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The Role of British and German 
Historians in Mobilizing Public 

Opinion in 1914 
HARTMUT POGGE VON STRANDMANN 

State and nation were the prime subjects of most modern 
historians in both Germany and Britain before the First 
World War. Whatever their political outlook historians 
tended to look upon themselves as high priests of a school of 
thought through which they were able to demonstrate to the 
political establishment and its leaders how much their polit-
ical actions were embedded in some sort of positive histori-
cal continuity. There was a tendency amongst British and 
German historians to emphasize in their history-writing the 
special character and uniqueness of their own particular 
state and its political culture. Their outlook was nationalist. 
As a consequence they tended to sacrifice the critical and 
comparative dimensions of their academic discipline to an 
emphasis on national identity. 

In Britain a number of historians at that time strongly iden-
tified with the evolution of political values in their country, and 
showed how this evolution culminated in a 'growing national 
commitment to the state'. 1 At the outbreak of the war in 1914 
these historians had little difficulty in committing themselves 
to their government's actions and extolling the virtues of their 
own country's history in the face of enemy propaganda. As all 
governments participating in the war firmly stated that they 

I am grateful to Peter Foden of Oxford University Press for helping me with my 
research in the archives of the OUP. I should also like to thank Dr Niall Ferguson 
for his advice on the manuscript. 

1 Reba N. Soffer, Discipline and Power: The University, History and the Making of 
an English Elite, 1870-1930 (Stanford, Calif., 1994), 129. 
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were involved in fighting a defensive war, the great majority of 
historians justified their own country's involvement in the war 
and disputed the enemy's claim to be doing the same. 

Historians in each country were attempting to occupy the 
higher moral ground and so the question of who caused and 
started the war became of paramount concern. Yet a system-
atic analysis of events leading up to the war was rarely under-
taken. Most historians seemed to have a different concern. 
As the existence of their state was challenged by war the 
nation also appeared endangered and thus the interpreta-
tion of national history was perceived as having been put at 
risk. Historians therefore felt obliged to rally to the defence 
of nation, state, and their view of their own history. 

Historians in each country rose to the occasion and tried 
to pursue two aims. First they tried to justify and thus legit-
imize the involvement of their respective. governments and 
their own nations in the war. Secondly they were in the fore-
front of those analysing and challenging the enemy's justifi-
cation for the claim that it was the one fighting a defensive 
war. Following from this they tried to pin the responsibility 
for the war firmly on to the other side. Thus in this sense the 
post-1918 'war guilt question' began to occupy historians 
right from the beginning of the war. 

It has been argued that the fact that academic historians 
in Germany were civil servants inclined them to act as pillars 
of the German nation-state and defenders of the existing 
constitution. However, the context of German academic 
historians' pay and service was probably less important to the 
interpretation of their role in society than their adherence 
to the historicist school. Nevertheless the authors of the well-
known German manifestos had indeed collaborated with 
government departments when drafting their texts.2 

As the history of these manifestos shows, the authors' 
collaboration with the government distinguished the early 
propaganda of German historians from that of their British 
colleagues. And there was another area in which there was a 

• J. H. Morgan's article in the Times Educational Supplement, 1 Sept. 1914. Klaus 
Schwabe, Wissemchaft und Kriegsmoral: Die deutschen Hochschul/ehrer und die politischen 
Grundfragen des Ersten Weltkrieges (Gottingen, 1969), 21-45. See also C. R L. Fletcher, 
171e Germans: Their Empire and How they have Made it (Oxford, 1914), 17-18. 
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marked difference in the position of German and British 
historians. During the war and during the peace conference 
afterwards a number of British historians were directly 
involved with, or even employed by, various government 
departments, sometimes in leading positions. Their pre-war 
proximity to government circles in Britain had made it easier 
for many academic historians to enter a service in which their 
expertise and general views appeared to be appreciated. This 
particular wartime service had no equivalent in Germany. 

But when it came to propaganda activities in the broadest 
sense, the similarity between British and German historians 
was closer. Both sides created and repeated national stereo-
types. On the British side the Whig Interpretation of English 
history made a 'national' interpretation of the English past 
easier, and it also provided a basis on which historians could 
take a moral stance against Germany and its assumed 
responsibility for the outbreak of the war. The gradual 
development of what was called English liberty, the story of 
the emerging nation which had successfully overcome racial, 
linguistic, and religious barriers, the widespread belief in the 
uniqueness of the English political system at central and 
local levels, and pride in its representative institutions 
provided the background from which it appeared easy to 
criticize German politics and the views put forward by 
German historians during the war. 

I 

Whatever the political opinions of British historians were in 
the last few weeks before the outbreak of hostilities, for many 
The Times played a pivotal role in focusing their thoughts on 
the possibility of a forthcoming European conflict. As early 
as 22July the paper talked of danger to Europe. It was feared 
that Austria-Hungary would submit a 'note' to Serbia which 
might result in a European war because 'it is not clear that 
Austria-Hungary, did she draw the sword, would localise the 
conflict if she could, and it is clear that the decision would 
not rest with her alone' .3 

3 The Times, 22July 1914. 
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Thus the paper was ready for intervention even before the 
British cabinet had made up its mind. England should be 
involved in a war right from the beginning as the anticipated 
German occupation of Dunkirk, Calais, and Belgium would 
put Britain's vital security interests at stake. 'Interest, duty, 
and honour' should justify British intervention. The Times 
also put forward a new reason for an early entry into the war. 
It would be cheaper to invervene early because Britain 
would join the other powers fighting Germany and thus 
prevent a French defeat. Otherwise Britain might face 
Germany alone later, an effort which would financially be 
'ruinous' .4 

On I August three letters addressed the imminent threat 
of war. The Oxford historian J. A. R. Marriott, later a 
Conservative MP, thanked The Times 'for the lead it has 
given' over the last few days.5 As the international crisis wors-
ened, the interventionist line which The Times had pursued 
over the previous days had provoked a number of liberals to 
plead for British neutrality by publishing peace manifestos in 
various newspapers. Their efforts were crowned when The 
Times published the now famous 'Scholars' Protest Against 
War with Germany' on the same day as it printed Marriott's 
letter. This proclamation was sent from Cambridge and 
signed by nine scholars of whom at least one was a historian, 
namely F. J. Foakes:Jackson from Jesus College, Cambridge, 
who apparently was also the leading spirit behind it.6 The 

4 The Times, 25, 27, and 31July 1914. 
j See also J. A. R. Marriott, Memaries of Fourscore Years: The Autobiography o{ the 

Late Sir.John Marriott (London, 1946); Soffer, Discipline and Power, 108. 
6 See H. Pogge von Strandmann, 'Britische Historiker und der Ausbruch des 

Ersten Weltkrieges', in W. Michalka (ed.), Der Erste Welthrieg: Wirhung, Wahrnehmung, 
Analyse (Munich, 1994), 930. See also Stuart Wallace, War and the Image of Germany: 
British Amdemirs 1914-1918 (Edinburgh, 1988), 24 and 250. Wallace lists only eight 
signatories. The protest is also mentioned in D. Pick, War Machine: The 
Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Modern Age (New Haven, 1993), 152. A. J. P. Taylor 
mentions a figure of eighty-one who were supposed to have signed the letter. See 
his The Troubkmakers (London, 1969), u7. One of the nine signatories, W. M. 
Ramsay, Professor Emeritus from Aberdeen, wrote to The Times on 15 August declar-
ing that he no longer wished to be associated with the letter. He did not regret that 
he had originally agreed to sign the letter without having actually seen it, but 
believed now that Germany's attempt to enslave Europe must be resisted by war. 
Professor Alfred Marshall from Cambridge wrote to The Times on 26 August to say 
that he had also been asked to sign the Scholars' Protest. He had declined and had 
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signatories protested against a war with Germany 'in the 
interest of Serbia and Russia'. It would be 'a sin against civil-
isation'. They demanded at the end of their letter: 'At this 
juncture we consider ourselves justified in protesting against 
being drawn into the struggle with a nation so near akin to 
our own, and with whom we have so much in common.' 

