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THE FISCHER SCHOOL AND THE GERMAN 
ROLE IN WAR ORIGINS 

PERHAPS the key date for those interested in the origins of the war is not 
1911, nor even 1914, but 1961. In that year Fritz Fischer published 
Germany's Aims in the First World War and triggered a major reassessment 
of Germany's role in this period. His contention was that German official 
views approximated to those of General Bernhardi, the Pan-German 
League publicist: the choice for Germany was 'Great Power or Decline' 
or, in the words of Chancellor Biilow, 'hammer or anvil'. 

Fischer claimed that Germany chose the road of expansion, launching 
the first world war to consolidate the Empire internally and ensure its 
position as a world power. Its war aim was 'security for the German Reich 
in west and east for all imaginable time. For this purpose France must be 
so weakened as to make her revival as a great power impossible for all 
time. Russia must be thrust back as far as possible.'1 A German dominated 
Customs Union for Europe would be formed supported by an extensive 
Central African empire. Fischer demonstrated the essential continuity of 
these aims especially during the war years. Like most reassessments, this 
would not have surprised some at least among contemporaries. Sir Eyre 
Crowe of the British Foreign Office had made a somewhat similar appraisal 
in his classic state paper on Anglo-German relations of 1907, but Fischer's 
views created a storm that reached far beyond the historian's limited field. 
There was a vigorous debate in the public press and his lecture tour of the 
United States under semi-governmental sponsorship had to be cancelled. 
It was not simply that the documentation of such extensive ambitions, 
half a century before, was embarrassing. It challenged a whole German 
view of national history. Was the Versailles peace settlement just in 
pinning guilt on Germany? Was Hitler an aberration or was there an 
ominous continuity in German history ? 

The result has been an historical controversy, sometimes bitter, but 
vastly productive. Fischer had concentrated chiefly on war aims in his 
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first book; Geiss, among others, took the dispute into the area of the July 
crisis of 1914 and Fischer himself supplemented his earlier summary 
treatment of the pre-war years with War of Illusions: German Policies from 
1911 to 1914.2 A considerable body of new evidence has been exploited, 
some of it casting light on obscure parts of the diplomatic exchanges 
before the war, some clarifying the 'unspoken assumptions' that informed 
(or confused) the policy makers.3 

'The hallmark of the age is expansion [economic and political] . . . the 
movement for unity [in 1871] was succeeded by the age of world policy', 
wrote the German historian Lamprecht early in the new century.4 The 
imperialist aims of German policy, its desire to secure control of markets 
and sources of raw materials, were heightened by a sense that 1871 was a 
new beginning for the German people. Still, Germany experienced the 
frustration in the pursuit of a world policy of having other powers, 
particularly Britain, blocking its way. These desires did not spring primarily 
from some aimless pursuit of power for its own sake nor even from an 
aggrieved sense of relative deprivation but from hard calculation of the 
economic shape of the twentieth-century world where the great powers 
would be those which had dominance through empires. For some interest 
groups, Hamburg merchants perhaps, empire meant domination of 
colonial peoples; for others, Ruhr industrialists for example, a more 
indirect control through finance and market supremacy was implied. 
Fischer makes clear the variety of viewpoints of the various interest groups 
in pre-war Germany from the extravagant language of the Pan-German 
League to the rabid militarism of the Wehrverein or Army League founded 
in 1912. Drawing a distinction between world policy as expansion abroad 
and continental policy he attempts to plot the alternation in emphasis 
between these two goals. For example, during 1912, 'the old ideas of 
Mitteleuropa reappeared in government circles', the Kaiser spoke of a 
United States of Europe against America and the industrialist Rathenau 
was set to work to develop his plan for a central European union.5 It was 
a revised version of this plan for an enforced customs union under German 
domination that was the basis of the German war aims of September 1914. 

