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JÖRG SPÄTER, Vansittart: Britische Debatten über Deutsche und Nazis,
1902–1945, Moderne Zeit. Neue Forschungen zur Gesellschafts- und
Kulturgeschichte des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts, 4 (Göttingen: Wall-
stein Verlag, 2003), 495 pp. ISBN 3 89244 692 X. EUR 46.00

Robert Vansittart, Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office
from 1930 to 1937, author of Black Record: Germans Past and Present
and other anti-German publications during the war years, was one of
the most controversial figures in the history of Anglo–German rela-
tions. In fact, he is more notorious in Germany than in Britain; there
he is seen not only as one of the key architects of hard-line British and
Allied policies towards Germany, but as a bogey-man figure whose
hostility to Germany was racist in inspiration. One of the objectives
of Jörg Später’s study is to correct such misconceptions about a man
who ‘in the German memory is a metaphor and not a real politician
or publicist’ (p. 9).1 However, the author also aims to use Vansittart
and the controversies he provoked as a way of illuminating a num-
ber of central issues affecting both Britain and Germany during the
first half of the twentieth century.

For Britain, the issue was the correct response to the challenges
posed for a declining world power by the rise of new powers, notably
the perception of a growing threat from Germany, by the crisis of
Liberalism and the rise of totalitarianism on the Continent, and by
the failure to achieve a stable international order after the First World
War. These questions were not simply discussed within the Foreign
Office or among politicians, but engaged the British élites and intelli-
gentsia, notably historians of modern Europe. But the author also
uses the response to Vansittart and ‘Vansittartism’ by the SPD exiles
in Britain as a window into their reactions to the challenge to their
socialist world view posed by the failure of Weimar and the triumph
of Nazism. In particular, ‘Vansittartism’ raised the questions of the
relationship of the German people to Nazism, of whether there was
a ‘German problem’, and of their attitude to the SPD’s role in German
politics since 1914.

An obvious starting point is the question: what made Vansittart
anti-German? Was his anti-German attitude a consequence of his
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position as a British diplomat who began his career in the first decade
of the twentieth century? Or was his attitude typical of Englishmen
of his generation and background (landed gentry), part of a more
general shift from traditional Francophobia to a new Germano-
phobia? Or were more personal factors involved?

Später places the main emphasis on Vansittart’s period as a jun-
ior official in the Foreign Office in the years preceding the First
World War, when he came under the wing of its head, Sir Eyre
Crowe. Born to a German mother, married to a German, and edu-
cated in Düsseldorf and Berlin, Crowe had an intimate knowledge of
Germany and had concluded that it posed a growing threat. Clearly
this experience was crucial for shaping Vansittart’s view of Britain’s
diplomatic position vis-à-vis Germany. Given the balance-of-power
doctrine under the ‘unspoken assumption’ of a world governed by
the Machtpolitik of major powers (an assumption recently reinforced
by Social Darwinist notions), and given the actions of the German
government during these years, it was not surprising that Eyre’s
analysis should appear only too plausible to a young British diplo-
mat. 

However, the visceral quality of Vansittart’s anti-German views
(it was, after all, as early as 1907 that he conceived the description
‘butcher bird’ to describe Germany) suggests that personal feelings
were also involved, and, indeed, Vansittart was a man of strong
emotions. His personal experiences of Germany were uniformly
negative. A brief period spent at a crammer in Hamburg while a
teenager coincided with the Boer War and he found himself subject-
ed to verbal abuse and chicanery by both staff and pupils. A few
years later, in Bad Homburg, he was challenged to a duel by a ten-
nis opponent, and his negative comments about the crude customs
and chauvinism of German students in his later writings suggest
that he had already formed an unfavourable impression of Germans
even before he joined the Foreign Office. Significantly, he also spent
time in Paris in his youth around the turn of the century when
Anglo–French relations were still fraught in the aftermath of the
Fashoda Crisis. Yet, although he deplored the anti-Semitism which
had surfaced during the Dreyfus Affair, he clearly felt much more at
home in France. ‘My francophilia’, he wrote, ‘started simply because
the French were kinder than the Germans ... the Germans enchanted
both by their Army and their brash Kaiser were also so pleased with

94

Book Reviews



themselves that sympathy was impossible.’2 He also preferred the
easygoing charm of pre-war Austria, where he became friendly with
Hofmannsthal, Wassermann, and Schnitzler.

