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"'German Atrocities' in 1914: Fact, Fantasy, or Fabrication?" 

Workshop at the German Historical Institute with John Horne and Roger Chickering, 

November 2, 1995. 

 

Professor Home (University of Dublin, Trinity College) presented a research project on 

"German Atrocities in 1914: A Cultural History," which he is currently conducting in 

collaboration with Professor Allen Kramer, also a historian at Trinity College. 

The project addresses a topic that was passionately debated during and after World 

War I but has received little attention from historians over the past decades. Taking their 

cue from cultural history, Professors Home and Kramer ask how the atrocities committed 

by the German army against Belgian and French civilians in 1914 were interpreted by 

contemporaries and how these interpretations were shaped by their historical 

preconceptions, cultural stereotypes, and value systems. In the workshop, Professor 

Home focused on three questions in particular: How did "fabrication," that is, Allied and 

German propaganda, influence the perception of these events? To what extent did 

"fantasy" (namely, the anticipation of atrocities or ambushes that created hysteria and 

fear, both among civilians and the German troops) play a role? What is known about 

these events as facts? 

In conclusion, Professor Home argued that while fabrication and fantasy partially 

explain what happened and how it was interpreted, the root cause for the German army's 

conduct lay in its military doctrines and self-perception, which were conducive to a kind 

of warfare that had little regard for civilians. The ruthlessness of the invasions of 

Belgium and France in August 1914, according to Professor Home, stands out in 

comparison to the warfare in other theaters at the beginning of World War I and must be 

linked to the position of the military in German society at large. 

In his comments, Professor Chickering (Georgetown University, Center for German 

and European Studies) praised the fresh and challenging perspectives provided by 

Professor Home's lecture, especially on the cultural predispositions of war propaganda 

and mass anxiety. However, the commentator also pointed out that the burden of 

Professor Home's argument lies in pinpointing the social forces that shaped Germany's 

peculiar path to modernity, in this case a particularly aggressive and autonomous 

militarism. The presentation and comments were followed by a lively discussion. 

 Manfred Berg 


