviet Russia in the 1930’s and 40’s and to the other developing countries in Asia and Africa today. But the basic industry to which the fruits of economy were devoted was war, and since mercenaries were on the whole too expensive, Prussia anticipated revolutionary France by producing a national army. On this Frederick the Great (1712–86) spent two-thirds of his revenue and in it one-sixth of the adult male population was required to serve; by his death it was practically as big as the French. Its officer corps was imbued with a high sense of duty—‘a moral compulsion which forced them, out of respect for themselves and their calling, to bear hardship, danger and death without flinching and without expectation of reward. This feeling of honour, the King believed, could be found only in the feudal nobility, not in other classes and certainly not in the bourgeoisie which was driven by material rather than moral considerations and was too rational in moments of disaster to regard sacrifice as either necessary or commendable’.7 The civil administration was virtually a branch of the army. The chief officials were drawn from the same noble class and were required to show the same unflinching obedience to their King.


This absolutism was tempered in three ways. First, the government was among the most up-to-date in Europe, inspired by the latest ideas of eighteenth-century rationalism and tolerating almost any religious view. True, the individual was allowed no say in it, but rationalists are always apt to prefer good government to self-government. Secondly, the King accepted the same code as he imposed and regarded himself as the first servant of his people. When the ruler at the top was mediocre, the system worked badly —but the Hohenzollerns managed to produce more above-average rulers than mediocre ones. Finally, Prussia was successful, growing rapidly in size and international standing. The human reluctance to jump off band-wagons is in itself enough to explain why the most autocratic state in Germany was also the only one to succeed in evoking among its subjects a loyalty and sense of national independence.


This was the environment in which was formulated the philosophy of Kant (1724–1804) whom the Kaiser once rightly described as ‘our greatest thinker’ (though there may be argument as to whether he was justified in going on to add the further epithet, ‘clearest’).8 Kant, who had his troubles with the authorities, struggled to reconcile in the circumstances of eighteenth-century Prussia the twin values of freedom and order, just as in the field of knowledge he sought to reconcile freedom with the universal causality which he found in nature. He held that the factor most distinguishing men from animal creation was their intuitive awareness of an inner moral law embodying the spirit of reason. Human conduct was to be judged not by the nature and consequences of acts but by their underlying motives. An act was moral in proportion as it was motivated by reason; the test of such motivation lay in whether the principle involved in the act could be applied universally. For unless the underlying principle could be so applied, the act itself would not be absolutely disinterested, and this all truly moral acts were required to be. The ‘categorical imperative’ incumbent on man was always so to act that the action could be taken as the basis of a universal law. Sympathy and compassion were to be excluded as motives of moral action since they confused the application of reason. The starting-point of Kant’s own thought may have been his hatred of tyranny. But in the effort to render external tyrants unnecessary, the individual was required to impose on himself an even more rigorous code than the King of Prussia imposed on his subjects. A man could be allowed to be free only if he was completely subjected to an inner control.


With Kant, resistance to the State could still be justified if the state’s own principles could be shown to lack universal application. It only remained for the seat of reason to be transferred from the individual conscience to the community, as was done by Hegel (1770–1831), and the world was faced with the paradox that only in obedience to the State could the individual be truly free. It may be that, because in western Europe government was on the whole strong and well-established, political theorists tended to emphasize freedom and individual rights; in central and eastern Europe where the need for strong government was easy to see, they gave priority to order and the rights of the State.


Now the exaltation of individual rights at the expense of government authority clearly leads to selfishness and anarchy, while the exaltation of government authority without regard to the rights of the individual leads to despotism and injustice. The idea of holding the two in balance is more easy to state than to execute. Equilibrium can be achieved verbally by saying that the highest freedom consists in obedience to law as the embodiment of reason, and that social liberty is a constituent of, rather than a check on, the power of the State. But the formula is treacherous (especially when it is expressed in language difficult for the ordinary man to understand) and tends in practical implementation to be given one of two slants. Either existing law is attacked in the name of freedom as a palpably inadequate embodiment of reason. Or else obedience is demanded, in the name of reason, to law equated with the current demands of the government, even where this appears to be at the expense of the individual. Both deviations were to be met in Germany during the nineteenth century. The main stream of thought continually slipped into an uncritical assertion of the rightness of whatever happened to be; the assailants of the status quo, handicapped by lack of political experience, carried the demand for liberty to excessive lengths.


e. The French Revolution and its Consequences



The Kaiser once spoke of the humiliations which the ‘Corsican parvenu’9 had inflicted on Germany and his complaint illustrates a resentment against France which was widespread in his country throughout the nineteenth century. The French Revolution provided Germany—and indeed the world—with an unprecedented demonstration of what could be achieved by a resolute and fanatical government able to fire its people with enthusiasm and so to mobilize the full resources of the country. In face of this whirlwind, the cosmopolitan rationalism of Goethe’s Weimar and the Spartan discipline of Frederick’s Potsdam alike proved futile. The result was a wave of romantic dissatisfaction with ‘enlightenment’ and a widespread (though by no means universal) desire to emulate France in exploiting the national idea for political purposes and securing, if necessary by political concessions, popular support for a war to liberate and even to unify Germany. The revolution must be fought by its own weapons. The problem with which the patriots concerned themselves was how to rouse the population to enthusiasm and evoke a determination which would triumph over all obstacles. The views of Clausewitz, formed at this time, take as starting point the question ‘how a community which has rested on a merely cultural basis could be turned into a community with a political will—a self-conscious national state capable of defending itself and keenly concerned about its freedom and external prestige’.10


It was as a step towards this end that in the years following defeat at Jena (1806) a thorough overhaul of the Prussian system was put in hand—principally by non-Prussians in the King’s service. Outmoded economic restrictions were removed, the towns were given a certain amount of self-government and the serfs were emancipated. The professional standing army, on whose size Napoleon had set a limit, was reorganized and supplemented by a popular short-service ‘Home Guard’ (Landwehr). The beginnings of a General Staff were created. The reformers sought to sacrifice all other values to the re-establishment of Prussia as an independent European Power.


The same atmosphere favoured the development of that emphasis on the individuality of peoples which distinguishes German political thought for the following century. The academic interest in national characteristics was given a political application. This occurred as a reaction against the universalism of the enlightenment, against the domination of France over German affairs and against the Napoleonic attempt to unify Europe. Such a view came more easily to Germans, since the doctrines of natural law with their emphasis on universalism, the intellect and the individual had never enjoyed the same ascendancy in central as in Western Europe.11 Each people was thought of as a separate entity with distinct characteristics and capacities; the differences were more important than the similarities. Moreover, the State rather than the individual was the embodiment of the national identity and as such the repository of ultimate values. There could be no higher, more universal authority, and the final arbiter between States must therefore be force (though the road to this conclusion was often smoothed by a facile optimism which suggested that States in which the national will rather than the whim of a ruler was sovereign would have the same view of world politics and so live in peace with one another). In this development it was Hegel who was again the key figure.




‘His political philosophy is the most decisive expression of the intellectual movement which replaced the old connections and ideals of a European universalism with a ruthless individualization of the international scene.’12





Hegel, though by birth a Swabian, was a Professor at the University of Berlin, founded in 1812 by William von Humboldt as an integral part of the Prussian revival. In a country where nationalism began as an intellectual exercise, universities have an obvious political role. But Berlin thoroughly deserved its name of the ‘First Guards Regiment of Learning’. For this was the intellectual power-house where thinkers such as Hegel, Ranke, Droysen and Treitschke generated the distinctive and characteristic view of the world which Germany was to offer as its gospel, a coherent and comprehensive alternative to the rational individualism stemming from the Graeco-Roman tradition. ‘The revival of the German nation did not begin at the altar but in the lecture-room.’13


To take the German Humpty-Dumpty completely to pieces again was beyond the power of the Congress of Vienna. The number of individual political units remained reduced to some thirty, and the rulers of Bavaria, Saxony and Wurtemburg were allowed to keep their title of King (Hanover being raised to the same rank). At the last moment Prussia, as a compensation for losing some of her Polish conquests to Russia, was given considerable areas of the Rhineland which she did not much want and in which her restrictive methods proved a highly unwelcome contrast to the previous twenty years of French rule. (One result was to bring within her frontiers six million Roman Catholics, one million of whom were Poles.) But the popular movements which had contributed so much to the victory were allowed small share in its fruits. In Prussia the work of the patriots was left half done. The poorer peasants remained economically dependent on the Junkers (landowners) and as the Junkers were still masters of the countryside, the municipal reforms had the effect of widening the gap between town and country. The Landwehr remained but was looked at askance by the professional soldiers who were elevated into a closed officer caste with special privileges and its own courts of honour. Nobody could obtain a commission, even from the King, unless he had been educated in a cadet school or, having enlisted as a volunteer, was nominated by his commanding officer. The enthusiasm which had been generated was baulked of fulfilment and a sense of frustration was the inevitable result.


The problem for German nationalists in the years prior to March 1848 was to find a rallying-point. The most obvious step towards providing the German peoples with their own State was to revive the Empire. But even if this had not been formally abolished by Napoleon, it rested in the hands of a dynasty whose interests were only partly German and who had signally failed to rouse a consolidating spirit of loyalty among the miscellaneous peoples inhabiting their domains. Less than a third of the Habsburg Empire was included in the German Confederation, set up as a loose association in 1815, and of the twelve millions which were so included, almost half were Slavs.14 Yet the rulers of Austria, though unwilling to risk losing their extra-German interests by taking the lead in unifying the Germans, sensed on the other hand that a united Germany would throw their own power into shadow. Moreover, a true unification of the German people would involve dividing the Habsburgs’ German subjects from the non-German ones, and bringing the former alone into the new state. The Habsburgs were therefore as opposed to allowing anyone else to unite Germany as to doing so themselves, a position which they could only hope to maintain as long as German nationalism continued to lack support. The other German princes, except the King of Prussia, were in much the same position. Some, as in Bavaria, had managed to rouse a limited local loyalty but it was not strong enough and their lands were not big enough to provide the basis for a national State. Yet a united Germany must spell the end of their own independence. The most to be hoped for was that their élites would be sufficiently conscious of their own German attributes not to offer intransigent opposition to unity. Prussia was a different matter.