Vansittart’s personal animosity towards Germany was then great-
ly intensified by two experiences from the years 1914 to 1918: the
death of his beloved brother Arnold in combat and his work in the
Foreign Office section dealing with the treatment of British POWs in
Germany, where he deplored what he considered the brutal behav-
iour of their captors. Moreover, his developing hostility to Germany
was also underpinned by a wide reading of German literature. Thus,
his frequent references in his polemical writings of the years 1939 to
1945 to German authors who themselves criticized German culture
and attitudes include not only the ‘usual suspects’, such as Heine and
Nietzsche, but also less well-known writers such as Ludwig Börne. 

Although Vansittart had already developed a strongly negative
view of Germany by 1918, he did not allow it to interfere with his
views on Germany’s place in the international order during the
Weimar years. He had no illusions about Germany’s determination
to revise the Versailles peace settlement and restore its position as a
great power, and, on his appointment as Permanent Under-Secretary
in 1930, he produced a remarkably accurate assessment of Germany’s
ambitions. However, he considered the Versailles peace settlement ‘a
bad treaty’ that ‘went too far’, and was sharply critical of France’s
hard-line policy towards Germany during the 1920s; he even defend-
ed Germany’s attempt to secure a customs union with Austria in
1931, seeing it as the potential start of a European federation.

It was the Nazi take-over in 1933 that transformed Vansittart’s
view of the situation, for it seemed to confirm all his worst impres-
sions of Germany and the Germans. From now onwards, he provid-
ed his political superiors with repeated warnings of the new regime’s
drive to war. Später does not devote much space to Vansittart’s role
in British foreign policy in the 1930s, since the book’s focus lies else-
where and the topic has been well covered in the extensive literature
on appeasement. Vansittart has been criticized by some historians
who argue that, given Britain’s weakness in the mid-1930s, Vansit-
tart’s hard-line attitude did not represent a serious alternative;
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indeed, that his policy of trying to buy time by negotiating while
rearming was essentially the same as that pursued by the Baldwin
and Chamberlain governments. Indeed, Vansittart, too, was pre-
pared to appease Nazi Germany by offering British colonial territory.
The difference was, of course, that, unlike the committed appeasers,
he had no illusions about ‘the nature of the beast’, as he put it.
However, the stream of warning memoranda that flowed from his
pen merely irritated his political superiors, who did not wish to be
disabused. Moreover, the style of his memoranda, long-winded, dog-
matic, ornate, allusive, ‘dancing literary hornpipes’,3 as his rival,
Deputy Under-Secretary Alexander Cadogan, put it, tended to con-
firm his image as a somewhat eccentric troublemaker.

Some writers have argued that the outbreak of war in 1939 mark-
ed a sharp break in Vansittart’s career to the extent that there are two
Vansittarts: the pre-war Vansittart, a respectable Foreign Office offi-
cial, albeit one with strong views about the German threat, and the
Second World War Vansittart, a fanatical and bigoted propagandist,
who stooped to using racist rhetoric. Später rightly rejects such a
crude interpretation and provides an admirably judicious assessment
of Vansittart’s war-time activities. While it is true that Vansittart’s
role changed from that of foreign policy adviser to the government,
albeit since 1938 a marginalized one, into a public polemicist and pro-
pagandist, his view of Germany and Germans had not fundamental-
ly altered. What had changed was the fact that he had now entered
the public arena and so adapted both the form and content of his
rhetoric to winning popular support. Thus, the punchy style of Black
Record is very different from his pre-war memoranda, and he
believed that one could maintain the nation’s will to fight only by
appealing to ‘one strong primitive emotion. That emotion could only
be hate’ (p. 131). 