A similar letter was published two days later by Graham 
Wallas, a historian at the London School of Economics, who 
had organized a Neutrality Committee) All these efforts were 
however unlikely to be successful because, as The Times put it, 
the war challenged British security and therefore appealed to 
the 'instinct for self-preservation'. Even the Scholars' Protest 
made clear that 'if by reason of honourable obligation we are 
to be unhappily involved in war, patriotism might still our 
mouths'. But at the very end of July they still objected to the 
new resoluteness for war which was finding growing support. 

II 

Opposition to war was continuously voiced in the Manchester 
Guardian until Britain's declaration of war on 4 August, but 
it did not provoke the same reaction as the 'Scholars' 
Protest' in The Times. Generally speaking The Times appeared 
to have made up its mind by giving substantial space to the 
arguments of the interventionists. Thus Valentine Chirol felt 
that Britain was morally obliged to help France regardless of 
the costs involved. He also detected German machinations 
behind the crisis and he was not far from the truth when he 
wrote: 'By provoking, or rather by instigating, 
Austria-Hungary to provoke a fresh European crisis over 
Serbia, Germany has brought Russia first of all into the fore-
front of the controversy, knowing full well that Russia for 
many reasons enjoys much less popular sympathy in this 
country than France. '8 

suggested instead that 'we ought to mobilise instantly and announce that we shall 
declare war if the Germans invade Belgium'. See also the forthcoming article by 
John Clarke, 'All Souls and the War of the Professors'. I am very grateful to J. Clarke 
(University of Buckingham} for providing me with a draft of his article. 

7 Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 25. 8 The Times, 3 Aug. 1914. 
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Whereas Chirol did not specifically refer to the 'Scholars' 
Protest', the Oxford historian Stuart Jones did when his 
letter appeared in The Times just before Britain declared war 
on Germany.9 In it he criticized his academic colleagues 
from Oxford and Cambridge for glorifying the achievements 
of German culture and science without pointing to the mili-
tarist and expansionist traditions represented by authors 
such as Treitschke, Bernhardi, and even former Chancellor 
Bülow. He also reminded them that Germany was not 
'governed by scholars but by statesmen who solemnly believe 
that might confers not only the right but the duty of attack-
ing the weaker states'. Moreover, Jones objected to the 
notion that Germany had rendered intellectual services to 
the world. 

Whilst Jones rehearsed some of the arguments which were 
to become staple fare in the later campaign of words against 
Germany, some liberal historians continued to voice opposi-
tion to British involvement in a war. During the Boer War 
most liberals opposed British intervention. By contrast at the 
beginning of the First World War liberals preferred to 
demonstrate national solidarity by joining the war effort. 
When the war finally broke out the public was not 
completely unprepared. Nor were most historians in any way 
surprised. Some had feared a European conflict for some 
time. G. Lowes Dickinson had warned against an Anglo-
German war in late 1907. He wrote: 'There may, indeed, be 
war between Germany and England, but, if so, it will be 
because the Government and peoples of those countries 
have willed it; not because of any necessity to be. 'JO 

In his book The Great Society, published in 1914, Graham 
Wallas had bidden farewell to liberal hopes of peace in 
Europe and hoped that his appeal to the strengthening of 
international law would help to prevent wars. 

A third historian who should be mentioned here is John 
Adam Cramb, whose reflective lectures on Germany and 
England were published in book form in 1914, a year after his 
death. Cramb, labelled the 'English Treitschke', had actually 

9 The Times, 4 Aug. 1914; Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 26. 
10 Ibid. 113, see also Pogge von Strandmann, 'Britische Historiker', 930. 



British and German Historians in 1914 341 

attended Treitschke's lectures in Berlin in the 1880s. By 1913 
he still believed that Treitschke was the most influential 
German historian; this assumption was widely accepted by 
other historians in Britain, although W. J. Allen noted that 
Treitschke had been superseded by names such as Erich 
Marcks, Max Lenz, Hermann Oncken, and Friedrich 
Meinecke. Cramb 'paints for us a Germany', as the Times 
Literary Supplement noted, 'expanding rapidly in opulence, in 
power, in the mastery of practical life, and deeply imbued 
with the teaching of Nietzsche'. u 

Cramb regarded the triad of Bernhardi, Nietzsche, and 
Treitschke as having enormous influence in Germany, and 
thus fed into an existing stereotype among many British 
academic observers of Germany. He also noted that in 
Germany contempt for England was widespread, and that a 
feeling that Britain was blocking Germany at every corner 
would inevitably lead to war between the two nations. 
Cramb's influence was considerable, partly because his book 
had appeared a few weeks before the outbreak of hostilities, 
partly because he was associated with Lord Roberts and his 
campaign for compulsory military service and had lectured 
at various military institutions, and finally because his 
message was outspoken and undifferentiated. 

The warnings against harbouring any illusions about 
German politics put forward by a few historians were not 
accepted by all sectors of public opinion until after the war 
had begun. In any case it looks as if a majority of historians 
backed England's entry into the war, at least at the time of 
the British declaration of war on 4 August. A typical example 
of a change of mind was the Cambridge historian J. Holland 
Rose, author of a book on the Devewpment of the European 
Nations 1870-1900, who had signed a letter on 2 August in 
favour of preserving neutrality. But a day later, when it 
became clear that Germany had begun to invade Belgium, 
he withdrew his signature and advocated that Britain should 
repel German aggression by force. 12 

11 Times Literary Supplement, 13 Aug. 1914. 12 The Times, 10 Aug. 1914. 
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III 

The rallying of historians behind the war effort meant that 
they almost automatically took their part in 'educating the 
nation'. This was an important task which was also claimed 
by German historians. But there were differences in how 
these two national groups fulfilled it. Brochures, newspaper 
articles, and pamphlets were used by both sides, but address-
ing lay audiences had been a particular preoccupation of 
British historians since Victorian times. In the twentieth 
century Gilbert Murray, G. M. Trevelyan, G. P. Gooch, A. D. 
Lindsay, H. A. L. Fisher, H. W. C. Davis, and E. Barker, to 
name but a few, embodied this tradition. They were keen to 
put their talents at the service of the wider public.13 These 
historians also maintained close connections with the politi-
cal élite in Westminster and Whitehall. A certain degree of 
interaction was a consequence of the special position of 
Oxford and Cambridge, but the deliberate attempt by acad-
emics to gain greater public influence may have formed part 
of a trend towards greater cultural integration in Britain.14 

It is difficult to ascertain in this context to what extent 
historians acted as opinion leaders, or to what extent they 
were reacting to a public discussion outside the confines of 
academia. In so far as historians were part of a British 'intel-
lectual aristocracy' (to use Noel Annan's term) which lent a 
special flavour to the world of letters, they tended to shape 
public opinion, but the conversion of anti-war historians to 
the cause of national solidarity showed that they also 
followed public opinion. Inspired by the growing campaign 
for British intervention, a group of Oxford historians, 
namely E. Barker from New College, H. W. C. Davis from 
Balliol College, C. R. Fletcher from Magdalen College, A. 
Hassan from Christ Church, L. G. Wickham Legg from New 
College, and F. Morgan from Keble College, organized itself 
to write spontaneously a book entitled Why we are at War. 

13 Julia Stapleton, Englishness and the Study of Politics: The Social and Politiml 
Thought of ErnP.st Barker (Cambridge, 1994), 15. 

I{ Ibid. 17. 
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Great Britain's Case, which Oxford University Press published 
between 26 August and 14 September 1914. 15 Because of the 
significance of this group the present essay concentrates in 
the following on historians from Oxford. 