Prussia proper (as distinct from Brandenburg) had lain outside the confines of the Holy Roman Empire. But by 1815 the King of Prussia had acquired so many territories in Germany that German unity was unthinkable without at least his acquiescence. Moreover, in Silesia and the Ruhr those territories happened to include two of the chief sources of Europe’s coal. But the leaders of the German national movement, basing themselves on the English and French examples (the only ones available), took it for granted that a national State must have a liberal constitution and therefore associated unification with the establishment of responsible representative government. The demand for this constituted in fact the beginning of pressure to adapt the German political structure not only to the French but also to the Industrial Revolution. The Zollverein or Customs Union set up between 1828 and 1835 under Prussian leadership (but excluding Austria) helped to hasten the pace of technological change. But the last parts of Germany to be affected were the core provinces of Prussia east of the Elbe. Here middle-class influence was weak, the ruling elite was formed of landowners and of officers and bureaucrats recruited from the landowning class, and as has been seen the culture which was developing had other roots besides the liberal individualist tradition. Liberalism, so far from attracting the Prussian élite, was anathema to most of them and rather than pay the price of recasting their society in order to become leaders of Germany, they preferred to remain as they were. In any case they were bound to have misgivings about a course which carried a grave risk of collisions with Austria, still the nominal leader of the Germans, and with France, whose place in Europe was sure to be weakened by the rise of a strong, united Germany.


The biggest mistake of the Liberals in the years before 1848 was their failure to realize the importance of having organized force at their command. This was not simply due to lack of practical experience—though they certainly suffered from that. Doctrinaire theories borrowed from England and elsewhere fostered a fear that any army beyond a national militia would menace the liberties of the individual. Accordingly, they not only failed to organize a citizen force which could stand up to the King’s army (though this began to happen in Berlin in 1848) but they also failed to provide either Germany or Prussia with resources enabling Austria to be defied. The result was that the democrats were humiliated by the princes at Frankfurt in 1849 and that Prussia was humiliated by Austria in the Olmütz Agreement of 1850. Thereafter, the Liberal cause might well have foundered altogether had not the economic tide been steadily strengthening the middle classes; its adherents were at all events too few to prevail. The historian Sybel wrote in 1863 that




‘(the Prussian Ministers) have money and soldiers and an old administrative system with abundant reactionary powers. As for us, we have no material power at all, and thus are nowhere and in no way able to achieve a quick success…. You would not find anyone in Prussia who would not consider any thought of violence stupid and criminal since it would be suppressed immediately.’15





The groups opposed to the Liberals were neither effete nor incompetent nor half-hearted. They considered themselves to have saved Germany from chaos by their firm stand in 1848–50 and saw no reason why they should not repeat the process on future occasions. Moreover, the middle classes were beginning to doubt their ability to keep a revolution within bounds. For the struggle to break the political power of the landowners had been postponed in Germany to an epoch in which working-class consciousness was beginning to stir. Marx was teaching the proletariat to exploit the bourgeois revolution as a stepping-stone to their own dictatorship. Not for the last time those Germans who wished to put their fellow-countrymen in control of their own destiny shrank from the action needed to do so for fear that, once the impetus was created, it might hurtle beyond the goal. And indeed if the Liberals had been strong enough to put up a fight, the only result might have been a major civil war into which most of Europe would gradually have been drawn with disastrous effects on economic and social development.


Yet a widespread desire for German unity persisted and was reinforced by the example of Italy in 1859. The failure to achieve unity in 1848–50 deepened the sense of frustration among Germans and produced a reaction against what were regarded as the unpractical policies responsible for failure. Many of those reaching manhood between 1850 and 1870 were not only obsessed with the problem of unification but convinced that policies of realism (Realpolitik) could alone be expected to overcome the obstacles. Realism entails a hard-headed assessment of values and a readiness to sacrifice to the top priority all those subordinate to it. And whereas after 1806 it had been to liberalism that concessions were called for in the name of nationalism, now they were to be made to conservatism. The primacy which these men and women gave to the advancement of the national cause at the expense, if necessary, of freedom is one of the dominating facts of the next seventy years since this was the generation which was to provide Germany’s leaders between 1880 and 1914. The world had to pay a considerable price for the obstinacy which had resisted and thus delayed German unity.


After 1848 all the indications pointed to Prussia as the focus of German unity and to lack of international influence as the price of remaining disunited. But the Prussian élite still feared that a united Germany would mean the ruin of all the things which they valued, while the other states of Germany were too proud of their own identities to accept a merger reducing them to the level of Prussian provinces. Moreover an all-German government, to deserve the name, had to be responsible for the defence and foreign policy of its territories. Yet these two prerogatives and the control thereby ensured over the Kingdom’s destinies were precisely what the Prussian élite felt least inclined to surrender. Although a more liberal Ministry was called to power in Prussia in 1858, the history of the next two years showed clearly how deeply rooted the opposition was. The crucial clash came on the question of what form the army was to take and where control of it was to rest. The élite regarded the army as the personal affair of its commander-in-chief, the King, and for that reason resisted the efforts of the Prussian Parliament to regulate expenditure on it or determine the terms of service. Behind the question whether recruits should serve for two years or three, which was the occasion of the show-down, lay the efforts of the King’s private advisers, led by the War Minister von Roon, to complete the reversal of the 1806–14 reforms and turn the Landwehr into nothing more than the regular army’s reserve. ‘Previously the military authorities had sought to adapt their organization to the civilian outlook; now they not merely flew in the face of civilian prepossessions but set out to extirpate these by giving the nation systematic military education.’16 The person least prepared to compromise was King William; he would sooner have abdicated. He dissolved Parliament; the opposition were returned in greater strength, yet still he would not give way. His obstinacy showed signs of shaking the country to its foundation and might well have made his name a stock example of the social damage done by misplaced pertinacity.


From this predicament King William was not only saved but in the short space of eight years raised to the position of German Emperor. The man chiefly responsible for this transformation was, of course, a neurotic genius with a red moustache, called Otto von Bismarck. ‘He was the highly educated sophisticated son of a highly educated middle-class mother, masquerading as his slow-witted Junker father and living down his maternal origins by an exaggerated emphasis on the privileges of his paternal class’.17 He had the insight to recognize that German unity in one form or another was inevitable and that the question facing Prussia was not therefore ‘whether’ but ‘how’. Bent on avoiding the acceptance of someone else’s terms, he engineered by a series of improvisations what was in effect the conquest of Germany by Prussia. In the war of 1866, with the help of Moltke’s strategic gifts and the remodelled Prussian army, he overcame Austria’s opposition to German unity under Prussian leadership and in the war of 1870 overcame that of France. He further kept these two wars isolated and prevented them from starting a European conflagration. But in addition he led Prussia to a position in which she could no longer refuse to assume the leadership of Germany and in which neither the other princes nor the Liberals could refuse to accept Prussian predominance. The exclusion of the Germans of Austria from the united German State in any case increased the chances of that State being dominated by the Protestant north rather than the Catholic south and this helped to allay Prussian fears. Finally, in the 1866 constitution of the North German Confederation, adapted in 1871 to become that of the German Empire, he evolved a compromise which gave all groups enough of what they wanted to be acceptable to most of them. Yet it is hard to contemplate this epoch-making result without pondering on the turn of chance or fate which provided that, when the man of genius appeared, he did so on the conservative side. If the Liberals had possessed a Bismarck or a Lenin in 1848, how differently the world might have developed! But was the absence of such a man due merely to the accidents of heredity or was there something in the German cultural climate which made it impossible for realists to be Liberals?


f. The Bismarckian Settlement



The most obvious of the changes in 1871 was the proclamation of the King of Prussia as German Emperor. This promotion, however, made him only the senior and not the superior of the other German Princes. ‘The Emperor is not my Monarch,’ said a Wurtemburg politician. ‘He is only the Commanding Officer of my Federation. My Monarch is in Stuttgart.’18 There were indeed those who maintained, with a considerable degree of legal accuracy, that the princes were subordinated to Empire rather than to Emperor, and in particular to the Federal Council or Bundesrat. To this body, which deliberated in private, each member government sent a delegation proportionate to its importance. Though all the votes of each delegation counted, each voted as a block (as in the College of Electors for a U.S. President). Of the fifty-eight members, seventeen came from Prussia, six from Bavaria and four each from Saxony and Wurtemburg. As no proposal to change the constitution could go forward if fourteen votes were cast against it, this effectively gave either Prussia or the South German states acting together a guarantee against reforms of which they disapproved. The agreement of the Bundesrat was required before legislation could be submitted to the Reichstag and it was to be consulted on all important questions of foreign policy including declarations of war.


The intention appears to have been that the Bundesrat would become the ruling body of the Empire. If this was so, the intention remained unrealized and the Council steadily lost influence; in 1914 it was not consulted until after war had been declared. Instead the power passed progressively into the hands of its Chairman the Imperial Chancellor who was also, as Minister President of Prussia, the head of the Prussian delegation. There was no Imperial Cabinet in the English sense of the word. The State-Secretaries for Foreign Affairs, the Interior, Finance, Justice, Post Office and (later) the Navy were regarded as mere officials, responsible to the Chancellor. There was no Federal Secretary of War; the Prussian Minister of War acted as chairman of the Bundesrat committee on the Armed Forces and appeared in the Federal Parliament to speak on its behalf. This was because the Prussian army remained directly responsible to its King though the troops of certain other areas were embodied in it. The armies of Bavaria, Saxony and Wurtemburg retained varying degrees of independence, though the Emperor could transfer an officer from any of them to the Prussian army regardless of the victim’s wishes. The Prussian Houses of Peers and Parliament (Landtag) remained unaltered; votes in elections for the latter were given one of three varying weights according to the wealth of the voter, which virtually assured the possessing classes of a majority. The Prussian Ministers sometimes doubled their job with that of the corresponding Imperial State-Secretary (the Chancellor was always Foreign Minister of Prussia, Prussia’s ‘foreign policy’ being confined to her relations with the other states in the Empire).