Vansittart saw himself engaged in a struggle for public support
against an influential view advocated by Bishop Bell of Chichester
and left-wing publicists such as Victor Gollancz, who argued that one
should distinguish between the regime and the German people.
Basically, the Germans were an oppressed people and the ‘other
Germany’ was just waiting for the opportunity to rise up and throw
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off the Nazi yoke. Thus the Allies should try and win them over by
promises of generous treatment. The core of Vansittart’s argument is
contained in the Preface to the 1941 edition of Black Record:

The difference between them and me is simply this. They
believe that, so soon as the Nazi system has been liquidated, a
decent Christian, effective German government will emerge, in
which you can have full confidence. This is most dangerous
nonsense; German nature makes anything of the kind definite-
ly impossible. I do not say that every German is bad; I do say
that a majority of Germans in the plural has been made bad by
centuries of misteaching, that it will follow any Fuehrer, cheer-
fully and ferociously, into any aggression. Germans in the plu-
ral have got to be completely regenerated and retaught—and
this can only be achieved by force and time. Experience has
amply shown already that the small and weak minority of
decent Germans cannot possibly be effective by and of itself,
until the vast bad majority has been kept in order long enough
either to learn to be human or to die out and be succeeded by
a less bloodthirsty generation. If you trust any Germany again
before this necessarily slow process is complete, the world and
you will be lost.4

Vansittart’s main concerns were: first, to convince the Home Front
of the need to carry on the war against Germany until its total defeat;
secondly, to convince the smaller nations under German occupation,
many of whose citizens were fighting in the British armed forces, that
their sufferings under German occupation were appreciated and that
their interests would be taken account of in the future peace, a point
that he believed was totally neglected by the German sympathizers;
and, finally, to ensure that a future peace with Germany would guar-
antee that it could never again pose a threat to Europe. In fact, the
post-war Allied settlement for West Germany was not far from
Vansittart’s prescription, though how much it actually owed to his
advocacy is debatable.

The central charge against Vansittart, particularly prevalent in
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Germany, has been that his anti-German polemic was racist.
Certainly, he gave some credence to this view through his use of the
terms ‘nation’ and ‘race’ interchangeably (a practice that was, how-
ever, common at the time), through his use of the term ‘German
nature’, as in the quotation above, and through his references to
Tacitus’s comments on the Germans. Später rightly largely rejects
this charge. He criticizes Vansittart’s use of the notion of ‘national
character’, which, like racist discourse, created ‘the other’ and
involved the use of a circular logic, in which he attributed to the
national character what he saw in Germany’s national history and
then explained the national history in terms of the alleged national
characteristics. However, Später rightly points out that Vansittart’s
notion of the German national character was historically rather than
biologically determined and, despite his occasional use of the term
‘German nature’, he considered it a cultural not a natural product.
‘Nations’, wrote Vansittart, ‘develop and display national characters.
They acquired by isolation, traditions, education, and perhaps also
by climate an individuality which distinguishes one from another’ (p.
251). The problem was that the German nation had been ‘miseducat-
ed into [bad] traits, habits, attitudes’. 

Vansittart’s series of seven broadcasts in the autumn of 1940, pub-
lished shortly afterwards as Black Record, unleashed a storm of con-
troversy and it is his in-depth analysis of this debate and of the pre-
vious 1930s discussion about what to do about Germany among the
British intelligentsia that forms the author’s most interesting and
original contribution. Several of those involved—E.H. Carr, Arnold
Toynbee, Lewis Namier, and A.J.P. Taylor—were, or were to become,
historians and their engagement with the central foreign policy issue
of the day provides a striking contrast with the almost total lack of
involvement by historians in the current central foreign policy issue,
namely Britain’s relations with Europe. A major theme that emerges
is the inadequacy of Marxist approaches, with their stress on socio-
economic factors as the foundation of what were seen as rival impe-
rialisms, for grasping the nature of Nazism and the fundamental
threat to civilization it posed. By contrast, Namier, Taylor, and the
journalists, Wickham Steed and Frederick Voigt, with their wide
knowledge and experience of central and eastern Europe, and with
views of Germany and of the importance of its nationalism that were
nearer to those of Vansittart, came much closer to the truth in seeing
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it as essentially a Kulturkampf. In fact, Später makes the illuminating
suggestion that, unlike the British politicians and the leftist intelli-
gentsia, who viewed Nazism in terms of rational goals and calcula-
tion and socio-economic structures, Vansittart’s emotional perspec-
tive, seeing Nazi Germany as a kind of rabid national beast, and
Nazism as a furor teutonicus, was in a sense more appropriate to its
object.