The spiritus rector of the group effort was either H. W. C. 
Davis of Balliol College, later Regius Professor of Modern 
History at Oxford, or Ernest Barker of New College, who in 
the 1930s was to hold the first chair of Political Science at 
Cambridge. One of their main sources was the German 
White Book which they translated. Further ammunition was 
probably provided by a letter Rudolf Eucken and Ernst 
Haeckel wrote to the Vossische Zeitung, in which they 
protested against Britain's intervention in the war which 
they explained by arguing that Britain was envious of 
Germany. 16 This letter has been regarded as the opening 
shot in what was to become the 'war of the professors'; obvi-
ously it was rejected by Gilbert Murray.John Cowper Powys, 
and Ford Madox Hueffer (later Ford). 

The final spark for the erupting war of propaganda may 
have been a German pamphlet campaign which had been 
started in neutral Italy to win over public opinion to the 
German cause. Another contributing factor may have been 
the early publication in the middle of August 1914 of a 
German pamphlet Die Wahrheit über den Krieg ( The Truth about 
the War), which also appeared in an English translation. 17 
This pamphlet had been written at the behest of the propa-
ganda department of the Naval Office. It appears that the 
Germans were quicker off the mark than the British in the 
very first phase of the war of words. 

Responding to the German efforts, the Oxford dons 

15 The book has recently been referred to by Wallace, War and the Image of 
Germany, 6o-1;J. M. Winter, 'Oxford and the First World War', in B. Harrison (ed.), 
The History of the University of Oxford, viii: The Twentieth Century (Oxford, 1994), 15-16; 
Soffer, Discipline and Power, 46. 

16 S. Hynes, A War Imagined. The First World War and English Culture (London, 
1990), 70. The protest was published on 20 August 1914. For the response see ibid. 
71. 

i; J. and W. von Ungern-Sternberg, Der Aufruf 'An die Kulturwelt': Das Manifest 
der 93 und die Anfange der Kriegspropaganda im Ersten Weltkrieg (Stuttgart, 1996), 119 is 
the most recent publication quoting the latest studies of the German propaganda 
effort. 
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stated in their preface that they were not politicians, but that 
they did 'belong to different schools of political thought'. 18 

Whether this meant different party affiliations or different 
approaches to history is not clear. But they wanted to stress 
that they 'had some experience in the handling of historic 
evidence, and that they had endeavoured to treat this subject 
historically'. They examined the evidence available and 
confirmed something which turned out to be a foregone 
conclusion. However, the book was surprisingly sober and 
dispassionate, as Peter Sutcliffe wrote in his history of the 
Oxford University Press, 'when all about them was a mind-
less fervour'. 19 The authors blamed Germany's obsession 
with power and militarism, and held that England's inter-
vention was based on the need to uphold international law. 
They were, of course, convinced of England's moral superi-
ority and that 'if we have harped on England's interest, it 
must not for a moment be supposed that we have forgotten 
England's duty'. According to the five authors, both 
combined gave Britain's intervention a special thrust. 

Contrary to Sutcliffe's benevolent interpretation the book 
could, however, be seen as a strong attack on Germany's 
political system. In a self-righteous tone the Oxford dons 
ref erred in the final chapter to a firm link between 
Englishness and law. The five authors in Oxford assumed 
that other nations could not be guided by similar principles, 
and they seemed unaware of the concurrent belief of 
German liberals that Germany was a R.echtsstaat, that is, that 
it was governed by the rule of law. Guided by their own 
preconceptions, the authors equated Germany's theory of 
the state with 'absolute sovereignty' and the glorification of 
war. England, by contrast, 'stands for the idea of public law 
of Europe, and for the small nations which it protects'. As 
Ernest Barker was to dwell on this aspect of Gladstonianism 
in his writings during the war,Julia Stapleton concludes that 
Barker 'would seem to have played an instrumental role in 
the book's conclusion'. 20 This may well have been the case 

18 Members of the Oxford Faculty of Modern History, Why we are at War: Great 
Britain's Case (Oxford, 1914), 5. 

19 P. Sutcliffe, The Oxford UniversitJ Press: An Informal History (Oxford, 1978), 173. 
00 Stapleton, Englishness, 95. 
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and could be the explanation for the later difference of 
opinion between Barker and Davis. 

The Times Literary Supplement reviewed the book favourably 
and found it 'refreshing to turn from the morass of gross 
mendacity and diatribe to the solid ground of ascertained 
facts and authoritative documents'.21 The review ends with the 
judgement that it placed 'upon the conduct of Germany the 
least unfavourable interpretation compatible with the 
evidence'. In Germany this claim was rejected and a number 
of its historians criticized the Oxford volume. In response, 
Ernest Barker rejected the German historians' accusation 'of 
misusing science for political objectives' .22 He at first simply 
returned the charge, but then realized that this method would 
not have much effect. Instead he believed that he had tried 'to 
conquer a very natural national prejudice' which had not 
been an easy task. He therefore concentrated on six points 
which, to his mind, revealed that the German authors were 
unfamiliar with either the available evidence or simple facts. 
He refuted the arguments in defence of the construction of 
the German battle fleet, rejected the criticism of British impe-
rialism and British diplomacy in St Petersburg, saw through 
the plan as to why the Kaiser had been absent from Berlin 
until 26 July, upheld the Belgian right to neutrality, and did 
not accept the declaration of the German love of peace. 

The Oxford don William Sanday appreciated Barker's 
letter and recommended publishing the German professors' 
attack. But H. W. C. Davis objected to Barker entering into 
an argument with the German professors by publishing a 
pamphlet.23 He thought that Barker's 'stuff is not worth 
printing. The "war of the professors" has already become a 
byeword and if Barker wants to defend the Red Book 'Why 
we are at War" any further, he had better do it somewhere 
else.' 24 As it turned out this was to be the end of Barker's 
particular effort. 25 

21 Times Literary Supplement, 17 Sept. 1914. 
22 The TimPs, 9 Dec. 1914. 
23 Oxford University Press Archive, 1217, Davis to Chapman, 17 Dec. 1914. 
2+ Ibid. 1743, Davis to Cannan, 20 Dec. 1914. 
25 Although Davis had eventually agreed with Barker's proposal Cannan prob-

ably persuaded Barker not to proceed with this particular project. 
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The emerging rivalry between Barker and Davis had dete-
riorated further because of another incident which unfortu-
nately occurred at the same time. As Britain and Germany 
were especially concerned to win over hitherto neutral Italy 
to their causes the British Admiralty planned to join the fray 
by asking Davis and the Clarendon Press to produce a 
pamphlet for Italy.26 The Admiralty simply informed Davis 
that it wanted half a million copies in Italian as quickly as 
possible which the Foreign Office, if its agreement could be 
secured, was then to circulate in Italy. 'Why the Admiralty 
should take up the publicity business is more than I can 
guess,' Davis told Chapman, but he was willing to accept an 
order from outside Oxford which was aimed more directly at 
clear propaganda purposes. Barker was asked to write the 
pamphlet 'quam promptissime', as Davis put it, so that it 
could be translated in London. Barker set to work immedi-
ately and produced a draft in the shortest time, reminiscent 
of the speed with which he had produced crucial sections of 
Why we are at War. When he took it to London he could not 
find anyone at the Admiralty who would accept his 
pamphlet, and he then blamed Davis for this mishap. 
Cannan received an explanation from Davis as to why 
Barker's manuscript had never reached him: 'I was expect-
ing it until I heard from him that he had handed it over to 
the National Health Insurance Committee.' 27 The porter at 
the Admiralty was not allowed to divulge Davis's department. 
As a result Barker was angry and Davis had 'to try and find 
another pamphleteer for Italy'. As far as can be made out he 
did not succeed, and Barker published his tract Great 
Britain's Reasons for going to War in London in 1915. 