On this complex and conservative structure, however, Bismarck, borrowing from the constitutional ideas of 1848, added a lower house (Reichstag) elected by universal (male) suffrage. This was something which in 1870 no other State in Europe possessed, and its radicalism alarmed the conservatives, as did the failure to make any distinction between the States in organizing the membership. The Reichstag, however, went far to justify the description given to it by the Socialist, William Liebknecht, as ‘the fig-leaf of absolutism’. Apart from the fact that throughout virtually the whole of its existence it provided a majority ready to vote for the existing régime, its powers had three fatal flaws. It could not initiate legislation, it did not appoint the Chancellor and at an early date it was compelled to curtail drastically its powers over the financing of defence. The Reichstag reflected public opinion and could stop the Government proposals, including those for taxation, from becoming law. But it could not enforce its own wishes. The parties were left free to criticize but given no chance of putting their policies into action. Deputies never became Ministers and indeed membership of the Reichstag was by law incompatible with the holding of office; this must have stopped many ambitious, and some able men from seeking election. The Reichstag was convened by the Emperor; it had to meet every year and face re-election every third year. The Emperor could dissolve it at any time he chose, provided the Bundesrat agreed.†


By these arrangements, Bismarck squared the circle and produced a constitution which managed to present the appearance of being at one and the same time liberal and autocratic, German and Prussian, federal and centralized. But great as Bismarck’s genius was, it lay beyond even his power to efface the conflicting forces which had blocked progress. His function was rather the diplomatic one of devising a solution in which they could be induced to work together. But Bismarck had not only to produce a compromise for the moment; he had to provide each interest with some assurance that the situation could not be transformed to its detriment. As with all Federations, his institutions tended to freeze the balance of forces at a particular instant. But political forces spring from human beings and do not admit of being frozen for long. The problem for the future lay in how far the new arrangements were susceptible of being adapted to the growth which was bound to come, especially in a country embarking on the traumatic process of economic ‘take-off’.19 Meanwhile, there were certain aspects which promised trouble.


According to the constitution, ‘the Emperor appointed the Imperial officials’, including the Chancellor. Their tenure of office therefore depended not upon the confidence of the majority in the Reichstag but upon the will—one might almost say, the whim—of the Emperor. ‘N’oubliez pas’, said a shrewd observer, ‘que Bismarck est une rose dont l’Empereur est la tige (stalk)’.20 Or, as Bismarck himself once said in the Reichstag; ‘The part of the Minister is merely to execute, to formulate. The royal will is and remains alone decisive.’ It is true that another clause in the Constitution required the Chancellor to countersign and take responsibility for all royal decrees and orders which were to be invalid without such confirmation. But, to quote Bismarck again, ‘If the Emperor has a Chancellor who feels unable to countersign whatever represents Imperial policy, he can dismiss him any day. The Emperor has a much freer hand than the Chancellor who can take no step without the Imperial sanction’.21 There was seldom to be any lack of candidates willing to step into a Chancellor’s shoes, particularly if it were a question of disagreement with the Reichstag. In practice, the principal limitation on the Emperor’s freedom proved to be what the public would say if the Chancellor was changed too often. In theory, of course, the Reichstag could have forced the hand of the Emperor by refusing to vote for the measures of any Chancellor who was not their own nominee. But the Prussian Parliament had come off worst when it tried in 1863 to withhold taxation until Bismarck cancelled the Army reforms of which it disapproved. Most deputies would anyhow have recoiled from the idea of forcing upon the Emperor a Chancellor of their choosing rather than his own. In this respect German politics were much closer to the Britain of 1760 than to that of 1870. It was regarded as the duty of every loyal subject to lend a respectful ear, if not actually to give his vote, to the man whom the Emperor chose as chief official. To decide who should govern the country was not part of a politician’s business.


Dependence on the Emperor was by no means the only problem facing the man who combined the offices of Chancellor and Prussian Minister-President. He had to work at one and the same time with two parliamentary bodies, the Imperial Reichstag and the Prussian Landtag, each chosen on a very different basis. How could he hope to do this if their political complexions began seriously to diverge? Moreover, although a large part of the Chancellor’s duties related to foreign policy (defined for obvious reasons in the constitution as a federal matter), he had no right of control over the armed forces which reported direct to the Emperor. Orders relating to the army and navy were exempt from the need of bearing the Chancellor’s countersignature. In 1859 the then King of Prussia (later to become first Emperor) had said: ‘In a monarchy like ours, the military point of view must not be subordinated to the financial and economic, for the European position of the State depends on it.’ Von Roon said that his ‘Prussian soldier’s heart cannot bear the thought of my King and master subordinating his will to that of another’.22 During the wars of 1866 and 1870 Bismarck, in spite of his readiness to wear a cuirassier’s uniform, had experienced great difficulty in gaining access to the plans of the soldiers and ensuring that they were in accord with the requirements of the diplomatic situation. He nevertheless defended the exclusion of the Chancellor from the control of the army and navy on the ground that this might lead to interference by the Reichstag in matters of strategy which would be extremely dangerous for national security.23 Yet if the Chancellor was denied the powers needed to keep military and political policies in tune, the only constitutional possibility of co-ordinating them rested with the Emperor.


Secondly, in external affairs there seemed little prospect of France ever forgiving or forgetting the defeat of 1870 and the loss of Alsace and Lorraine. Even if, in Gambetta’s words, they spoke of it never, they thought of it always. The Socialist leaders, Liebknecht and Bebel, with Karl Marx in London, condemned the annexation as a portentous mistake. Bismarck had not wanted to take the French-speaking part of Lorraine but had had his hand forced by the military. He later said it had been his constant endeavour to induce the French to forgive Sedan as after 1815 they had forgiven Waterloo.24 But the very war which had appeared to him an acceptable, if not indeed a welcome solution to one set of difficulties proved when it was over to have created another set equally intractable. From 1870 onwards Germany had to keep France isolated, and therefore to remain on good terms with everyone else; the alternative was a risk of war on two fronts. Success in this policy was clearly bound up with the interrelations of the remaining Powers; if two were to quarrel, and each to demand Germany’s support, the one which considered itself to have been denied that support became at once a potential ally for France. The situation was further complicated by a less obvious result of 1870. The unification of the German people in a single State contained one glaring gap: Prussian and Habsburg opposition to the process had made it impossible to include those Germans living in Austria-Hungary. But the German example inevitably gave a great impetus to the rise of national feeling in eastern Europe. The Habsburgs had failed to rouse in their peoples a specifically Austrian loyalty or obliterate their previous loyalties as Germans, Magyars, Czechs, Poles, Serbs and the like. Any widespread demand for self-government on a national basis was therefore, in the long run, incompatible with the effective functioning and even the very existence of the Austro-Hungarian state. In 1867 the Magyars had secured self-government for Hungary: the prospects of the Austrian Germans being able to keep the upper hand over the Slavs were doubtful. Habsburg weakness and the French desire for revenge were in the long run to prove fatal to the international aspects of the Bismarckian settlement.


Few Germans, however, regarded the foreign threat as the main danger facing the new Empire. This would have been found in the fact that though most of the Germans had been collected together they were still far from being an integrated community. The Empire owed its existence to Prussia and the Prussian army, not to the pressure of public opinion. In the past, centrifugal forces had often proved too strong. Could they be now held in check? Could Prussians and South Germans be induced to work together? Still more, could the loyalty of the workers be won for the existing order of society? The Marxist gospel of a proletarian revolution made this seem improbable. In reality, the danger of any such development occurring was exaggerated. But the words of the popular leaders were more ferocious than their behaviour; Bebel, in 1871, pointed to the Commune as a weak prelude to what would happen some time in Germany. The ruling and possessing classes were thoroughly frightened, especially as industrialization began to gather speed, drawing the population into the towns and adding annually to the workers’ numbers. The situation was one which called for flexible institutions and the possibility of growth—yet the circumstances in which the Empire had come about had involved putting the élite in a position where they could veto formal change. It called for a leader who could win the loyalty of the masses by propounding ideas that would catch their imagination. ‘Pour chasser les démons,’ said Louis Philippe to Guizot, ‘il faudrait un prophète.’25 But Bismarck was no prophet, he was a genius at manipulating, with an unrivalled power of assessing the possible. His contempt for public opinion was shown by his habitual bribery of the press, for which money confiscated from Hanover in 1866 came in very useful. To tell the truth, he was not much interested in thought—his light reading was sentimental French romances and German romantics.26 Bagehot fairly said of him in 1875 that he had ‘real inability to measure moral influences as he measures material forces’.27 The sayings by which he is remembered were apothegms rather than seminal ideas; they illuminated the present rather than the future. This may explain why in his twenty years of rule after 1870 he did little towards solving Germany’s internal problems.


g. German political developments 1870–80



Just before the Franco-Prussian War broke out, the Vatican Council promulgated the doctrine of Papal infallibility. Rigidly interpreted, this was taken to offer the Pope considerable powers of interference in German internal affairs. Attempts to publish it in south Germany led to a long controversy over the general relations between Church and State in the course of which laws were passed giving the Imperial and Prussian governments wide powers over education, enforcing civil marriage and banning the Jesuits. Bismarck saw in the Catholics, represented in the Reichstag by the Centre Party, the allies of those European elements of whom he was most suspicious—the South German opponents of Prussian leadership, the Austrian clericals who resented a German Empire from which Austria was excluded, the French right wing who longed to avenge Sedan, the Poles who threatened Prussian security in the East. Catholic and Papal interference had wrecked German unity in past centuries; was the process to be repeated? The ‘campaign for cultural freedom’ (Kulturkampf), as the anti-Catholic movement was called, was thus a logical continuation of the campaign for a unified and liberal Germany. But many of the staunchest Protestants in Prussia were also conservatives and to them the fact that the Kulturkampf was liberal mattered more than that it was anti-Catholic. Their suspicions, which were shared by the Emperor himself, combined with the passive resistance of the Catholics to make the campaign an almost total failure.