Militarism and the German naval rivalry with Britain, both subjects 
which tend to follow well-worn ruts in the study of war origins, may 
perhaps be seen as special cases of the general German expansionist urge. 
Ritter, one of Fischer's fiercest critics, tended to stress the importance of 
the role of the military in the pre-war years and, while rejecting many 
charges of German responsibility, criticized the famous Schlieffen plan, 
not only for its strategic shortcomings but for its political ineptitude. It 
involved the violation of neutral territory and hence invited British 
participation in the war. Moltke, the Chief of the General Staff, frequently 
advocated preventive war, expressed regret that the chance had been 
missed in 1911 over the Agadir crisis and, after 1913, ceased up-dating 
the alternative plan for & strike against Russia, thus pinning all hopes on a 
modified, perhaps mutilated, version of Schlieffen's conception. The same 
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year saw the passage of the bill which vastly enlarged army manpower, 
thus signifying the defeat of those class interests which had resisted army 
expansion in case it should mean the erosion of aristocratic preponderance 
in the officer corps. Unfortunately, the numerical advantage would soon 
be lost with corresponding French and Russion increases in calls to the 
colours. Jagow, Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, had a discussion 
with Moltke in the spring of 1914: 'In his view there was no alternative 
but to fight a preventive war so as to beat the enemy while he could still 
emerge fairly well from the struggle. The Chief of Staff therefore put it to 
me that our policy should be geared to bringing about an early war.'8 

The Army bill of 1913 with its increase of 117,000 men was, of course, a 
defeat for the Navy. Tirpitz's plan of more than fifteen years standing was 
in disarray. The original conception had been of a navy not simply as a 
deterrent but as a positive challenge to Britain so that, as Tirpitz explained 
to the Kaiser in 1899, 'she will concede to Your Majesty such a measure 
of maritime influence which will make it possible for Your Majesty to 
conduct a great overseas policy'.7 It was to be the prime instrument of 
German imperialism. This was a direct challenge to Britain and Berghahn's 
recent research has made plain Tirpitz's willingness to fight the Royal 
Navy, calculating that he would, given time and British imperial commit-
ments, have the strength to ensure success in the North Sea. The British 
reluctance to concede naval equality brought the final defeat of his plan 
but not before the rivalry had ruined whatever prospects there were for 
Anglo-German rapprochement: the mission of Haldane, the British Cabinet 
Minister, to Germany in 1912 ended in failure on this point. At the end of 
that year a 'War Council' called by the Kaiser saw Tirpitz ask for an 
eighteen-month delay in the decision for war so that the Kiel canal might 
be completed to allow the fleet access to the North Sea. The German 
budget would not stand both army and navy increases and with the Army 
bill of 1913 the choice was made for an army, and hence primarily conti-
nental, approach to expansion. Tirpitz continued to press for the funds 
necessary to enlarge the navy still further but he no longer enjoyed his 
previous high standing with the Kaiser. 

The tendency in Fischer's work, indeed in much of the writing on the 
subject, is to trace the origins of this imperialist foreign policy back to its 
domestic roots. Indeed, the distinction between home and foreign policies 
almost vanishes. In this case, it would be argued, the strident foreign policy 
arose not only from economic needs but from the necessity for the in-
dustrial and agrarian elites to consolidate their position against democracy 
and socialism by diversionary tactics. Bethmann, pondering on 20 July 
1914 how Germany had come to the verge of war, laid the blame on 'the 
"national" parties which with their racket about foreign policy want to 
preserve and strengthen their party position'.8 This and the other general 
themes of the new historical writing are reflected in its treatment of the 
familiar events of the last years of peace. 

Much of the discussion of this period has centred on the policies of 
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Bethmann Hollweg, 'the enigmatic Chancellor', as Jarausch calls him.9 

He came from impeccable conservative origins (his father had an estate in 
Prussia), but he constantly expressed his unease with conservative groups 
because of their foreign policy agitation and their preference for a diver-
sionary war as a means of social control. At a time of unprecedented 
international crisis, his training was in internal alfairs. In a period of 
mounting irrationality he stands out as a thoughtful, intelligent man, but 
at the outbreak of war he believed: 'This action is a leap into the dark and 
as such the most serious duty.'10 

Bethmann's policy was consistently based on securing British neutrality 
in the next war. Perhaps it could be said that for German policy-makers 
the choice was not between war and peace but between the various 
conditions under which war might be fought. If the German government 
could contrive a situation in which it appeared to be provoked it might 
complete the lightning strike against France before the British decided to 
intervene. Against this background, Bethmann's impatience with the 
conservatives is understandable. The despatch of the gunboat Panther to 
Agadir in June 1911 was primarily a response by Kiderlen, Secretary of 
State, to the agitation of conservative organizations for a foreign policy 
success. The run of Social Democrat by-election gains made the prospects 
for 1912 gloomy. As Bethmann remarked after the crisis: 'Forces have 
been at work everywhere which have more to do with the impending 
elections than with Morocco. . . . ' " The fierce British reaction signalled in 
Lloyd George's Mansion House speech, together with the failure to 
secure Italian and Austrian support, meant a reverse for German policy, 
despite the concessions gained in the French Congo. 