In his article John Clarke has given two explanations for 
the clash between Barker and Davis. 28 On the one hand he 
has argued that the quarrel between the two may have had 
something to do with their different interpretations of 
democracy. However, there is not really enough evidence to 
support this view. Davis's somewhat elitist opinion that new 

26 Oxford University Press Archive, 1226, Davis to Chapman, 15 Dec. 1914. 
2 7 Ibid. 1743, Cannan to Barker, 29 Dec. 1914. 
28 Clarke, 'All Souls and the War of the Professors'. 
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ideas do not appear at the bottom level of society but trickle 
downwards from the top of the social pyramid may have 
differed from Barker's views in this respect, but they both 
shared an Oxford-based elitist outlook which included a 
certain educational and social concern for less well-educated 
groups of society. In addition, Barker appeared to be no 
friend of the new social history which Davis later also 
rejected in public. On the other hand, Clarke has referred to 
their different views on Treitschke. In his Oxford pamphlet 
Barker followed the wartime trend in England, and by the 
autumn of 1914 he was highly critical of Nietzsche and 
denounced Treitschke. In 1914, however, Davis managed to 
publish a booklet on Treitschke's political thought which 
was not characterized by the usual wartime denunciations. 
Instead he tried to be fair to a historian for whom he must 
have felt considerable respect. The book was not, as Davis's 
biographer, J. R. H. Weaver, has argued, 'written with a 
controversial purpose'. 29 Their differences in interpreting 
Treitschke are possibly indicative of another problem which 
concerns the pamphlets. Whereas Davis seemed to follow 
the rules of fairness towards Germany and wanted this to be 
reflected in the pamphlets, Barker displayed a more belliger-
ent attitude and was perhaps even hostile towards Germany. 
Therefore his pamphlets were different in character from 
those Davis had written and it is possible that the latter was 
determined to adhere more to historical standards at this 
time than Barker. 

IV 

Just before Why we are at War came on to the market in 
September 1914, Oxford University Press wrote to the Foreign 
Secretary and sent him three advance copies. Grey, who had 
not known about the forthcoming book, was very impressed 
with it and offered to buy a number of copies including trans-

29 J. R. H Weaver, Henry William Carl.ess Davis 1874-1928: A Memoir (London, 
1933), 35. Weaver's article on Davis in the Dictionary of National Biogmphy hardly 
mentions his involvement with the Oxford Pamphlets. DNB 192::r1930 (Oxford, 
1937), 249. 
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lations which were to be distributed through the various 
embassies.3° Even without the Foreign Office's purchase of 
3,300 copies the book proved to be a success. It ran through 
several editions, and, including translations, sold about 
50,000 copies by 1928. The proceeds were given to the Belgian 
Relief Fund. The first payment worth £728 1s. was sent to the 
Belgian Minister in London in November 1915.31 How much 
the volume was appreciated can be gauged from two letters, 
one by the British ambassador in Washington, Cecil Spring 
Rice, and the other by the former British ambassador to 
Berlin, Sir Edward Goschen. Spring Rice wrote to Oxford 
University Press that he liked the Oxford manifesto: 'I have 
no doubt it will carry conviction abroad! The people here 
have pretty well made up their minds as to who began the 
war. They don't question any more what Germany did. What 
they are now chiefly interested in is that those who are fight-
ing for liberty and public law should fight well. They get 
indignant at any disaster as they would at a baseball match if 
their side didn't play well.'32 Spring Rice also pleaded for 
more openness and less British censorship as the Americans 
wanted to know the German side of the arguments as well. 
Obviously he had no fear that this might weaken Britain's 
case. The other reaction came from Goschen, who had 
received the German translation of Why we are at War ( Warum 
wir Kriegfiihren). He praised the completeness and historical 
accuracy of the book and regretted that there was no hope 
that it would be widely read in Germany. Otherwise it would 
counteract the 'legend so widely spread throughout that 
country by the ruling class that the war was engineered by 
Great Britain for her own nefarious purposes'.33 

Outside Oxford historians like D.J. Medley (Glasgow) and 
Ramsay Muir (Manchester) published their criticism of 
Germany in Why Britain is at War and Britain's Case against 
Germany. A different line of publications appeared in 

3° Oxford University Press Archive, 58, Grey to Cannan, 8 Sept. 1914, and Grey 
to Davis, 11 Sept. 1914. 

3, Sutcliffe, Oxford University Press, 172-3. 
32 Oxford University Press Archive 1743, Cecil Spring Rice to Cannan, 17 Oct. 

1914. 
33 Ibid. 131, Goschen to Delegates, 31 Jan. 1915. 
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September 1914. It looked as if it had been prompted by G. W. 
Prothero, formerly at Edinburgh and editor of the Quarterly 
Review. In a letter to The Times of 20 August, headed 'A Fight 
to a Finish', he had suggested setting up an organization 
whose task would be to convert working men in the north 
and the centre of England to the cause of Britain's involve-
ment in the war.34 He was reacting to various reports that the 
war effort had not fully united the nation behind the govern-
ment. The historians' claim to be the nation's educator in 
this hour of need would sound hollow if they did not turn 
their attention to this particular problem and help to unify 
the nation. Prothero thought that such addresses should 
explain that 'we have to cope with an unscrupulous aristoc-
racy, with a military caste and principles that Might makes 
Right'. He also wanted it to be made clear that this war would 
be a 'struggle to the end'. The idea that indifferent country 
folk and workers in the north should be made aware of 
Britain's good reasons for being involved in the war appealed 
to a number of education-minded letter-writers who offered 
their advice for such a publicity campaign. Among the first 
were C. Grant Robertson, Fellow and Bursar of All Souls, and 
the economist Alfred Marshall from Cambridge.35 They were 
followed by many others, for example by Stuart Jones, histo-
rian from Trinity College, who wanted to appeal to the 
Americans to convene a conference of neutrals and Hague 
Convention signatories to condemn Germany.36 A number of 
complaints were directed against the editorial in John Bull, 
written by Horatio Bottomley: 'To Hell with Serbia!', which 
appeared before 8 August and which argued that Serbia was 
not worth British involvement in the war and that the Balkan 
state should be wiped out. And E. Littelton from Eton 
College wanted a special notion to be addressed which to his 
mind existed 'among many of our working men ... that if 
Germany wins they will be no worse off than they are now' .37 
A L. Smith echoed this information and added that 'there 

34 The Times, 20 Aug. 1914. See also Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 167-8. 
Soffer, Discipline and Power, 47. 35 The Times, 21 Aug. and 22 Aug. 1914. 

36 Ibid. 26 Aug. 1914. 
37 Ibid. 24 Aug. 1914. Dalton supported this statement by referring to the 

general 'ignorance in rural districts'. Ibid. 31 Aug. 1914. 
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are still large sections of the community who fail to realise the 
vastness of the issues at stake, the formidable nature of the 
forces ranged against us, and the true inner significance of 
the struggle' .38 Prothero's proposals were also endorsed by 
the Cambridge historian J. Holland Rose who firmly believed 
that it was a duty of those who had studied 'continental 
affairs' to enlighten the public about the causes of the war: 
'The more they are studied, the more complete and over-
whelming is the case in favour of Great Britain.'39 

When Prothero's suggestions received Curzon's support it 
was not long before the Prime Minister reacted by sending a 
letter to The Times, stipulating that a publicity campaign 
should be initiated in the major cities in which the 'justice of 
our cause' was to be explained. He also counted on co-oper-
ation between cities, education authorities, and voluntary 
organizations, and announced that a Parliamentary 
Committee was to be set up with the backing of Bonar Law 
to oversee the forthcoming campaign.4° A well-organized 
series of public lectures was started by the Oxford University 
Extension Delegacy, the Workers' Educational Association 
(WEA), the Victoria League, the Cavendish League, the 
Business Men's League, the Rural League, and the Social 
Service Bureau, all of which used historians to educate audi-
ences about the legitimacy of Britain's involvement in the 
war, and its moral obligation to fight. Prothero then set up a 
Central Committee to co-ordinate the propaganda efforts 'as 
to the reason, justice and necessity of the war' .41 

The centralizing efforts did not succeed right from the 
beginning. Thus the WEA, which defined itself as a strictly 
educational body, protested against being drawn into a 
propaganda campaign.42 Because of its emphasis on infor-

38 Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 168. 
39 The Times, 27 Aug. 1914. 
4° Ibid. 28 Aug. 1914, and Curzon 's second letter, ibid. r Sept. 1914. See also ibid. 