By the end of the 70’s Bismarck was subject to Conservative pressure from another direction. For many years the bulk of the corn grown on the large landed estates east of the Elbe had been shipped abroad, notably to Britain. But better communications, capital investment outside Europe, steamships made of iron and the opening in 1869 of the Suez Canal were all combining to bring on to European markets, both from other continents and from Russia, grain at prices considerably below the Prussian ones. On the other hand, Germany was now beginning to experience the upward surge of population which accompanied the first wave of industrialization. Consequently, the German home market looked like absorbing all the grain which Germany could grow, provided competitive supplies were kept out. The constitution empowered the Imperial Government to raise revenue only by indirect taxation. Bismarck wanted more money for military and other purposes, so that the imposition of a revenue tariff suited his book. Heavy industry was also anxious for protection by tariffs. Immediately after 1870 Europe had seen a big wave of investment in productive equipment which had overreached itself; capacity had been installed on a scale which temporarily exceeded demand and this (the basic cause of most nineteenth-century depressions) led to idle resources and price cutting. Given a few more years, accumulating wealth and increasing population would have matched demand once again with supply. But such an analysis of the situation was beyond the vision of contemporary employers; the slack in the economy lent strength to the argument that a country which begins to industrialize after others cannot hope to produce on competitive terms, even in the home market, until enough of the capital cost has been recovered to let prices fall. Free trade was, however, still part of the Liberal creed and since 1870 Bismarck had depended on the Liberals for his majority in the Reichstag. A change to protection would involve a political revolution.


Then, in May 1878, a young workman tried to kill the Emperor. Bismarck, who refused to contemplate a preventive war against France, had no parallel inhibitions in home affairs. He introduced into the Reichstag a bill placing severe restrictions on the Social Democrats and other left-wing parties. Hardly had the first clause been rejected when a second attempt was made on the Emperor’s life. This time Bismarck reacted by holding elections on a programme of tariff reform and repression of socialism. The voting showed a considerable rightwards swing and the laws were passed without much difficulty. How much help the tariffs gave to German industry is a moot point. It certainly flourished in the next few years but the circumstances were such that it would have flourished anyhow. What tariffs did do was to facilitate the price-fixing and market-sharing cartels which began to develop. It was, however, in agriculture that the main effect was felt. The landowners, particularly east of the Elbe, had added to the three-tier franchise another dyke to protect them from the natural course of events. Not only did the German worker have to pay more for his food than he needed to do but the food-producing countries overseas earned less than they might have done, and so had less to spend on the products of German industry. The drift to the towns was reduced and more men were kept employed on the land, where a Prussian ordinance of 1851 forbade them to combine or strike. In fact, the best way of advance for a farmworker was to serve twelve years in the army and then seek employment as a minor official. As most of the officers were drawn from the landowning class and lived on their peasants as well as on their pay, the German military subconscious was inevitably dominated by a farmer-figure.


The end of the 70’s also marked a turning point in German foreign policy. Bismarck’s fundamental aim being to keep France isolated, he was anxious to avoid friction between the other European powers, and notably between Russia and Austria, for fear that rivalry would lead one of those involved to seek French support. When events likely to cause a clash occurred, as they did in the Balkans after 1875, he did his utmost to mediate in finding a settlement without himself becoming committed. It was for this reason that he allowed the Congress to be held at Berlin in 1878 and there described himself as playing the ‘honest broker’. Some Germans, including the Emperor William and his grandson, the Kaiser, considered the Congress a costly mistake and thought that Bismarck should have kept out of the whole business; his fear was that, if he did so, Russia and Austria would go to war, and he would then either have to intervene, or watch Austria be beaten. But the Russians resented Bismarck’s refusal to support them against the Austrians and in 1879 the Tsar demanded assurances that this support would not be lacking again. When the demand was backed by a vague threat, Bismarck took alarm. Andrassy, the pro-German Magyar who had for nearly ten years been the Foreign Minister of Austria-Hungary, was on the point of retiring. Before he left Bismarck persuaded him to negotiate a secret treaty by which Germany and Austria-Hungary promised one another mutual aid if either were attacked by Russia, and neutrality if the attack came from any other country. The old Emperor disliked intensely the idea of naming as a possible aggressor the country alongside which he had in his youth defeated Napoleon. Only the insistence of Bismarck induced him to sign the treaty.


Whether Bismarck acted too hastily is a question which can never be finally answered. That Russia seriously contemplated an attack seems hard to believe, yet by committing Germany to one of the two antagonists, he created a permanent possibility of Russia joining with France. From 1879 until his dismissal, Bismarck’s main aim abroad was to prevent the possibility becoming a reality, to keep, as he put it, the telegraph wire to St. Petersburg open—an aim in which he was successful. That he should have decided to back Austria against Russia is understandable given the Teuton contempt for the Slav—a contempt with its roots deep in history—and the number of people in Austria who spoke German. But, for all that, Bismarck by this Alliance linked Germany with a Power to which any extension of the principles of national independence would be fatal. Twenty-five years earlier, he had himself said that it would distress him ‘if Prussia should seek protection from a possible storm by tying our trim and seaworthy frigate to the worm-eaten and old-fashioned Austrian man-of-war’.28 Yet this was precisely what he had now done. There was always the danger that Russia, by crossing Austria’s path in the Balkans, might incite the latter to attack her. Bismarck said that such a quarrel was of no interest to Germany—‘would not be worth the bones of a Pomeranian grenadier’. But the need to prevent Austria from being beaten would arise no matter which country began the war. This dilemma could only be prevented from arising by a close control over Austrian policy. Eternal vigilance by the German Foreign Office was henceforward the insurance premium for grenadiers. 


h. The German Political Scene in 1880



In the German political spectrum of 1880, the right-hand end was occupied by the Conservatives. These were the men who had opposed Bismarck’s policy of unification and Prussia’s entry into the Empire. Thereafter they had regarded the Kulturkampf with the deepest suspicion and been partly responsible for its enforced abandonment. From their own point of view they were perfectly right; whatever chances there may have been of maintaining Prussia’s old traditions unchanged in the modern world, they were removed by the absorption into Germany. General Manteuffel, a leading figure in this camp, was gravely disturbed when he heard that the commander of the Cologne garrison was on friendly terms with several local merchants. He called in one of the officer’s colleagues who assured him that although the man might go around with civilians, he was not for that reason disloyal. ‘Very well,’ said Manteuffel. ‘Then we can count on him when the shooting begins.’29 Loyalty to the old order was the keynote of their thinking, and their support for any particular person or organization depended on how far in their view it contributed to this end. Even where the Crown was concerned their attitude is illustrated by the jingle,








We put our fate in our monarch’s hand


As long as he does what we demand.














Events were to prove that the implied reservation was no idle threat.


Like the English Tories after 1832, or the French Royalists after 1870, these people were out of step with the way the world was going. Unlike their foreign counterparts, they did not dwindle into political nonentities but found allies. They saw that all the tendencies of the century were likely to reduce their power, but their reaction was to resist rather than to compromise. They realized that the battle they were fighting was a losing one; their minds were therefore dominated by fear and closed to rational argument in case its pursuit should weaken their case. Instead they tended to seek rationalizations of their own prejudices, and in particular decried the values of urban and democratic society. Some of the more efficient had overcapitalized their land to modernize their farming methods and were as a result heavily in debt, vulnerable to economic depressions. The arrival of cheap corn from overseas made all increasingly dependent on State action, and it was natural to wonder how long a class in such a position could hope to dominate society. There were plenty of people ready to argue that the Empire must not be allowed to become a ‘benevolent institute for indigent agrarians’. The landowners position was further weakened by the tendency of the German peasants to drift to the towns and be replaced by Poles. All these factors made the Conservatives anxious, and nagging fears made them vehement. Yet they were strongly entrenched not only at court and in the army but also in the higher ranks of the bureaucracy; until 1914 every Prussian Minister of the Interior but one was a Junker and the sole exception belonged to this Party. Wholly Prussian in origin, the Party was reconstituted in 1876 with a view to attracting recruits from elsewhere in Germany. This met with some success but for obvious reasons the focus remained east of the Elbe and there a number of small farmers, peasants and craftsmen were induced to consider their interests best served by voting Conservative.


The Free Conservatives, a party formed in 1866, were distinguished primarily by the fact that they accepted the inevitability of industrialization but sought to maintain the old German (or Prussian) principles in the new conditions. Their leaders included von Kardorff, who in 1875 founded the Central Committee of German Industrialists, and von Stumm-Halberg, an industrialist from the Saar who was prepared to rain benefits on his workers provided they did as they were told. The Free Conservatives owed their influence to the standing of their leaders rather than to numbers. Their outlook approached most closely to that of Bismarck himself and they were his steady supporters. In their view the basic Prussian principle of suum cuique involved giving to each what he was entitled to and no more; consequently the State alone could have a monopoly of power over the individual. The idea of giving any rights (e.g. of interference with blacklegs) to unions of the workers was abhorrent to them, though they conveniently overlooked the fact that their own associations possessed (and used) such powers. ‘The German employers’, said the Secretary of one association in 1889, ‘will never negotiate with the workers on a basis of equal rights.’30 While by no means uninterested in the workers’ welfare, they were not prepared to encourage self-reliance. This was the spirit in which, in 1881, Bismarck introduced his projects for compulsory insurance (without workers’ contributions) against accident and sickness—a piece of legislation which set a European precedent.


The weakness of the outlook was that it expected the workers to be loyal to something in which they had no say and made acceptance of the status quo into a test of loyalty. The essence of the popular demand was, however, for a say in national affairs, in other words, responsible government. The grant of this would have led straight to the introduction of equal rights. Realizing that the two went together, the industrial élite were not prepared to grant either. They claimed that government by parties would mean government by material interests and a degree of internal strife which a country like Germany, surrounded by external enemies, could not afford. They failed to see, or at least to admit openly, that the essence of politics is the achievement of compromise between conflicting material interests and that, if the introduction of responsible government was in fact likely to lead to civil war, that was only because they themselves were not ready to let their own material interests take second place. As long as groups in a key position in the State stuck rigidly to this attitude, there was no peaceful way of solving Germany’s internal problem, and the adaptation of Germany to the social consequences of industrialization could only be tinkered with, not tackled.