Bethmann attempted to repair the bridges to Britain by negotiating a 
neutrality agreement in exchange for a moderation of the German naval 
programme, but the admirals found it no easier to reach an agreed 
formula than the diplomats.12 Perhaps the attempt to swim against the 
mighty wave of escalating arms and armies following the Agadir crisis 
was unreal. But in Germany the effect of passing the Army bill through the 
Reichstag was to reveal the impasse in internal politics. The Social 
Democrat success at the elections had revitalized conservative forces 
which now had to face the problem of financing the Army bill. Increased 
indirect taxes would not be accepted by the electorate as a whole but 
conservatives fiercely opposed the introduction of an inheritance tax. One 
outcome of the final compromise was that those occupying the centre of 
the political spectrum voted with the Social Democrats to impose a capital 
gains tax. It was only momentary co-operation for a specific purpose but 
it was viewed with alarm on the Right and the Pan-German League was 
active in fashioning a ''Kartell of the Productive Classes' based on oppo-
sition to socialism and the preservation of authority. The success of this 
grouping of agrarians, industrialists and Pan-Germans was to be seen in 
the government's refusal to meet the Social Democrats' demands for 
social legislation, altered tariff structure to lower internal prices, and 
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democratic reform of the Prussian franchise. A Pan-German memorandum 
submitted to the Crown Prince in November 1913 proposed a coup d'etat 
with a reduction in what they regarded as the excessive powers of the 
Reichstag, the press and the Jews. Bethmann, against whom the document 
was directed, rejected these proposals, but they are indicative of the 
pressures for an increase in Imperial power either before war or through 
war. 

Roughly simultaneous with this developing political impasse there was 
an economic retardation, not simply in the sense of a recession — although 
that was true of 1913-14 — but also trade and tariff conflicts (clashing 
Russian and Prussian interests over grain or French and German interests 
over iron ore) and a failure in negotiations with the British over further 
colonial outlets.13 Assembling the evidence in these arguments is always a 
problem and Fischer is not able to tie difficulties in particular markets to 
particular decisions as closely as might be wished, although he does 
provide a picture of mounting crisis. 

In delineating the stages by which Germany came to choose war in the 
summer of 1914, Fischer attaches great significance to the 'Council of 
War' held at Potsdam by the Kaiser on 8 December 1912.14 The Kaiser was 
reacting to news from London that Haldane had said that Britain would 
not be a quiet bystander if Austria acted against Serbia and would in no 
circumstances allow France to be crushed. The Kaiser concluded that it 
was useless to pursue the prospect of British neutrality and therefore he 
favoured an immediate war against France and Russia. Moltke welcomed 
this, saying 'the sooner the better', but Tirpitz wished for an eighteen-
month delay. The opening of the Kiel canal, for which Tirpitz was 
waiting, was achieved shortly before the outbreak of war and the actions 
called for by the Kaiser at the meeting — preparation of army and navy 
bills, psychological preparation of the people — can be traced in the 
intervening months. On the other hand, critics have not failed to point 
out that the only report we have of the conference states that the result was 
almost nothing, although the diarist may have felt deprived of an expected 
war. Bethmann was not present and thought the assumptions mistaken. 
The army records that might have provided evidence of implementation 
have been destroyed, but, if we hold that Fischer puts too much importance 
on this meeting, there remains the significant readiness of the Kaiser to 
launch war in support of Austria's claims against Serbia, a circumstance 
to be repeated in the July crisis. 