3 Sept. 1914. 
4• Ibid. 5 Sept. 1914. In Germany similar efforts were made to create a central 

organization which was to direct its propaganda activities abroad. See]. and W. von 
Ungem-Sternberg, Der AufruJ; 126-35. 

42 The Times, 7 Sept. 1914. See now L. Goldman, Dons and Workers: Oxford and 
Adult Education since 1850 (Oxford, 1995), 195; Wallace, War and the Image of C,er,nany, 
168-g. 
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mation the WEA attracted the criticisms of 'pacifism and 
pro-Germanism', as Goldman has put it. But as the border 
between propaganda and educational information was not 
clearly defined, the WEA accepted lectures given by histori-
ans as long as the state was supported in its hour of need. 
The historian J. A. R. Marriott was to write later about his 
activities in the WEA: 'Propaganda in the narrower sense was 
not within our proper province. But we substituted for our 
usual lecture subjects, courses which had a direct bearing on 
the war, its antecedents and issues. '43 

As more and more books appeared supporting Britain's 
case for being involved in the war, an authors' declaration 
appeared in The Times giving full support to the govern-
ment's course of action.44 In their letter the authors, many of 
whom were historians who before the war had been ardent 
champions of Germany, pacifists, and critics of Grey's 
foreign policy, denounced Germany's claim that its culture 
was so superior to the civilization of other nations that all 
political decisions were justified. They also attacked 
Germany's will to conquer, and denied it the right to defend 
small nations. Among the signatories were the following: the 
two Trevelyans, the Wards, H. A. L. Fisher, who was going to 
publish his own version of The War: its Causes and Issues later 
that year, the Hammonds, Ensor, Tawney, and the former 
pacifist Gilbert Murray. 

While the book Why we are at War was being printed, 
Prothero was launching his campaign of educating the less 
motivated, and while the Declaration by Authors was appear-
ing, the Oxford War Pamphlets were born spontaneously 
without government interference.45 

43 Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 169. Goldman maintains that, contrary 
to Marriott's impression, many lectures presented 'a fiercely patriotic and anti-
German case', ibid. 

44 The Times, 18 Sept. 1914. 
45 Rudiger vom Bruch's assertion that the 'war of professors' was directed by 

the British Foreign Office is made without evidence and actually mistaken. R. vom 
Bruch, 'Krieg und Frieden: Zur Frage der Militarisierung deutscher 
Hochschullehrer und Universitaten im spaten Kaiserreich', in J. Diilffer und K. 
Holl (eds.), Bereit zum Krieg. Kriegsmentalitiit im wilhelminischen Deutschland T890-T9T4 
(Gottingen, 1986), 74. In his otherwise comprehensive study Stuart Wallace has 
underestimated the significance of the Oxford Pamphlets and neglected the self-
mobilizing role Oxford historians played in 1914-
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V 

The first time the forthcoming Oxford Pamphlets were 
mentioned was in a letter by Henry Jackson from Trinity 
College, Cambridge, to Cannan who had asked the 
Cambridge academic to write one of the pamphlets. Jackson, 
who indulged in wartime hatred of anything German, 
thanked Cannan for sending him copies of the first 
pamphlets, which he liked: 'I had thought that pamphle-
teering had been killed by the magazines; you have now the 
opportunity of reviving it.'46 

It is likely that the initiative for the pamphlets originated 
with Davis who found willing collaborators in Cannan and 
Chapman from Oxford University Press. He called together 
a number of Oxford historians and other eminent acade-
mics during the second half of August 1914 to produce a 
series of pamphlets for the general education of the public. 
Although Davis recruited heavily in Oxford he later also 
contacted the authors of articles in various journals and 
asked them to convert their pieces into pamphlets. A case in 
point was W. G. S. Adams's pamphlet No. 3, The Responsibility 
for the War, which was first published in the Political 
Quarterly.47 The Secretary and Assistant Secretary to the 
Delegates of the Press were also busy winning over contribu-
tors to the series of pamphlets. They made good use of their 
contacts in Oxford and thus were able to come up with a 
number of suggestions. One example may suffice. Through 
Chapman, Davis heard that F. S. Marvin, from St John's 
College and HM Inspector of Schools, would like to write a 
pamphlet. The Balliol historian regarded this 'as good news' 
and went on in his letter to Gilbert Murray: 'I am told his 
title will be The Bloody Present. But whatever he wishes to write 
about ... will be very welcome.'48 In fact Marvin's later 
pamphlet (No. 42) dealt with German aspirations and was 
published under the title: The Leadership of the World. 

46 Oxford University Press Archive, 1208, Jackson to Cannan, ro Sept. 1914. On 
18 September Jackson informed Cannan that he did not know enough to write 
a pamphlet. +7 Ibid. 1207, Davis's note of 17 Oct. 1914. 

48 Ibid., Davis to Murray, 16 Oct. 1914. 
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The purpose of the Oxford Pamphlets, as Davis 
explained in a condescending manner to Chirol whom he 
recruited as one of the pamphleteers, was as follows: 'The 
series is intended for the intelligent working man, and 
therefore the method of treatment to be adopted is simple, 
even elementary.'49 And Davis went on: 'The contributors 
belong to very different schools of opinion; but they are all 
anxious to confirm the ordinary elector in his present 
admirable attitude towards the war, and to warn him against 
the dangers of making peace on terms which settle noth-
ing.' Two months later Davis had slightly modified the 
objective of the series. Now it was 'to provide useful infor-
mation on the War and all questions connected with it' .5° 
He still wanted to reach classes 'who do not buy books of 
reference because they cannot afford the luxury, but do 
wish for exact information'. 

Among the contributing authors there were also those 
who volunteered to join the emerging 'band of sharpshoot-
ers' because they wanted to put across a particular view. Sir 
Erle Richards, Professor oflnternational Law and a Fellow of 
All Souls, who had coined the term 'sharpshooters', quickly 
retracted it because it gave the impression of partiality which 
he wanted to avoid at all costs. This was especially welcomed 
by the Assistant Secretary to the Delegates of the Press 
because he believed that an impartial assessment of the 
international legal situation would favour Britain and would 
therefore be much more effective.51 Thus Richards agreed 
later to write a pamphlet on international law because he 
thought it necessary to expose Germany, which had struck 
'at the whole root of the Law of Nations'.52 But on the whole 
Richards tried to be objective, especially when the issue of 
German atrocities in the war in Belgium came up. Davis 
himself was not particularly concerned about Richards's 
scruples as long as the facts were correct. 'The great diffi-
culty', he foresaw, 'is of persuading the artisan to buy and 
read any point of view which is not his own. I am trying to 

49 Ibid., Davis to Chirol, 14 Sept. 1914. 
5° Ibid. 1743, Davis's note about a pamphlet for Japan, 17 Nov. 1914. 
5' Ibid., Chapman to Richards, II Sept. 1914. 
5° Ibid., Richards to Chapman, II Sept. 1914. 
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get in touch with various labour organisations which may 
help us.'53 In this way he found out that the question which 
interested working men and women was not so much why 
this war was necessary, but rather 'why any war should ever 
be necessary'. He used this question to convince Gilbert 
Murray to write a pamphlet entitled: How can War ever be 
Right?54