The National Liberals, formed in 1866 of Liberals who wanted to support Bismarck in uniting the nation, were the party chiefly favoured by heavy industry, though many of their votes and most of their leaders came from the intellectual and professional classes. The events of 1870–1 satisfied their immediate national aims, but not their liberal ones. The question for the following decades was how far they would remain content with what had been achieved and how far they would insist on pressing ahead. Which of the two adjectives in their title was to be the one that really counted? There were, of course, a number of Germans whose interest in Liberalism had been primarily due to the belief that only in a liberal State could the Germans be united. When Bismarck demonstrated the contrary, they yielded to an uncritical admiration of his achievement and ceased to look for further reform. This tendency was reinforced by that of the possessing classes, especially as their possessions multiplied, to rally to the established order in face of the growing demands of the workers. Just as in England the people who had been Liberal in the 40’s and 50’s began to shift their allegiance to Disraeli’s reformed Conservative Party, so in Germany the rich bourgeoisie began to align themselves with the ruling classes. This process was justified ideologically by the theory that individual personal liberties and local self-government really mattered more than parliamentary and ministerial arrangements. The existence of laws to secure these gave Germany its own form of liberalism. The authoritarian State (Obrigkeitsstaat) had been replaced by the State in which law reigned supreme (Rechtsstaat), assigning to each citizen his obligations and rights. The truth of this theory was limited: the local self-government accorded by the Prussian laws of 1872 and 1875 did not do much to limit the power of the nobility and bureaucracy. But it all went to build up the thesis of a specifically German solution to the problems presented to Central Europe by the innovations from the West. Other liberals justified inaction by saying that a pause was needed to let the middle classes gain in local government the experience which they so sadly lacked.


The acid test of the National Liberal outlook came in 1878 when Bismarck proposed to introduce tariffs and deprive the Socialists of the right of assembly. In the end this split the party, in accordance with Bismarck’s declared intention of squeezing them against the wall until they squealed.31 In 1880 twenty-eight members of the left wing broke away to form the core of the Progressive Party. The remainder accepted tariffs (which were indeed welcome to the heavy-industrialists in their ranks) and continued to support Bismarck. The differences between themselves and the Free Conservatives faded and they became the two ‘Establishment’ parties of the Second Reich, though occasionally an issue would arise to throw into evidence their differences of origin. The National in the label having triumphed over the Liberal, they became the party of national aggrandizement abroad, the people who talked most about the need for Germany to break through as a world Power. In the years ahead, their ranks were to produce most of the steam behind the Germany navy. The professors and journalists who were so strongly represented among them, instead of realizing how much the victories of 1866 and 1870 owed to superior political dexterity and better military organization, not only invented an erroneous legend that Prussian hegemony had been inevitable all along, but also engaged in a dangerous perversion of logic. They treated the fact of Germany’s success as proof that German culture and morals were superior to all others and deduced not merely the possession of a right to dominate but also an assurance that Germany could be confident about victory in future.


As successive generations and social groups among the German middle classes reached maturity, they tended to assimilate themselves to the standards which they found dominant instead of rejecting those standards and creating their own. The institutions of society, notably the student corps and the system of reserve officers, powerfully fostered the tendency. For this, the obsession with national unity and the nervousness with regard to the workers were largely responsible. But the middle classes, in their anxiety to conform, carried their code of conduct to the point of distortion and set up an ideal which asked too much of human nature. The society held up to admiration was essentially masculine, laying exaggerated emphasis on toughness, self-sacrifice and discipline.32 These qualities, of course, have their place in all realistic philosophies of life. But unless they are balanced by other considerations, they make demands which the majority of individuals are incapable of satisfying. Any society in which they are dominant is likely to be full of tensions, basically due to the fact that a number of its members are aiming at a rigour of conduct which they fear they cannot maintain. This in turn produces frantic attempts to repress the lack of confidence. People force themselves into the attitudes which they believe to be expected of them, and inevitably overact in the process.


Thus, in Germany, tenderness became taboo; charity and tolerance were too easily condemned along with it. Violence was exalted and little awareness shown of its effects on other people. Courage turned into contempt for modesty and common-sense, self-reliance into a disdain for all who did not belong to the warrior caste, discipline into a demand for unquestioning obedience, patriotism into a blazing lust for domination. The law that material resources are useless without the will to use them (enunciated in theory between 1807 and 1813 and exemplified in practice between 1864 and 1870) became a faith that all things are possible to the obstinate. There had, of course, always been a tendency in Prussia to over-emphasize this approach to life, but in the earlier Prussian conditions it had not been inappropriate to landowners still largely feudal in their manner of life. When copied by middle-class businessmen and intellectuals in the middle of ninetenth-century Europe, it not only became a menace to others but completely misled its practitioners about the realities of the world surrounding them. And since tenderness is a natural sentiment, a by-product of its repression was lapses into the other extreme of excessive sentimentality. Moreover, the individual’s need to insure against a fear that he would prove inadequate in the moment of crisis helped to reinforce the Prussian dogma about unquestioning obedience to the State. By doing what the government told him, he hoped to reduce the risk that he would let the Fatherland down. Of course this tendency to assimilate and exaggerate was not universal; many Germans approached in varying degrees to a more balanced view of life, while others had enough character to challenge the prevailing standards (though it is significant how many of these went to live abroad). But in contrast to some other countries, they were not numerous or influential enough to affect the mental climate. The easy way out was to look intransigent and of the Germans who took it, probably most voted National Liberal.


The Progressives were the reverse side of the medal, the people who refused to sacrifice liberal principles to national interest. From Britain they had derived the principle that the individual should be left to go his own way, free from the interference of State or Church in his private life or business affairs. For the most part their ranks were drawn from intellectuals and small business men, though their leaders were to include the banker George Siemens. Being essentially individualists and men of principle, they were prone to internal dissensions which reduced their political effectiveness. Like the agrarians, though in a different sense, they were people who wanted to put the clock back, overthrow the Empire as Bismarck had created it, and set up instead a constitutional State on the British model. Had they ever obtained a chance to do this, they would have at once come into conflict with all the parties to the right of them who would have been unlikely to confine their opposition to constitutional means. It is most unlikely therefore that they could have succeeded, any more than they were able to succeed between 1848 and 1870. But one of Bismarck’s chief bugbears was the thought of an alternative government centring round a Progressive Chancellor which he sought to ridicule by describing as ‘The German Gladstone Ministry’.33 For long they were more inclined to sigh for what was not than to work for aims which were practicable in the context of the Second Reich. Only gradually as the century came to a close did this state of affairs begin to change.


The Centre Party was that unusual phenomenon for the nineteenth century, a party based on religious principles, being the political organization of the Catholic Church. Though there were considerable numbers of Catholics in Silesia and Posen, the main strength of German Catholicism has always lain in the south and west. The Centre was therefore anti-Prussian and opposed to any further extension of federal power. Believing that a ministry responsible to the Reichstag would tend to strengthen that body at the expense of the states, they were suspicious of left-wing proposals for reform. Their Catholic principles made them opposed to Liberalism and individualism but sympathetic to corporate ideas. Bismarck could not bring himself to trust an organization which looked up to an authority outside Germany and even after 1880, as the anti-Catholic laws were allowed gradually to fall out of use, was reluctant to depend for his majority on Centre votes. There was, however, little real difference between the Catholic landowners from Silesia and South Germany who at that time dominated the party, and the groups explicitly labelled Conservative. The Church has always tended to support authority against revolution. To get its way the Centre had to sell its votes to the Government, a process in which the bargaining power of the leaders depended on the loyalty of the rank and file; this made it the best disciplined of the German parties. In proportion as the Socialists and Progressives gained votes at the expense of the Conservatives and Liberals, the temptation to regard the Centre as a Government party grew. Yet Bismarck’s instinct was sound. For many of the Catholics in South Germany were small men and many of the workers in the Rhineland and Silesia were Catholic. Moreover, Catholicism did not exclude the exercise of a lively social conscience. The Centre was therefore bound to be affected as the social foundations of Germany were transformed. In due course a left wing was to develop which, if unlikely to man revolutionary barricades, was equally unlikely to die in the last ditch for the established order.


There remained the Social Democrats—with nine deputies in the Reichstag of 1878 a cloud no bigger than a man’s hand on the horizon, yet a cloud which portended a hurricane. The party came into being at the Gotha Conference of 1875 by the amalgamation of the followers of Lassalle with those of Marx; of the two, only the second explicitly looked to revolution as a means of achieving its aims. The unknown factor about the Social Democrats remained the extent to which they really believed in revolution. Events were to show that few people were in fact more orderly and law-abiding than the average German worker. Of course, it suited the book of the Right to regard him as a dangerous anarchist. Yet the Right are not wholly to be blamed for believing that the Socialists meant what they said. For one thing, most Socialists believed it themselves. The impression was reinforced by the venom expended on anyone challenging the view that revolution was both necessary and bound to come. Of course such a view, with its implication that those voting Socialist merely accelerated the inevitable, was too good a vote-catcher to be lightly discarded. Even the immediate aims of the party in 1891—things like universal suffrage, proportional representation, a graduated income tax, an eight-hour day, and unrestricted rights of combination—must have seemed as drastic to the élite of those days as they seem jejune to us. One is tempted to wonder how history would have gone if they had been granted outright. But the reader will by now appreciate how academic any such speculation would be.
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The Background to Anglo-German Relations: Trade and Colonies


The Background to Anglo-German Relations: Trade and Colonies*





THE DISTORTIONS OF German internal politics caused by the country’s previous history were all the more unfortunate because the social fabric had to be adjusted not simply to one revolution but to two, the Industrial as well as the French. By 1870 Germany was just beginning to feel the full effects of that peculiarly intense phase which each country experiences at the outset of its industrialization and which an American writer has called ‘take-off’.1 To appreciate what was happening, it is necessary to go back nearly a century.


