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The cartoon on the cover of Magnus Brechtken’s book (reproduced later in the text) features a young John 

Bull in tears. He is running away from a boy named Germany, who wears a frightening William II mask, 

and towards an older boy, dressed in striped pants and a stars-and-stripes tie, the United States. The 

caption reads, »Boohoo, I want my big brother«! The cartoon neatly sums up the main thrust of 

Brechtken’s argument – that Britain, between 1895 and 1907, in the face of the German challenge, 

abandoned its policy of »splendid isolation« and ran into the arms of the emerging power on the other side 

of the Atlantic. Brechtken refers to this period as the »Scharnierzeit«, the »hinge period«, during which 

time a relatively open international system became increasingly closed. By the end of the period, two rigid 

and opposing blocs had emerged, creating a static international states-system until World War I.

This is a detail-rich, sometimes dense study of international politics, drawing on extensive research in the 

foreign policy archives of three countries and in the personal archives of many of the key players (as the 

many, often long footnotes evidence). It is ambitious in scope, examining the trilateral relations between 

Germany, Britain, and the United States, but its ambition is also a weakness. The book is at once a 

discussion of the material and ideological foundations for the foreign policies of the three powers, an 

analysis of the personal and professional networks that emerged among their diplomats, and a collective 

biography of a generational cohort in the British diplomatic corps. Each of these stories contributes to the 

broader argument about the political and diplomatic shifts that characterized the »Scharnierzeit«, but they 

do not come together in a coherent – or entirely persuasive – argument. 

Brechtken seeks to avoid the determinism that has characterized previous studies of international politics 

in the decades before World War I. However, he substitutes a different determinism, one that identifies the 

period between 1895 and 1907 rather than the dawning of the age of »high imperialism« or the dismissal 

of Bismarck as the fateful turning point. There is also a tension between a focus on the trilateral relations 

between Germany, Britain, and the United States (more accurately, their triangular relationship, a series of 

bilateral relationships) and the broader international context. The time period in question is defined by 

developments largely external to this triangular relationship: the Sino-Japanese war and the Venezuela 

border dispute of 1895 and the Anglo-Russian entente of 1907. However, even as Brechtken 

acknowledges the significance of other international actors and the influence of foreign policy events 
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outside the triangle, he does not adequately integrate them into his analysis. The realignment in the 

international states-system that Brechtken describes is thus situated solely in the context of German-

British-American relations. The real and perceived German challenge was certainly a factor in the 

evolution of British and American foreign policy in the period, but reducing foreign policy to that one factor 

– and consequently underestimating the Russian challenge to Britain’s empire, the role of India in British 

foreign policy, and the role of Latin America in US policy decisions – risks simplifying complex 

developments in a way that further feeds into the determinism that Brechtken seeks to avoid.

While the conceptual framework for the monograph is flawed, it nonetheless makes significant 

contributions to our understandings of the history of international politics. First, Brechtken focuses not on 

the great statesmen but on the second-tier of diplomats and policy-makers, less on their official positions 

than on the factors that informed their approaches to foreign policy and the networks they created. He 

paints vivid pictures of two diplomats in particular, the Briton Cecil Spring Rice and the American Henry 

White, exploring their personal and educational backgrounds, their career trajectories, and the personal 

and professional networks they developed. Moving beyond these two case studies, Brechtken 

demonstrates that there developed extensive contacts between British and American elites. Personal 

connections (forged in marriage and in friendship) and shared cultural values and experiences thus 

created the foundation for the British-American relationship to move from one characterized by tension (as 

in the Venezuela border conflict) to one based on cooperation. Second, Brechtken’s study includes a 

collective biography of the generational cohort responsible for the shift in British diplomacy in the 

»Scharnierzeit«. This generation witnessed the founding of the German Empire and its rise as an 

economic and political power, which influenced the development of their »mental map« of the world, one 

that was grounded on growing antagonism towards Germany. Taken together, these two aspects of the 

study provide rich insights into the political cultures of Britain and the United States at the turn of the 

century.

Brechtken’s history of German-British-American relations between 1895 and 1907 may not be more than 

the sum of its parts, but its individual parts greatly enhance our understanding of international politics in 

the decades before World War I. Its value lay in Brechtken’s interest in the cultural history of diplomacy – 

the social and cultural factors that shaped diplomats’ worldviews and the networks they created. It is at its 

best when analyzing how the so-called »Wende-Generation« in Britain and the creation of an Anglo-

American community helped to effect Britain’s move out of its »splendid isolation« – when John Bull ran to 

Uncle Sam.
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