Having started the series with very few authors (Sanday, 
Hassall, and Fletcher), Davis threw himself into action in 
Balliol's Tower to win over more academics from Oxford. He 
successfully approached Sir Walter Raleigh, Professor of 
English Literature, W. G. S. Adams, Gladstone Professor of 
Political Theory and Institutions, Spencer Wilkinson, 
Chichele Professor of Military History, Keith Feiling from 
Christ Church, and Murray Beaven from Aberdeen. Nine of 
the first batch of pamphlets were written by historians, eight 
from Oxford and one from Aberdeen. The historically orien-
tated brochures deal with topics such as the 'Responsibility 
for the War', 'Great Britain and Germany', the 'German 
Violation ofBelgian neutrality', the 'Creation of the German 
Empire' and 'The Political Ambitions of the Germans', the 
slogan 'Might is Right', 'Austrian Policy since 1867', and 
'Italian Policy since 1870'. The first ten pamphlets were free 
of any hate campaigns. Whereas Adams, the author of 
Responsibility for the War, emphasized that this war meant a 
struggle of 'freedom against militarism', Murray Beaven 
from Aberdeen simply analysed Austrian foreign policy. He 
blamed Aehrenthal's 'forward policy' as crucial for the 
outbreak of the war, as well as Germany's efforts, namely 
'that the hour has struck to translate her vision of Weltmacht 
into substance'. Beaven's analysis was relatively unbiased, a 
judgement which applies neither to Ernest Barker's 
Francophile pamphlets, nor to the oversimplifications of 
Robert S. Rait's (Professor at Glasgow) brochure: Why we are 
Fighting Germany: A Village Lecture. 

For the next ten pamphlets Davis engaged the historians F. 
Morgan from Keble College, F. F. Urquhart and A. D. Lindsay 

53 Oxford University Press Archive, Davis to Kilbracken, 18 Sept. 1914. 
54 Ibid., Davis to Murray, 18 Sept. 1914. 
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from Balliol College, H. A. L. Fisher and Barker from New 
College, and Ramsay Muir from Manchester. Non-historians 
were Paul Vinogradoff, Professor of Jurisprudence, Gilbert 
Murray, Regius Professor of Greek, and Sir Valentine Chirol, 
a well-known publicist. As Peter Sutcliffe has pointed out, 
these first pamphlets were written 'with intense conviction, 
and a spontaneity that distinguished them from works written 
later to manipulate public opinion or promote the war 
effort' .55 Most of the first pamphleteers were moderate in 
their criticism of Germany and more forceful in their rejec-
tion of defensive arguments provided by German scholars. 
They were also keen to free themselves from a previously 
strong German academic influence. The German pronou-
ncements which identified militarism with culture were 
interpreted as a perversion of true culture and civilization. 
The Oxford authors regarded themselves as far better 
guardians of these values than their German colleagues. 
They often differentiated between Prussia and the other 
German states, the ruling caste and the ordinary peace-
loving German, the military and civilian circles, in short, the 
'good' and the 'bad' German. German academics refuted 
this British approach which in their eyes tried to 'contrast 
the spirit of German intellectual and natural sciences with 
Prussian militarism'. 

Hynes has argued that by denouncing German scholars 
and German culture the British historians 'were warring 
against their own past' .56 They had taken over German ratio-
nalism, scientific methods and thoroughness, the emphasis 
on research into primary sources as well as source criticism, 
and as far as music and literature were concerned, the 
romantic tradition. However, Hynes goes too far in his 
generalization. Certainly, there were members of the British 
educated classes who, during the war, rejected anything 
linked to Germany. But the majority of historians held that 
the German academic community had perverted the values 
it had once promoted and that it was no longer justified in 
believing that it was the holder of the grail of objectivity. 

One of the pamphleteers, Spencer Wilkinson, who had 

55 Sutcliffe, Oxford University Press, 173. 56 Hynes, A War Imagined, 78. 
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helped to organize the British Navy League in the 1890s, 
took J. W. Burgess, the American political scientist from 
Columbia University, to task over his defence of the German 
cause.57 He subjected Burgess's published letters to a textual 
analysis and accused him of blatant partiality through which 
he had neglected his duty as a historian. Both had paid trib-
ute to the German influence on their professional develop-
ment, but whereas Wilkinson emancipated himself from his 
intellectual indebtedness to Germany at the beginning of 
the war, Burgess became a little more doubtful of his ties to 
Germany only after the American entry into the war. 

Although Davis might have appreciated Wilkinson's 
dialectical method, he was probably much happier with E. A. 
Sonnenschein 's approach. In his pamphlet Through German 
Eyes, which he had offered to Davis in December 1914, he was 
fairer even to Treitschke than, for instance, Barker. Davis 
told Cannan that Sonnenschein 'really knows Germany and 
the Germans and he seems to have studied all the apologetic 
literature that they have produced' .58 Thus Davis had been 
able to attract a great variety of authors who deployed differ-
ent methods and approaches in their tracts. What they had 
in common was that they had liberated themselves from an 
overbearing German intellectual influence. As the Principal 
of Manchester College in Oxford put it: 'The age of German 
footnotes is on the wane. '59 

As might be expected there were also some failures in 
Davis's and Cannan's campaign to recruit authors for 'the 
band of sharpshooters'. Among them were Henry Jackson 
from Cambridge, Gordon, Professor of Literature at Leeds, 
Robert Bridges, the Poet Laureate, Kilbracken, Benecke, 
who had attended Treitschke's lectures in the past, 
Herbertson, Professor of Geography at Oxford, D. G. 
Hogarth, Keeper of the Ashmolean Museum, Lord 
Rosebery, and A. L. Smith, who later wrote a pamphlet on 
The Christian Attitude to War. Some plans, such as Grant 

57 Spencer Wilkinson, Great Britain and Germany, pamphlet No. 4 (Oxford, 
1914). 

58 Oxford University Press Archive, 1217, Davis to Cannan, 25 Dec. 1914. 
Sonnenschein's pamphlet was published as No. 61 in 1915. 

59 Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 37. 
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Robertson's Great Britain's Continental Policy, never material-
ized, and other projects, such as those by Namier or 
Headlam, were rejected. 

Davis proved to be a strong-minded unofficial editor of 
the Oxford Pamphlets. When writing to Benecke about 
Treitschke, Davis criticized Cramb's influential book as of 
'no use', and he told Fletcher that 'we have been enjoying 
[your] The Germans, their Empire and what they covet in the 
office. My wife says it made her ill with laughing.'60 Initially 
Davis was not keen to let anything be written about the 
German colonies because 'it would look as though we had 
gone to war to grab colonies'.61 But he later included a 
pamphlet on the subject by the librarian of the Royal 
Colonial Institute, Evans Lewin, who had been recom-
mended by Egerton, the Beit Professor of Colonial History, 
possibly because German excesses in the war had been 
discussed by Dawson in his book on The Evolution of Modern 
Germany.62 Kipling's poems were also scanned to see whether 
any could be included after the poet had offered them 
because 'he couldn't wave a louder flag'.63 But the plan 
foundered because it was difficult to find anything suitable, 
and because of objections made by Cannan's daughters who, 
since the beginning of the war, had been working at Oxford 
University Press.64 

A number of projects did not materialize for a variety of 
reasons. Rosebery regarded himself as too old to write a 
pamphlet; Namier was too difficult to deal with when alter-
ations to his manuscript were suggested; and Headlam was 
regarded by Davis as sound 'but not exciting' enough.65 
Hogarth actually completed his pamphlet, but did not like it. 