Soon after the War of American Independence ended, the rate of increase in British production began noticeably to outstrip the rate of increase in population. This deceptively simple statement contains the key to the history of the world during the last two hundred years. What happened in Britain had never happened before, but once it occurred it was ‘irreversible, like the loss of innocence’.2 The fact that this development occurred in Britain was due to the convergence of numerous interacting chains of historical causation, some of which have been already mentioned.




(a) An essential accompaniment to increase in the rate of output is an increase in the rate at which machinery is installed and so (since machinery has to be paid for) in the rate of investment. But this in turn requires that:




(i) capital should have been accumulated by people who have more money than they require for their immediate needs and so can afford to save


(ii) the machinery of banking should have been developed to a stage at which the capital accumulated by some can be put at the disposal of others in a position to devote it to productive use


(iii) some should be prepared to take risks in lending their capital on the strength of a reasonable expectation of private profits, while others should be prepared to take the lead in introducing innovations.





The development of all these factors in Britain owed much to a century or more of stable government with a legal system that was reliable and undiscriminating, so that people could feel confidence in the future.


(b) Thanks largely to Britain’s favourable position on the world trading routes opened by the navigators of the sixteenth century; thanks also to the enterprise with which those routes were exploited, Britain had developed the habit of overseas trade, with the greater variety in material resources which it made possible and the credit and commercial institutions which it demanded. The British grew accustomed to devising new solutions to unprecedented situations. The spirit of innovation and the spirit of risk-bearing became more widely diffused than in any previous century.


(c) The capture of the government by the middle classes and small squirearchy in the seventeenth century led to the removal of official impediments to trade, risk-bearing and innovation. A commercial outlook permeated political policy just as the successful merchants permeated the aristocracy.


(d) The raw materials most needed in the early stages of industrialization—coal, iron, wool and cotton—were either at hand in Britain or could be imported easily.


(e) Scientific discovery developed to the stage at which it could be effectively applied to the productive processes. In particular, the invention of the steam cylinder revolutionized the situation regarding supplies of energy. Underlying this practical development, however, was a fundamental change of mental attitude. Whereas for centuries most men had conceived of the physical world as something outside their control, mysterious and therefore unpredictable, they now looked on it as subject to knowable laws and therefore capable of controlled manipulation. Here again much was due to the stimulus which internal peace and regular government gave to education and research. Two particularly important applications of this principle were:




(i) Communications, which vastly increased the size of potential markets. (Sir Robert Peel, travelling at top speed from Rome to London in 1834, took thirteen days on the journey, about as long as he would have needed sixteen centuries earlier; twenty years later, he could have done it in three.)


(ii) Medicine, where clearer ideas about the causes of disease led to quick progress in its prevention, and so to a rapid increase in population.





(f) This is the final factor calling for mention and one of the most important; the sudden swelling in the numbers of human beings constituted both a problem, owing to the resulting pressure on resources, and at the same time an opportunity, thanks to the increase in the available labour force and in the size of the potential market.





Mechanical production in quantity became not merely technically possible but also, in view of the economies of scale which it involved, financially attractive. But the full effect of this would not have been felt if there had not been at the same time an absolute increase in the number of consumers and an extension of the area over which effective distribution became possible. Finally, the machines for the productive process could only be installed because the spare financial resources existed and could be made available.


The industrial changes brought in their train a transformation of society, of which the main signs have been a steady growth in standards of living and leisure and a widespread diffusion of literacy, partly in answer to the demand of the workers for what they regarded as the key to advancement and partly to meet industry’s need for trained operatives and technicians. The application of machinery to the media of intellectual communication fostered this diffusion. But behind this lay the deeper shift in outlook involved in the transition from a static and largely customary society to one in which change, popularly regarded as ‘progress’, is accepted as the normal order of life. This brought in its train an expansion of men’s conception of what is possible, fostered by an awareness of alternative societies either in time or space, and so a questioning of all accepted values. This in turn found expression in a transformation of ideas about the aims to be achieved by common action in communal life, in other words, politics. But thanks to the improvement in communications, these widening interests and awareness of possibilities were matched by growth in the possibilities of control from a single centre, and therefore of what could be achieved by communal action. There were more things which men wanted to do, and as facilities increased, so did the amount which one man could accomplish; life began to be lived at a greater intensity. Above all, advance consisted in a steady extension of the fields in which problems were brought to the level of consciousness where they could be analysed—the essential first step towards their solution.


These changes of outlook produced what can be conveniently, if repulsively, labelled ‘the modern mind’. The outstanding internal and international problem of the last hundred years has been to adjust the social framework to accommodate that mind. Not surprisingly, the process has been hampered by misconceptions. One of the most pregnant and one which was particularly prevalent in Germany concerned the relationship between liberal democracy, with responsible Parliamentary government, and industrialization. In those western European States which pioneered the process of industrial innovation, the political adjustment to that process took the form of liberal democracy and it was therefore assumed that this, instead of being the form appropriate to a particular area and time, was an inevitable accompaniment. An industrial country would always have a liberal parliamentary constitution. The opposite was also accepted; the social consequences of industrialization could be escaped if the introduction of liberal democracy could be prevented. A narrow and closed élite could then enjoy the benefits of industrialization without losing its social privileges. But this was the reverse of the truth. For longer experience has shown that there are other political forms equally compatible with ‘the modern mind’, but that one thing which is not compatible is the unimpaired retention of privileges by an élite whose position rests on birth and tradition. Had they been astute, the German élite might have done well to bow to the inevitable, sacrifice a number of their privileges in the hope of salvaging the rest, and set out to devise a new political order in which they could retain the maximum influence. Their preoccupation with resisting liberal democracy ruled out such a policy and doomed them to ultimate defeat.


But there were other and more sinister consequences of industrialization. The purposes to which machinery was applied were not solely those of peace. Its application to war transformed the speed and scale on which hostilities were conducted, the efficiency with which the enemy could be slaughtered and the percentage of the population whose whole-hearted co-operation in the war effort became important. It was Moltke who familiarized the concept of ‘strategic railways’ and turned mobilization into a matter of timetables. The increasing use of novel raw materials and the accidental way in which these were distributed throughout the world made the economies of the various nations interdependent. The growth of industrial areas with populations too great to be fed from the local farms made Europe dependent on supplies from overseas. Naturally, this enhanced the importance of blockade as a weapon of war. But at the same time as they became more dependent on one another, and perhaps partly as a result, societies differentiated from one another by language, culture and traditions became more conscious of one another. The process of widening self-consciousness on the part of the individual was matched by a growing awareness of distinctive identity on the part of peoples possessing prominent distinguishing marks in common, in other words, nations. The advocates of national self-advancement by joint endeavour, at the expense of other parallel but clearly distinct societies, became articulate on a scale hitherto unknown. With this went an anxiety about national security, an almost instinctive desire to counter the effects of international interdependence by getting control over sources of supply and transport routes. Most of the new supplies came in by water from across the seas (though whether there were alternative sources and routes is another matter). No army, however strong, could ensure their delivery. The significance of navies and sea-power became plain to all and attention was naturally focused on the country which claimed to rule the waves and which insisted on maintaining a fleet bigger than those of the next two powers put together. And this was the country which had pioneered the new social order and which, though her share of world trade was already on the decline, still held a larger one than anybody else. Once the Germans were able to regard their problem of unity as solved and began to look outside Europe, the question of their relationship to Britain assumed a new importance.


In Britain, it was the textile industry which led the way in mechanization. The demand for improved means of power to drive the new spindles and looms led to the development of the steam engine which, when applied to railways (initially, to shift the coal needed to produce steam in the mills) revolutionized transport. The demand for machines, for locomotives and above all for iron rails, necessitated a transformation of the iron industry. Thus the key industries of the first stage of development were coal, iron, textiles, railways and shipbuilding. In these industries, the main work of providing Britain with her basic productive equipment was over by 1870. By that year, for example, two-thirds of Britain’s present railway mileage had been built. But the output produced by British machines did not go to Britain alone; other western European countries rapidly followed her example. Before they could do so they needed both capital, with the institutions for raising it, and basic plant. In the provision of both, as well as of finished products, Britain played a considerable part. By 1840 the firm of Robert Stephenson, for example, was already shipping locomotives to France, Belgium, Austria, Germany, Italy and Russia.3 The years of the mid-century were the years of the British heyday on the Continent. But in due course the countries which approximated most closely to Britain in social conditions acquired their own railroads, their own textile mills, their own locomotive factories. All this could not be done in a day and though they profited by British experience, it was some time before they were to reach the level already achieved across the Channel. Germany, for example, had to build roads as well as railways and it was not until about 1860 that she reached the same stage of development which Britain had reached in 1830. But western Europe could no longer serve as an adequate outlet for Britain’s surplus capacity.


In these circumstances Britain’s attention from 1870 onwards turned to the opening-up of new countries overseas. Railways remained the favourite investment but the railways that were financed were increasingly remote from London. The attraction of these countries as homes for surplus population and as sources of raw materials had been enormously increased by the greater accessibility which the steamship and later the electric telegraph gave them. But there followed a demand for additional capital to provide ‘not the marginal additions which the emigrants would have needed in their own country but the whole stock of a newly founded community’.4 During the years 1870–74, 36·4 per cent. of British investment was going abroad and though the figure fell in bad years, the average for the years till 1914 was to remain well above a quarter. No other country approximated to anything like this figure and for a long time no other country was as well off as Britain.


