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ZARA STEINER, The Lights that Failed: European International History
1919–1933, Oxford History of Modern Europe (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2005), xv + 938 pp. ISBN 0 19 822114 2. £35.00 (hardback)

In future, anyone working on the history of international relations in
the interwar period will not be able to get around Zara Steiner’s opus
magnum. A comparable German-language survey does not exist, as
the relevant volume in the handbook on the history of international
relations edited by Heinz Duchhardt and Franz Knipping has not yet
been published. When it is, it will have to measure up to Steiner’s
work—and the pole is pegged high. There is no comparable work in
the English language either, as Steiner’s study is more than just a
handbook. Her comprehensive work dips deep into the research on
international history in the years after the First World War. She
reviews it broadly, takes a position, and has her own suggestions for
interpretation ready. The book clearly owes its magisterial power to
years of work on the history of international relations and a profound
knowledge of the sources and literature. And it is equally obvious
that this book (and its sequel on the period 1933 to 1939, which is
close to being finished) could only have been created in an academic
climate in which international history, including political history, has
always had a firm and recognized place within the discipline of his-
tory. Similarly attributable to the British academic climate is Steiner’s
programmatic claim to be writing international history, which is more
than the history of foreign policy, or even an addition of the history
of the foreign policy of several nations. This approach forces the
author to take a systemic perspective which dictates the structure of
the volume and prevents the account from being merely chronologi-
cal, or following events.

Steiner’s book, which is almost 1,000 pages long, is divided into
two parts. The first, which makes up almost two-thirds of the vol-
ume, deals with the period from the end of the First World War to the
beginning of the Great Depression (1929), while the second part looks
at the four years before the National Socialist seizure of power in
Germany. Whether, from the perspective of international relations,
1933 is a suitable selection for the turning point could be debated. If,
for example, we look at structural developments in the international
system during the interwar period, as the author does, then the cru-
cial change seems to come at the beginning of the 1930s, rather than
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precisely on 30 January 1933. The crisis year of 1931, in particular,
whose significance Steiner rightly stresses, marks the switch from a
phase in which reconstruction, stablization, internationalism, multi-
lateralism, and disarmament were still important factors, to one in
which a new nationalism, aspirations for national economic self-suf-
ficiency, and rearmament gained strength. From 1933 the Nazi
regime reinforced and accelerated these factors and, crucially,
pushed them towards a war.

This is probably why the author decided to take 1933 as the turn-
ing point. Going against other accounts, she argues that it is analyti-
cally unsound to treat the 1920s as the run-up to the Second World
War, and thus to see developments in the decade after 1919 as deter-
ministically leading to 1939. In her view this distorts our openness to
the situation after the First World War, and also leads to a lack of
appreciation of political efforts towards internationalism, multilater-
alism, and collective security. And as a result, their historical signifi-
cance is not appreciated. Moreover, she suggests, it prevents us from
assessing historical situations such as those of 1918–19 or 1925 in
their own terms, or against the background of the First World War,
and thus more positively. This cannot be denied, yet any historical
analysis of the interwar period, and not just in international relations,
must be orientated by National Socialism and the Second World War,
just as any history of the Weimar Republic is, in this sense, also a pre-
history of the Third Reich. In this case, to draw a clear distinction
between prehistory and posthistory sets up alternatives which, in
reality, were not mutually exclusive. Prehistory and posthistory
flowed into each other, and this applies more strongly to the interwar
period than to any other historical period.

Nonetheless, the different emphases which arise out of Steiner’s
thesis and her systematic perspective are always refreshing, for ex-
ample, when she assesses the Versailles Treaty as an attempt to
achieve a legitimate post-war order acceptable to victors and van-
quished alike, or her reassessment of Stresemann’s Locarno policy
which, of course, in the light of recent research, does not require any
further demythicization. Stresemann, she makes clear, was neither a
nationalist wolf in sheep’s clothing, nor the internationalist founding
father of the European integration of the 1950s. Steiner’s analytical
approach clearly reveals the structural complexities of the interna-
tional system, in which traditional ideas and forces sometimes co-
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existed or even combined with new concepts and influences, while at
other times they were rivals, or in a relationship of tension. The way
in which Steiner captures and analyses these complexities and con-
tradictions is one of the great strengths of her book. These complexi-
ties naturally also include the growing significance of economic and
financial factors, and not only with reference to the ubiquitous ques-
tion of reparations. Further, the growing interlinkage and interde-
pendence between developments within states and societies on the
one hand and international relations on the other also increased the
complexity of the system. Paradoxically, this process was pushed
forward both by the advance of democratization in Europe after 1918,
and by the simultaneous rise of authoritarian regimes with a mass
basis.

Although the post-1919 international system had long stopped
being a European system, it is remarkable to see to what extent
European politicians continued to think in European categories.
Steiner’s account, however, does not adopt this view. Rather, it places
European developments, which are undoubtedly the main focus of
the volume, in a larger, supra-European context which features not
only the United States as an actor, but also the Soviet Union and
Japan as semi-European actors. If she did not take such a wide view,
Steiner would not be able to bring out the fundamental significance
of the year 1931 (Manchurian Crisis) for the transformation of the
international system, including a further de-Europeanization. In her
analysis of American foreign policy, and in particular with respect to
America’s contribution to stabilizing Europe after the war, Steiner
draws a sharp distinction between foreign policy in the narrow sense,
and American financial and economic engagement, which she ulti-
mately describes as ‘unpolitical’. This assumes a narrow concept of
politics which, in the opinion of this reviewer, does not do justice to
the American policy of stabilization (not least in the context of the
Dawes and Young Plans). After all, even if the USA’s economic and
financial commitment in Europe, and especially in Germany, did not
come directly from the US government but from private industry, it
was encouraged and supported by Republican administrations in the
context of a wider foreign policy and European policy strategy.

The decisive and pointed way in which Steiner presents her views
means that this volume will always stimulate contradiction and dis-
cussion. This is the result of her intention not to provide a sober and

99

European International History, 1919–1933



balanced overview, but to open up new interpretative paths in a
highly complex and multi-layered terrain on which there is hardly a
problem that has not been discussed in international research over
recent decades. Given this, Steiner demonstrates the ability not only
to penetrate and explain complex situations with analytical precision
and then to achieve a masterly synthesis, but also to encourage us to
make judgements through her own interpretations and assessments.
Whether one uses her book as a handbook or reference work, or finds
arguments in it to provoke disagreement and further discussion, this
is quite clearly a standard work which is unique in the research land-
scape and will continue to hold this position for years to come

ECKART CONZE is Professor of Modern History at the University of
Marburg. He was a Visiting Fellow at the GHIL from January to
March 2007. Among his recent publications are (with Ulrich Lappen-
küper and Guido Müller) Geschichte der internationalen Beziehungen:
Erneuerung und Erweiterung einer historischen Disziplin (2004) and
Kleines Lexikon des Adels: Titel, Throne, Traditionen (2005).

100

Book Reviews