60 Oxford University Press Archive, 1208, Davis to Benecke, 15 Sept. 1914, and 
Davis to Fletcher, 18 Sept. 1914. 

6, Ibid., Davis to Herbertson, 16 Sept. 1914. 
62 Ibid. 1206, Davis's note on a typed copy of schoolmaster Coombes's letter to 

the Press, 25 Oct. 1914. 
63 Ibid., Milford to Cannan, 19 Sept. 1914. 
6~ Ibid., Davis to Fletcher, 18 Sept. 1914. 
63 Ibid., Davis to Namier, 18 Sept. 1914, ibid., Rosebery to Cannan, 29 Sept. 1914, 

ibid. 1207, Davis's note of 17 Oct. 1914. Ibid. 1221, Davis to Milford, 6 May 1915. Davis 
wrote: 'Namier has definitely refused to cut down his remarks on Poland and 
Prussia to the limits of a pamphlet.' He wanted to submit a manuscript of 20,000 
words, 'but I said no'. 
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He finally withdrew his script mainly because he did not trust 
Grey's and Asquith's public assertions about the diplomatic 
origins of the war.66 A pamphlet on German atrocities in 
Belgium was vetoed by the Press because it was doubted that 
it could be written in good style. 67 

In November 1914 Professor Hadow from the University of 
Durham wanted to change his original proposal for a 
pamphlet. Instead of publishing merely a translation of 
Wilhelm Wundt's war brochure he wanted to add Oncken's 
defence of the German case, 'the manifestoes of the German 
Scholars, the manifestoes of the German Theologians etc., 
or a sufficient selection from these' .68 He did not want to 
select passages because 'the enemy always accuses one of 
fraudulently leaving out passages which were on his side'. In 
order to fulfil a later demand to hear the other side as well 
he suggested a booklet 'which shall reprint the best that has 
been said on the other side by its most distinguished apolo-
gists, and show how easily the points can be answered'. Davis 
went along with Hadow's suggestion but thought that to 
'reprint all the German apologists would be ... a great waste 
of time'.69 Thus Davis believed that the academic from 
Durham and his translator sister should produce an anthol-
ogy of German apologetic arguments, but this part of the 
project did not see the light of day.70 At the end of 1914 Davis 
had various ideas as to how the pamphlets should be contin-
ued. A historian from University College, Oxford, Cecil Jane, 
had written a pamphlet about the naval action near 
Helgoland on 28 August 1914. In December 1914 Davis asked 
him to write another one, namely a comparative survey of 
the British and German fleets. Jane agreed but nothing 
further was heard of his second script ever being submit-
ted.71 

On the whole the series of pamphlets was a success. Eighty-
seven had appeared by September 1915 and the print-run 

66 Oxford University Press Archive, 1208, Hogarth to Cannan, 4 Oct. 1914. 
67 Ibid. u86, Cannan to Davis, 13 Nov. 1914. 
68 Ibid., Hadow to Cannan, 13 Nov. 1914. 
6g Ibid. 1223, Davis to Hadow, 14 Nov. 1914. 
7° Ibid. 1217, Davis to Cannan, 23 Dec. 1914. 
7' Ibid. 1224,Jane to Davis, 9 Dec. 1914. 
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approached the half-million mark.72 With very few exceptions 
prices were kept low at one penny, twopence, or threepence. 
They were intended to be informative, educational, and occa-
sionally even practical, such as The War and the Cotton Trade 
(No. 73), or Prices and Earnings in Time of War (No. 75). The 
tone of the pamphlets is generally judgemental and critical of 
Germany, but they do not contain hateful and aggressive 
remarks. Between 5,000 and 8,000 words long, the pamphlets 
were mainly sold to schools, universities, military institutions, 
educational clubs and associations, and to private citizens in 
Britain. Outside Britain they were sold in the neutral coun-
tries and in the Empire. 

The Clarendon Press was anxious 'not to give the impres-
sion that our pamphlets are propaganda' .73 This claim is 
understandable as the term had many negative associations 
especially with regard to lies and disinformation. But the 
purpose of the pamphlets was not an objective discussion of 
the issues involved, even if Davis insisted on a fair one. The 
information they provide was to help the public rally behind 
the government and the nation's war effort. In that sense the 
series was part of a national propaganda effort. There were 
also plans to translate some of the pamphlets into French 
and Italian, but it is not clear whether these plans were 
carried out or not. Sales of the series started sluggishly, but 
this was to change rapidly after October. By January 1915 
Milford reported that the recent boom in sales had begun to 
fade, and that the latest pamphlets had not sold as well as the 
first ones, 'but it takes time to get each new one known' .74 In 
any case by January 1915 total sales had reached 'just under 
300,000' .75 

There is no trace of direct government interference with 

7' On 31 Oct. 1914 Humphrey Milford, the London manager of the Press, 
informed Cannan that according to very rough estimates 100,000 pamphlets had 
been sold. Ibid. 1743. A higher figure was, however, much more likely. The final 
figure mentioned here has been calculated by looking through the account books. 

73 Ibid. 1215, Chapman to Crum, II Jan. 1915. 
74 Ibid. 1743, Milford's memo of 18 Jan. 1915. 
75 Ibid. 19 Jan. 1915. Vinogradoff's pamphlet was the most successful at this 

stage with 24,000 copies sold. Among the others Barker's pamphlet on Nietzsche 
and Treitschke sold 12,000, Fletcher I and II sold 12,000 and u,500 copies respec-
tively, and Morgan and Davis 7,000. 
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the Oxford Pamphlets. However Davis, Cannan, and 
Chapman co-operated with Wellington House, a secret 
government propaganda organization. In September 1914, 
C. R. L. Fletcher, author of two of the Oxford Pamphlets, 
informed Cannan that his brother-in-law, Sir Claud Schuster, 
'seems to be in charge of a bureau (at the F.O.?) which 
intends much the same set of tracts as ours' .76 Schuster was 
apparently interested in co-operating with the Press and 
wanted to see copies of the first pamphlets produced in 
Oxford. 

Fletcher recommended that 'we might work with his 
gang', a suggestion which was taken up by Davis and 
Cannan. Subsequently Wellington House was sent copies of 
the pamphlets as they emerged from the Press and then 
Schuster decided whether he wanted to buy them or not. 
During the following weeks Wellington House bought 
several thousand copies from the Press which were either 
sold or given away. As for the price, Chapman had suggested 
to Milford that if Schuster 'pays something over the cost of 
machining and paper and carriage I suppose that may 
content us' .77 A few days later Schuster ordered 10,000 copies 
of Vinogradoff's pamphlet.78 He was reluctant to buy 
Fletcher's and thought Trevelyan's pamphlet on India dull, 
a judgement with which Milford agreed.79 In October 
Schuster wanted 'ten copies "in proof' of each pamphlet 
that we publish, so that various members of his staff ... 
should have plenty of time to consider what steps they will 
not take'.80 

It is difficult to ascertain how many copies Wellington 
House bought from the Press, but it looks as if Wellington 
House contributed in no small manner to the wide distribu-
tion of the pamphlets. This allowed Schuster and 'his gang' 
to make suggestions to the Press about new pamphlets. Thus 
in January 1915 Gowers, Schuster's second-in-command, 
proposed that three articles which Wellington House had 

76 Ibid. 1208, Fletcher to Cannan, 14 Sept. 1914.
77 Ibid., Chapman to Milford, 18 Sept. 1914. 
78 Ibid., Milford to Cannan, 23 Sept. 1914. 
79 Ibid., Milford to Cannan, 24 Sept. 1914. 
80 Ibid., Milford to Cannan, 14 Oct. 1914. 
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commissioned for publication in the Russian paper Novoe 
Vremya should be put together into one Oxford Pamphlet.81 

In Russia it had been felt 'that we were not pulling our 
weight in the war'. Sir Edward Cook, Buchan, and Thursfield 
had therefore been asked to correct this impression by writ-
ing about military, naval, and political matters. Gowers was 
very pleased when Davis accepted his proposal and agreed in 
turn to Davis's suggestion that they should be extended and 
published as separate pamphlets.82 Buchan's and 
Thursfield's articles appeared as pamphlets Nos. 66 and 67, 
Britain's War by Land and Sea Power and the War. Davis did not 
feel particularly sorry that he had been unable to persuade 
Sir E. T. Cook to expand his article, and told Gowers 
'between ourselves, I thought his article the least effective of 
the three'. 