The capital which Britain invested mostly came back again for spending in the form of orders to keep British factories busy. Where the overseas areas were colonized by people of British origin, the placing of orders in Britain was natural. This was one of the advantages of colonization and could be enjoyed even where, as in South America, the government did not actually pass into British hands. Indeed, the chief advantage of actually governing, in a more or less free-trade world, was the extra security and stability which resulted. But the biggest benefit which Britain secured for herself by sending so high a proportion of her resources overseas was the reduction which she thus brought about in the cost of procuring raw materials and foodstuffs. From 1873 the British price index fell more or less steadily until 1896 and as a result real wages improved by 77 per cent, between 1860 and 1900. To do this, resources were diverted from the development and modernization of Britain’s industrial equipment—in other words, we preferred to bring down costs by getting cheaper raw materials rather than by improving the efficiency of our production methods. The prevailing view of competent judges is that the marginal advantage produced by putting the resources to use at home would have been lower, so that the price was one worth paying. Certainly the test of interest rates points in the same direction, since the chief reason why money went abroad was the prospect—not always justified—that it could thereby earn more than in Britain.† The choice between the two alternatives was not one made deliberately; it followed from accepting the economic theory that money should be allowed freedom to go where the greatest gain offered. And the more capital that went abroad, the less there was left for investment at home; once the competition of the other countries became severe, Britain’s best hope of meeting it was to keep one step ahead of her competitors, which called for new processes to be developed and new plant to be installed, and thus for fresh capital to be invested. German industry by contrast must have benefited from the fact that so much capital and trained manpower were available at home instead of going overseas to develop an Empire.


For reasons which have been described, German economic development began some fifty years behind British. The four main German banks, for example, were founded between 1853 and 1872. But, as always, the imitator moved faster than the pioneer. The achievement of unification gave a great impetus and in the ensuing three decades the German economy, and with it German society, was to be transformed. In the decade 1860–70 British production was still growing faster than German (32 per cent. as against 24 per cent.) but thereafter the positions were strikingly reversed (1870–80, 23–43 per cent.; 1880–90, 16–64 per cent.; 1890–1900, 22–60 per cent.). When Germany appeared on the world economic scene, the second phase of industrialization was beginning. The key industries were no longer to be textiles and iron, but steel, electricity, chemicals and optical goods. In these Britain had no pronounced advantage over Germany. Practically none of the important inventions in this phase were British; Germany’s share is illustrated by the familiarity of the names Daimler, Diesel and Siemens. Throughout the period 1870–1914, however, exports absorbed a higher proportion of the British national product than of the German. Until about 1910 Germany remained a poorer country than Britain and even after that date the average British income was higher (since the population of Germany was about half as great again). Moreover, British efficiency of production was greater, although her workers had shorter hours. In all aspects, however, Germany was catching up fast. This is not a matter for surprise or congratulation; it follows automatically from the fact that the pace of growth in the earlier stages of industrialization is greater than that which can be maintained once the main ‘infrastructure’ has been built. Germany’s principal handicap was probably the proportion of her population which continued to work on the land. Her armed forces also absorbed a higher proportion of manpower, although in terms of finance the burden of defence in the two countries was not dissimilar. (A navy costs more than an army but absorbs fewer men.) On the other hand, German economic life must have gained valuable recruits from the inability of politicians to become Ministers.


But the most striking difference between the two economies lay in the matter of investment because although, as far as can be ascertained, the German rate of investment cannot have been much behind the British (and subsequently exceeded it), a significantly higher proportion was spent at home. This reflects not only the greater need due to the later start. German domestic rates of interest seem to have been nearly twice as high as British,5 thus reducing the attraction of overseas loans. In addition the German banks, which provided a higher proportion of the investable funds than their British counterparts, placed their money in close concert with industry and preferred ventures near at hand on which they could keep watch. Indeed, Germany probably owed more than she recognized to the international exchange facilities provided by the various London markets and to the part which they played in making it easier for her to expand her sales abroad.


There had been some suspicion in Britain about German development. In 1833 the Secretary to the Committee of the Privy Council for Trade described the Zollverein as ‘an alliance conceived in a spirit of hostility to British industry and British commerce’. And in 1841 the Foreign Secretary was warned about ‘the extent and perfection that has for some years been progressing in the manufactures of Germany’ which had ‘greatly reduced the demand and estimation for British fabrics in the great markets of Europe’.6 There was considerable hostility, on theoretical grounds, to Prussia among liberal circles, which led The Times in 1860 to jeer that ‘She has a large army but notoriously one in no condition for fighting…. No one counts on her as a friend; no one dreads her as an enemy. How she became a great Power history tells us; why she remains so nobody can tell.’7 But as Lord Palmerston had pointed out in 1847: ‘Both England and Germany are threatened by the same danger … an attack from Russia or from France separately, or … united. England and Germany … have mutually a direct interest in assisting each other to become rich, united and strong.’8 Fear of France, the fact that Prussia was not strong enough to be a menace, and ethnic and dynastic ties all combined to produce in mid-Victorian Britain a general predisposition to favour things German. In 1844, Jowett met Erdmann, Hegel’s chief disciple, at Dresden and thereafter began the introduction of Hegelian philosophy to Oxford where by the 70’s it was to achieve a dominating position. Germanophilia lasted into the opening weeks of the Franco-Prussian War but began to change into doubt when Germany was seen to emerge as the strongest military power in the world.


In Germany, opinions about Britain were more varied. British material achievement was widely admired and widely envied. Many patriots wished Germany to follow suit. For long the Liberals took British practices as their model in constitutional as well as economic affairs. Lasker, one of the earlier Liberal leaders, had spent much time in England, as had the Socialist, Edward Bernstein. But admiration was by no means universal. Since the Liberal principles of Britain were the direct antithesis of the traditional Prussian view, it suited those upholding that view to scorn Britain as being sunk in materialism; Treitschke, among many other attacks, said that a German could not live long in the English ‘atmosphere of sham, prudery, conventionality and hollowness’.9 In the fashionable terms of Hegelian logic, they looked to Germany to provide the antithesis to Britain’s thesis and act as model for the second half of the nineteenth century as Britain had done for the first half. The Hegelian challenge to the Utilitarians was matched by List’s challenge to Adam Smith. Britain thus became an issue in German internal politics, though even the most conservative were ready to believe that Britain might be valuable as an ally. British self-assurance was also widely resented. In 1860 a Captain Macdonald had a row with a German ticket-collector which resulted in his being imprisoned at Bonn. When his case came for trial, the public prosecutor said that ‘the English residing and travelling abroad are notorious for the rudeness, impudence and boorish arrogance of their behaviour.’ This provoked The Times to assume a ‘tone of virulence’ which, according to Queen Victoria, ‘could not fail to produce the deepest indignation among the people of Germany.’10


*


During the years between 1880 and 1913 British exports were roughly going to double, even allowing for changes in the value of money. The result was an impression of prosperous expansion. While correct in absolute terms, the impression was misleading because during the same period world trade nearly trebled. That the British share of it should drop from 38·2 per cent. to 27·2 per cent. is in no way surprising, because for a number of reasons Britain could never have hoped to hold for long the advantage which she gained by pioneering the process of industrialization. This explains the paradox that while the British people felt that they were going from strength to strength, the rest of the world considered Britain’s power to be on the wane. In particular Germany’s exports rose by 240 per cent. and her share of the world total from 17·2 per cent, to 21·7 per cent.: her people could justifiably consider that they were catching up an older, less enterprising and less efficient rival.


In the second half of the 1880’s general over-investment caused productive capacity temporarily to exceed consumer demand. The expansion of world trade was checked, and British exports were hit more seriously than German. In 1885 German exports to Holland for the first time exceeded British ones, and the same thing occurred in Sweden and Roumania.11 This led British manufacturers to start worrying about competition and, not for the first or last time, to assume that any advantage which other countries were gaining must be the result of sinister influence rather than of greater efficiency in production or selling. What was happening, of course, was that, as a result of development elsewhere, certain British producers were ceasing to be economic and the country was faced with the need to shift their resources into other activities. The trend was, anyhow, in this direction in the normal course of growth. Though, for example, British exports of cotton and wool multiplied four times between 1840 and 1880, total exports multiplied by five times so that the share of cotton and wool dropped from 56 per cent. to 43 per cent. Between 1880 and 1900, following a 20 per cent. fall in prices, the value of cotton and wool exports dropped by 6 per cent., whereas those of iron, steel and machinery rose by 40 per cent.12 There was no intrinsic reason why Germany could only expand her exports at the expense of Britain. The productive capacities of both countries have, after all, grown vastly since those early days, yet they are still both able to find outlets for their products. As the figures for the exports of the two countries show, there was plenty of room for both prior to 1914 provided—and it is a big proviso—that the problems of finance and organization involved in matching demand with supply could have been first recognized and then resolved. But secular trends are seldom appreciated by the individuals whose fate it is to provide the basis for the generalizations, and, rather than make their own painful adjustments, the firms concerned will look keenly for alternative solutions, of which the most obvious is government regulation of economic forces.


When the effects of German competition began to be noticed in Britain, a great deal was made of Germany’s refusal to sign the Convention of the Industrial Property Union set up in 1883. Rumours were rife of cheap German goods masquerading under false labels as British and damaging the national reputation for quality. Cases of this kind undoubtedly did occur. Official hints that Germany ought to sign the Convention met with no response and in 1887 Parliament passed a Merchandise Marks Acts forbidding misrepresentation of place or country of origin and requiring all goods made abroad but sold by U.K. merchants to be marked to that effect. This stipulation quickly revealed that much of the trouble had been due to British dealers buying cheap foreign goods for resale and putting U.K. labels on them to give the impression that they came from Britain. As soon as the labels disclosed the true origin, purchasers cut out the English middle-man and bought direct from the manufacturer—which hardly suggests that the goods themselves were shoddy.13


An official enquiry into the inadequacy of British exports led to much correspondence between the Government and the Chambers of Commerce, and the collection of much evidence from British officials abroad. Some of this sounds curiously familiar:




‘The British manufacturer does not move with the times or sufficiently consult the tastes and wishes of foreign customers.’


‘The British do not study the market closely enough.’


‘The millowners of Britain … rather despise a small trade and will not alter their production to suit a demand that does not offer a certainty of extensive future business.’


‘The reasons for successful foreign competition would seem to be a higher standard of technical education, greater activity in the employment of commercial travellers speaking the local language, greater attention paid to the wants of the market, greater facilities for delivery and payment.’