There is general agreement that the influence of the German government 
during the Balkan wars had been towards moderation. Partly in the interest 
of its continuing desire for an understanding with the British government, 
it had restrained Austrian ambitions and led the way to the conference 
table. Why was the reaction different in June 1914? It has been suggested 
that the difference was not in Berlin, but in Vienna. F. R. Bridge quotes 
three prior examples which suggest that the assassination was likely to 
produce a warlike Austrian reaction: a partial mobilization to dissuade 
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Montenegro from holding Scutari in May 1913, a threat of force against 
Greece in October, an ultimatum to Serbia to withdraw from Albania in 
the same month.15 In the last example, Austria was acting as agent of the 
Great Powers, in the second in conjunction with Italy. As to the first, tiny 
Montenegro was quite a different case from Serbia and partial mobilization 
very different from war. Moreover, a war with Serbia might involve the 
incorporation in the empire of more Slavs, a fearful prospect for the 
Hungarian Premier, Tisza, whoes opposition in July 1914 was only finally 
overcome by German assurances. 

On this occasion Germany gave an unequivocal promise of support 
through its ambassador in Vienna. Since the Austrian flank would be 
exposed to the Russian forces no action against Serbia was possible 
without such an undertaking. Apart from the broad considerations of 
policy already suggested, the German government was influenced by the 
need to ensure that its only reliable ally suffered no further humiliation. 
The break-up of Austria-Hungary might challenge Prussian dominance 
in Germany by incorporation of Austrians. The assassination provided an 
easily understandable issue on which Austria would fight, and Russia, if it 
intervened in support of Serbia, would seem to be in the wrong. There 
was also the mounting evidence that war was better now than later because 
of Entente military preparations (French and Russian army increases in 
progress, strategic railways in Russia that would hasten its mobilization). 
Bethmann was also influenced by the reports of Anglo-Russian naval talks. 
These negotiations did not add up to a great deal but Bethmann was 
apparently afraid that they might result in a Russian landing in Pomerania. 
The German government still attempted to secure British neutrality by 
pretending that the crisis was entirely Austrian, that its policy-makers 
were on holiday, and that its influence would be exerted in moderating 
Austrian claims. Jarausch terms this policy a 'calculated risk'; if Britain 
remained neutral Germany would secure either a diplomatic victory, by 
the humiliation of Russia, or the chance of a continental military victory, 
for Russian intervention would unite Germany as nothing else. How 
calculated such a risk was when Britain had stood with the Entente in 
previous crises and how justified it was are, of course, questions much 
open to debate. 

A number of points concerning the July crisis have become plain as a 
result of recent research, especially by Fischer's pupil Imanuel Geiss. 
First, the German government urged rapid military action against Serbia 
and maintained this pressure throughout. Secondly, Berlin played a major 
part in the drafting of the ultimatum to Serbia, despite contemporary 
German denials of this. Thirdly, the ultimatum was not intended to be 
accepted. Fourthly, the manoeuvring after the presentation of the ulti-
matum of 23 July was largely directed towards diverting the blame for 
war, so as to make Germany appear to be provoked. As one of the inner 
circle said 'the government has succeeded very well in making us appear as 
the attacked'.16 
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Historiographical revolutions can be rather prolonged and the Fischer 
controversy is only gradually being absorbed into the body of scholarship. 
It still bears the marks of polemic, understandably enough in view of the 
strong feelings it engendered. But it has established that the German 
government took actions designed to start a war against Serbia fully 
knowing that it was likely to escalate into world war. It has also reminded 
us of the pervasiveness of the belief in the inevitability, even desirability, of 
war among large sections of the German population at that time and hence 
of the need, among policy-makers, to prepare the ground for war in the 
best possible circumstances and at a time appropriate to German interests. 
Fischer's arguments on German imperialism and the culminating crises in 
1914 do not lend themselves to proof in quite the same way because they 
can be very difficult to qualify or demonstrate from government state-
ments. They are, however, not the less important for that. Although 
Fischer expressly eschews the application of such overarching concepts 
to the other war participants, his work invites such comparative studies. 
This is not to suggest returning to inter-war years' 'mea culpaism', or 
attempting to ladle out war guilt like soup, in roughly equal amounts. 
It is simply that Fischer has brought out some interesting themes in his 
analysis of the German role in the causes of the war that historians will 
wish to pursue in relation to France, Britain, Russia, Austria and so on. 
In this way there should be a closer understanding of the causes which 
the nations had in common as well as those which were specific to each. 
One such theme already arousing interest is the domestic causes of war 
and that is enlarging our knowledge of the purposes which war can be 
thought to serve on the domestic front; in more than one country leading 
figures were pondering the value of war for defusing revolutionary 
tendencies.17 In this way the ripples will keep spreading out for some time 
to come. 
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