The debate provoked by Vansittart also engaged the SPD exiles in
Britain and the author devotes around a third of the book to this
aspect. He focuses, in particular, on the SPD dissidents—Fritz
Bieligk, Carl Herz, Walter Loeb, Kurt Lorenz, and Bernhard Menne.
They challenged the leadership by agreeing with Vansittart to the
extent that, first, German nationalism was, and had been since before
1914, the dominant force in German politics and that the SPD leader-
ship had been heavily infected by it; secondly, that Hitler was not an
accident but had been ‘carried to power by the greatest mass move-
ment in German history and that his government [had] a majority
among the people’; and, finally, that the German people were sup-
porting the war and that it was ‘an illusion to believe that the German
people would work for Germany’s defeat and a revolution, and that
the smashed remnants of German socialists were secure guarantees
against German nationalism’ (both quotations p. 289). In their view,
therefore, the German SPD had to undergo a process of self-criticism
as regards its previous and current policies and actions. These indi-
viduals met with rejection by their fellow socialists at the time and a
subsequent lack of sympathy from historians. However, the author
does their position full justice, while, at the same time, pointing out
that the SPD’s identification with the fate of the German nation dur-
ing the war years and post-1945 and its attempt to democratize
nationalism and nationalize democracy facilitated its successful inte-
gration into post-war West Germany.

A discussion of Vansittart raises once again the question: was
there a ‘German problem’ and, if so, what was it? It is a question that
preoccupied not just the British intelligentsia but also many German
exiles, from whom, indeed, much of the argument for the notion of a
German ‘special path’ derived. Current historiography has demol-
ished many of these arguments, such as those about the ‘non-politi-
cal German’, and the origins of the Nazi catastrophe are now over-
whelmingly attributed to the First World War and its aftermath.
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Moreover, Vansittart’s assertion:

Nazism is no more than the extension and popularization of
the old imperialism and militarism. There is not one single
novelty in Nazism if you exclude some extra vulgarity . . .
There is no material difference between Hitler’s New Order
and Naumann’s ‘Mitteleuropa’5

is clearly a gross distortion. Nevertheless, perhaps the current con-
sensus with its rejection of any notion of German ‘peculiarities’, its
emphasis on the democratic potential of pre-First World War
Germany, and the continuing strength of liberalism is in danger of
replacing the ‘Kehrite’ or ‘Bielefeld’ orthodoxy of the 1970s with a
new one, in which the contribution made by aspects of pre-First
World War Germany is played down as much as it was previously
exaggerated. For, arguably, the way in which the experience of the
war and its aftermath were processed by the German people in gen-
eral, and its élites and intelligentsia in particular, was substantially
determined by a set of existing values, attitudes, and mentalities
developed before 1914. 

Given the rise of Germany and the consequent threat to British
hegemony in Europe, a British perception of a ‘German problem’ in
the early twentieth century was inevitable. But, for Vansittart, the
‘German problem’ represented also and above all a cultural chal-
lenge. With his emphasis on the importance of mentalities and ideol-
ogy, Vansittart reminds us that the Germans’ own self image was
largely constructed during the founding decades of the Reich in con-
scious contradistinction to ‘the West’, culminating in ‘the ideas of
1914’ versus the ‘ideas of 1789’. In particular, the exclusion of any
moral dimension from politics associated with the worship of
Realpolitik, the respect for military rather than civil values, and the
contempt for the concept of humanity (Humanitätsduselei) are topoi
which run like a thread through German political discourse from
1871 to 1945. Britain’s claim to embody liberal and humane values
was regarded by German critics as mere Heuchelei and clearly there is
some truth in that. For Britain tended to associate a status quo, in
which it was dominant, with ‘civilization’. However, Später, refer-
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ring to Hannah Arendt, makes the important point that the self-iden-
tification of Britain with such values, for all the many breaches that
may have occurred in practice, provided a powerful restraining ele-
ment, for it obliged Britain to try to live up to it. Vansittart was a pro-
fessional diplomat of the old school and not given to sentimentality
in the conduct of international relations. Nevertheless, it was,
arguably, these contrasts that Vansittart felt so strongly and, for all
the crudity of his polemics, was trying to articulate. It is a measure of
the high quality of this exceptionally perceptive and balanced book
that it encourages the reader to reflect on these matters.
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Germany (1980) and Nazism 1919–1945, 4 vols. (1983–98). He has also
edited (with Peter Wende and Jonathan Wright), Britain and Germany
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