‘The frequent strikes which have occurred of late years in Great Britain have been the means of encouraging competition.’14


‘There is no denying that the youths who go from Belgium or Germany to push their fortunes abroad in trade go better equipped than do our own in knowledge of languages and of the methods of business. They are willing to live more plainly than Englishmen will do, to work for smaller profits, to allow themselves fewer amusements…. They are more alive to the results attainable by attention to minutiae, and perhaps more keenly watchful of all such new facilities as the progress of science affords.’15





Not only were the reasons for German progress shown to be relatively innocent; an official report in 1888 cut down to size the very extent of that progress. ‘Germany has not been gaining in common markets in late years at the expense of English trade. Its gains have been special and in certain directions. Our preponderance remains substantially what it was ten years ago’.16 (This, as will be seen from Appendix I Table VIII d, was not altogether true.) Whether these official assurances would by themselves have stilled the clamour for protection is hard to tell. But at this point trade picked up and once expansion was again in the air, suggestions that Germany might be stealing Britain’s livelihood found fewer listeners. The chief legacies were a substantial improvement in the overseas commercial services of the British Government and a feeling of suspicion and misunderstanding in both countries. The Germans liked to believe that they had been unjustly traduced and made much of the fact that the compulsory label ‘Made in Germany’ turned out a recommendation rather than a stigma. In Britain, some circles harboured a belief that behind so much smoke there must have been some fire.


When a few years later General Caprivi was discussing the question of trade competition, he said that the growing need for imports faced Germany with a choice between exporting goods and exporting men. Between 1689 and 1914, six million persons, more than the entire population of medieval Germany, left the country;17 800,000 of these went in the first decade after unity, 1871–81. Most went to established countries like the United States and Brazil and so were irrevocably lost to the Fatherland. This loss of manpower disturbed patriots as well as generals and it was the hope of finding places to which both men and goods could go with advantage that led to German interest in colonies. While Britain had been acquiring control over miscellaneous parts of America, Africa, Asia and Australasia ‘in a fit of absence of mind’, German attention had been absorbed elsewhere and various possibilities which did present themselves were neglected or turned down. In 1842 Mexico offered to sell California to Frederick William IV, while two years later a German company sent out an advance party of seven thousand settlers to Texas, still at that time an independent state. But the Mexican offer was refused and in 1845 Texas was annexed by the Union.18 Between 1833 and 1871 various German traders established factories in S.W. Africa, Zanzibar, Liberia, Gabun, the Cameroons, Samoa and New Britain, but none of these received official protection or absorbed any significant numbers of settlers. List in 1841 said that ‘colonies are the best means of developing manufactures, import and export trade and finally a respectable navy’.19 But the ambitions latent in this sentence were frustrated by the fact that settlers from Europe preferred temperate climates, that all countries with such climates had by then acquired established governments and that the tropical areas which remained unappropriated could only be made to produce trade after considerable capital expenditure. Treitschke may have been giving ammunition to Germanophobes when he wrote that ‘the outcome of our next successful war must be the acquisition of colonies’20 but he at least seemed to be facing the facts.


Most Germans who ventilated the subject wanted colonies primarily as status symbols and as the result of arguing that because countries with colonies were wealthy, colonies caused wealth. Bismarck, who was not merely a realist but averse to antagonizing additional neighbours, gave the idea of acquiring territory overseas little encouragement, though he favoured German merchants establishing themselves. In 1871 he refused a suggestion that France surrender Cochin China instead of Lorraine; in 1876 he rejected a proposal to set up a colony in South Africa; in 1880 he ignored a plan for the colonization of New Guinea; in 1881 he asserted that, as long as he was Chancellor, Germany would carry on no colonial activities; in 1882 he announced that the political situation prevented the government from taking any part in the work of the Colonial Society; in 1884 he proclaimed German sovereignty over five colonial areas in rapid succession.


A variety of reasons has been given for this volte-face. Dr. Taylor once attributed it to a desire to draw closer to the Conservative Ferry cabinet in France by a demonstration bound to antagonize England.21 It may well have been devised on account of its nuisance value to Britain and as a means of getting concessions in other directions. (In 1882 Britain had occupied Egypt although by international law her right to do so was questionable.) Herbert Bismarck later said that the policy was ‘conveniently adapted to bring us into conflict with England at any given moment’ in case the Crown Prince, on coming to the throne, tried to carry out his intention of working closely with that country.22 The American historian of the German colonial empire believes that it represented the seizing of the first convenient political opportunity to carry out a policy for which Bismarck had always had more sympathy than he let on and which his change of attitude on tariffs made a more natural activity for the government. It certainly represented a concession to the Right which was likely to ease the difficult task of managing the Reichstag. It even pleased the Emperor who said he could now look the statue of the Great Elector in the face when he crossed the long bridge in Berlin.23  But Bismarck seldom did anything exclusively for one reason and this episode is unlikely to have been an exception to that rule. By long practice and the sacrifice of all other considerations, he had acquired such an ability to appreciate situations that he could manipulate any given event so as to make it serve a number of his purposes at the same time. Herein lies one of his chief titles to historical fame.


Anglo-German discussions on colonial questions had their sharp edges. When the German Ambassador in London first asked Lord Granville, Gladstone’s Foreign Secretary, for recognition of the German protectorate just proclaimed over S.W. Africa, adding on instruction the suggestion that Heligoland might be ceded as well, Granville replied that the British Government (which had underrated the significance of S.W. Africa and as a result got itself into a weak position) did not intend to recognize the protectorate. As regards Heligoland, Granville supposed that the cession of Gibraltar might improve British relations with Spain. Might not people, however, suspect that if Britain made such a bargain, she really wished to buy German assistance on another matter (Gordon was at that moment besieged in Khartoum)? Although the Ambassador hastily disclaimed any such idea, there can be little doubt that this was precisely what Bismarck had in mind.24 When London suggested to the Australian government that Germans in the Pacific would not be very near and therefore not very dangerous neighbours, the answer came back that the Australians preferred not to have any neighbours at all! Such reactions were met by German press articles (probably inspired) to the effect that, ‘if John Bull thinks he can block German colonial policy with all kinds of funny nonsense, he is wasting his efforts, for Germany is determined to hold on to what she has and will pay him back in his own coin’.25 On another occasion the Germans published a blue-book on colonial policy containing a letter putting the British Cabinet quite in the wrong; what was omitted was the subsequent telegram telling the Ambassador not to deliver the letter.26 Bismarck had long ago found a peremptory tone effective in dealing with Lord John Russell, and his acolytes seem to have concluded that it was the right way to handle all Foreign Secretaries. When Lord Rosebery assumed that post in 1886, he had to give the German Ambassador ‘a strong hint that they must take care at Berlin of the style of their communications, which is apt to savour distantly of menace’.27 In spite of such civilities, the German colonial empire was established (for the additions to it in subsequent years were insignificant) without a major crisis with England. For this Bismarck had his bête noire, Gladstone, largely to thank. The Liberal Government was not much interested in colonies and reluctant to pick a quarrel. German sovereignty in S.W. Africa was in the end recognized in 1884 and further German agitation led to an agreement early in 1885 by which Germany got Togoland, the Cameroons, part of New Guinea, the Solomon and Marshall Islands and an indefinite stake in Tanganyika. The northern part of East Africa went to Britain, as did the island of Zanzibar, though Germany retained some rights in the latter.


Bismarck’s interest in colonies disappeared almost as rapidly as it had arisen, and by 1889 he was declaring that he was ‘fundamentally non-colony-minded’. The nationalist revival in France had again made the chance of a reconciliation faint and, in face of a menacing France, English co-operation had once more become important. Herbert Bismarck wrote to the German Ambassador in London that ‘Salisbury’s friendship is worth more to us than the whole of East Africa; my father is of the same opinion’.28 This did not prevent his father from putting in claims to bits of East Africa when they were inconvenient, but he did refuse to support the grandiose plans of explorers like Emin Pasha.


In the interlude, however, Germany had acquired colonial territories some four times as large as herself. Parts of them, and notably S.W. Africa, were capable of white settlement. But they were arid and undeveloped areas; had they not been, someone else would have acquired them earlier. All in all, they proved a sad disappointment, absorbing relatively few men, providing relatively few imports and requiring relatively heavy expenditure. By 1914 there were less than 25,000 Germans in all the colonies taken together, including the armed forces. Hemp and phosphates were the only commodities of which they met anything like Germany’s full requirements (though by 1914 they were producing one-fifth of her rubber and of her cocoa) and there is no reason why these could not have been obtained equally cheaply and with considerably less effort from areas not in German possession. Admittedly the colonies were until 1906 mismanaged, but this was not the root of the trouble. In colonial matters the Germans were the victims of much fallacious thinking, but the fallacies did not originate with them. We are now becoming able to see how relatively transient Europe’s colonial episode was in the nature of things bound to be. But it would be idle to deny that Britain, thanks to her luck and enterprise in leading the way and to the effort and expenditure which she put in, found in her colonies useful markets and sources of cheap supplies to an extent which Germany never did. On the other hand the Germans as persistently underestimated the importance of investment for gaining overseas trade as they overestimated the importance of possessing territory. Had they invested overseas the same proportion of their national income as Britain, they would soon have come to enjoy much the same advantages, although the consequential reduction in home investment might have reduced their competitive power.


When the German colonies did not come up to German expectations, the disillusionment created a suspicion that once again Germany had started too late. And when Germans went on to ask why the process of parcelling out the world should be halted at a moment more favourable to others than to them, it would have required more insight than men then possessed to answer that of course the process would never halt, since history abhors a full-stop as much as nature a vacuum. Certainly only a visionary could have seen in those days that, although the course on which events were moving was destined to weaken Britain, it was not to any State in Europe that the benefit would accrue.
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* The reader’s attention is particularly directed to the statistical evidence underlying this chapter which is contained in Appendix I.


† Assuming that investment in either form of activity was equally easy, which may not have been the case.
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