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MAGNUS BRECHTKEN, Scharnierzeit 1895–1907: Persönlichkeits -
netze und internationale Politik in den deutsch-britisch-amerikanischen
Be zie hungen vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg, Veröffentli chungen des Insti -
tuts für Europäische Geschichte Mainz/Abteilung für Universal ge -
schichte, 195 (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 2006), xvii + 454 pp. EUR
73.90

In this book Magnus Brechtken examines relations between the USA,
Britain, and Germany before the First World War. It is not a classical
political history, however, but something like a cultural history of
international diplomacy. Brechtken describes trilateral—or, to be
more precise, a series of complementary bilateral—relations during
this period, mainly at the level of second-rank diplomats such as
Cecil Spring Rice and Henry White. Foreign policy is not observed
from the viewpoint of the ‘great men’, heads of government and for-
eign ministers, but from the less visible perspective of the diplomat-
ic networks and the cultural and personal level of friends, acquain-
tances, social intercourse, and communities based on a common
interest. The term Scharnierzeit (hinge period) is unusual. Brechtken
uses it to suggest that in 1895 the future of relations between the three
Great Powers was still open, while by the end of the period the fun-
damental constellations in international politics that had emerg ed
were not to change again until the outbreak of the First World War.
The idea here is that an alliance between the USA, Britain, and
Germany could have been one possible way of preventing the catas-
trophe. This is an interesting train of thought, but it should be point-
ed out that any such alliance between the three in dus trially most
advanced states of the time was never even discussed. At most, they
maintained bilateral relations on individual questions.

Brechtken provides a number of excellent and sympathetic
sketches, particularly when he describes the close political and per-
sonal relations between British and American diplomats, and inves-
tigates cultural influences, reciprocal marriages, and social inter-
course. He analyses the British and American political style, and then
works out the differences between it and the German model, refer-
ring often to the irritating speeches and actions of Wilhelm II. In the
case of Britain and the US in particular, Brechtken provides a highly
interesting, readable, and convincing mixture of description and
analysis in presenting the political culture. For Britain he investigates
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a generation of diplomats which, in terms of age and position, he
regards as a counterpart to the German Wilhelminer. These British
diplomats had no time or sympathy for Germany, whose unification
and rise had taken place in their lifetimes. They decided to seek
agreement with the US while at the same time not trying to avoid a
‘confrontation on security’ (p. 375) with Germany.

Brechtken’s sketches, however, do not merge together into a true
overall picture. One reason for this is that he investigates individuals
and incidents in great detail, but not the foreign policy ensemble.
Moreover, his concept of a Scharnierzeit is deterministic: it operates
with a knowledge of future outcomes. The restriction to the period
1895 to 1905 is questionable. Why does the investigation not begin in
1890, or 1871? Why does it not end in 1914, or 1917? For German–
American relations it could be argued that the turning point came
after the war began in 1914, and that until then, things were in flux.
Perhaps the point of no return came only with the start of submarine
warfare. Another problem is that many of the foreign policy devel-
opments de picted here did not originate in relations between the
three states, but  influenced them, and a trilateral investigation finds
it difficult to deal with this. The justification for the boundaries of the
Scharnierzeit lies in the field of international politics. The other pow-
ers equally involved, such as France, Russia, and Japan, are excluded
from the study, although Brechtken defines the beginning and end
points of his Scharnierzeit in terms of their actions (Chinese–Japanese
war of 1895; Anglo-Russian agreement of 1907). From the British per-
spective in particular, which forms one of the main axes of the study,
Russia and India could have been as significant as the factors inves-
tigated here. Brechtken does not deny this and it comes up repeated-
ly in his book, but it does not help to make the concept of the
Scharnierzeit any more plausible.

The basic idea of this book is best summed up by a cartoon which
is reproduced on the book’s dust jacket and again on p. 346. Its source
is The Times of 4 June 1909, and it shows a small, crying John Bull
being frightened by another boy of the same size—Germany—wear-
ing a scary mask of Wilhelm II’s face, and running to a considerably
larger boy wearing stars-and-stripes trousers. The caption reads:
‘Boohoo—I want my big brother.’ This cartoon expresses one of the
main ideas behind this study: Britain sought and found American
help against an arrogant and overbearing Wilhelmine Germany.

83

International Relations before the First World War



Brechtken’s study is complex and sometimes meanders. It covers
themes as diverse as networking, education, worldviews, career pat-
terns, and mental maps in the three states. The true structural princi-
ple of the work may be seen as the situation analysis of the British
elites and the options for action open to them against the background
of their political, cultural, and personal preferences. Why did they
decide to be indulgent towards the US, while not avoiding confron -
tation with Germany? Niall Ferguson has asked similar questions,
and his answers suggest that the sheer size of, and danger posed by,
opponents was significant. In this view, coming to terms with other
powers, such as France, Russia, and the US, simply seemed a more
urgent necessity for maintaining the British Empire than coming to
an understanding with Germany.

Brechtken’s idea of taking politics out of its abstract framework,
investigating its cultural background, and examining the significance
of networks was good. He presents a number of affectionate and
thorough detailed studies which, in an interesting and readable way,
deal with ‘culture’ and fundamental issues of the British mentality
and its impact on foreign policy. The footnotes, which are mostly
very long, contain further stimulating ideas and information. A large
number of well-chosen images and illustrations, sensibly integrated
into the text, increase the pleasure of reading this book. The concept
of this study is not convincing, but its wealth of detail is. I thorough-
ly recommend it to readers interested in British or American diplo-
macy before 1914, or in a cultural history of international politics.

HOLGER AFFLERBACH is Chair of Central European History in the
School of History, University of Leeds. He is the author of a biog -
raphy of Erich von Falkenhayn, a study of the Triple Alliance, an edi-
tion on Wilhelm II as Supreme Warlord, and several other books,
mainly on the history of international politics before 1914 and the
First World War. He is currently working on a history of surrender.
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