The Oxford effort began to wane in the spring of 1915, 
when the government's own propaganda machine, however 
improvised at the beginning, had become much more domi-
nant. By June 1915 official propaganda was handled by the 
Press Bureau, the Neutral Press Committee, and the Foreign 
Office's News Department.83 Wellington House itself had 
commissioned and published 2.5 million books and 
pamphlets in seventeen different languages.84 This was 
roughly five times as many as the figure reached by Oxford 
University Press, but this does not provide a sufficient reason 
for the neglect of the Oxford Pamphlets in recent academic 
accounts of the British propaganda effort during the war. 

The difference in style between the Oxford Pamphlets 
and the productions of Wellington House was growing and 
may have been a factor in stopping publication of the 
Oxford pamphlets. Most of the latter were more academic in 
character and provided political and historical information, 
refuted German arguments, and justified British interven-
tion. The main purpose of the publications prepared by 

81 Ibid. 1215, Gowers to Milford, 8Jan. 1915. 
82 Ibid. 1216, Gowers to Davis, 14Jan. 1915, and Davis to Gowers, 15.Jan. 1915. 
83 M. L. Sanders and P. M. Taylor, British Propaganda during the First World War, 

1914-18 (London, 1982), 38-42. 
84 G. S. Messinger, British Propaganda and the State in the First World War 

(Manchester, 1992), 41-3. 
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Wellington House, however, was to whip up feelings against 
the Central Powers in Britain and in the USA. By 1916 
Wellington House was reorganized and its propaganda 
output became increasingly the province of journalists, until 
the press barons N orthcliff e and Beaverbrook took over the 
propaganda organization in 1918. Historians who had 
worked for Wellington House, such as Toynbee, Headlam, 
Namier, and Zimmern, were transferred to the Foreign 
Office. Unlike the Oxford-selected authors and their 
pamphlets, the historians working for Wellington House 
were 'unhampered by needless scrupulosity'.85 

But there may have been other reasons for the end of the 
Oxford Pamphlets. The market appeared to be saturated 
with pamphlets and as the last ones did not sell very well the 
Delegates to the Press, probably on Cannan's recommenda-
tion, decided on 29 March 1915 to wind up the series.86 In 
addition, the Delegates may have felt that Davis's work in the 
Trade Clearing House, which was closely linked to the 
Admiralty and the Board of Trade, would take more and 
more of his time and that it would be too difficult to 
continue without the original spiritus rector, especially as 
Barker had been drafted to work for the Ministry of Labour. 
Nevertheless the timing of the Delegates' decision had not 
been anticipated by Davis. As late as 7 March 1915 Barker 
wrote to Cannan telling him that Davis approved strongly of 
his latest proposal for a pamphlet on the nationalities within 
the German Empire.87 But Cannan must have told him 
about the pending decision to discontinue the series and 
probably advised him to publish it elsewhere. Thus it 
appeared separately in 1915 under the title The Submerged 
Nationalities of the German Empire. 

Although his day-to-day co-operation with the Clarendon 
Press had come to an end, Davis had other projects in the 
pipeline which he discussed with the Press. One was a 
volume on Shakespeare's England and the other was an offi-
cial history of the war. But neither of them was to material-

85 Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 173. 
86 Clarke, 'All Souls and the War of the Professors'. 
87 Oxford University Press Archive, 1209, Barker to Cannan, 7 Mar. 1915. 
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ize. Nevertheless the war accelerated Davis's transformation 
from a medieval historian into a modern one. 

VI 

The demise of the Oxford Pamphlets had the effect of safe-
guarding the reputation of some of the historians who did 
not join the campaign of hatred against Germany. This was 
left to historians like Arnold Toynbee who, writing for 
Wellington House, tried to expose 'German frightfulness'. 
However, crass displays of jingoism were counterproductive 
if they were intended either to sway German public opinion 
or to win over the minds of educated people in the neutral 
states. Although most of the English pamphlets represented 
a war of words directed against Germany during the war they 
were not readily available in Germany or Austria-Hungary. 
The main effort of the 'pamphleteering' shadow-boxing, 
therefore, was either aimed at public opinion in the neutral 
countries like the USA, Italy, Holland, Switzerland, and the 
Scandinavian kingdoms, or intended for consumption at 
home and in the dominions. The British public was 
reminded of these goals by a letter to The Times signed, 
among others, by Asquith, Rosebery, Balfour, and 
Prothero.88 The letter stated that 'British public opinion 
may well prove to be the deciding factor in this great strug-
gle' and that 'victory must not expose Great Britain to a 
revival of the German menace'. In the campaign for the 
minds of the British people the Oxford Pamphlets and the 
millions of others played a significant role. It is therefore not 
surprising that the first catalogue of pamphlets was 
published a few months after August 1914. The Times Literary 
Supplement noted that 'all historical experiences of 
pamphlets pale with the pamphlets in the second half of 
1914' .89 And the paper noted that 'people walked surprising 
distances, systematising the causes, motives, extent, and 
range of the disaster in a manner satisfactory to their own 
preconceived views or knowledge'. The Times echoed its 

88 The Times, 21 Nov. 1914. 89 Times Literary Supplement, 4 Feb. 1915. 
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supplement a few days later by pointing out that the vogue 
for pamphlets provided 'more argument than abuse' .90 
Although at the beginning of the war, German replies and 
counter-attacks were taken up by some British papers, by 
contrast in the Oxford Pamphlets the war of words devel-
oped into a war without a direct enemy who could reply 
immediately. Hynes therefore concluded that the war of the 
professors was not really a war. Nobody lost his life and noth-
ing was destroyed 'except the scholar's vision of a commu-
nity of scholars' .91 

After the war, The Times thought no one would be likely to 
read the huge number of pamphlets 'unless some German 
professor makes them the subject of his research and there 
is no pleasure in the thought that we may fill a German 
professor with impotent patriotic rage some twenty years 
hence'. The Times concluded that most of the pamphlets 
were for consumption on the home front, and in that field 
the paper accepted that the German pamphlets were as 
useful for a German readership as the British ones for a 
British audience. Milford from Oxford University Press in 
London disputed this statement in a letter to The Times and 
pointed to the fact that the Oxford Pamphlets had included 
an English translation of a German pamphlet in order to 
expose 'the weakness of the German case' .92 

Looking back at the position of British historians during 
the war, we could say that their position was characterized by 
an attempt to take the high ground of moral superiority. The 
analysis of German politics was often superficial and 
revealed surprising gaps in knowledge. Only a few historians, 
such as Dawson or A. W. Ward, seemed to be informed about 
German political institutions and certain aspects of political 
life. It is not surprising, therefore, that many historians 
singled out German militarism and referred to the wide-
spread German belief in Social Darwinism as well as to the 
adoration of naked power. Seen from this point of view it was 
understandable that the triad of Nietzsche, Treitschke, and 
Bernhardi figured so prominently. Only the conservative 

90 The Times, 9 Feb. 1915. 
92 The Times, 10 Feb. 1915. 

91 Hynes, The War Imagined, 74. 
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historian George W. Prothero discussed social imperialist 
reasons for Germany's determination to start the war: 
It can hardly be doubted that the spectre of Socialism and the 
menace of a revolutionary proletariat have contributed to make 
the great capitalists, the dominant military party and the Emperor 
himself, already inclined on other grounds to war, more ready to 
adopt this solution as an alternative.93 

As regards the outbreak of the war most British historians in 
1914 held that Austria-Hungary and Germany had been will-
ing for some time to strike at the international status quo. 
Therefore the two powers were seen as chiefly responsible 
for the outbreak of the war in late July and early August 1914. 
As the initiative for the war came from Berlin and Vienna, 
British historians were convinced that the Entente powers 
had reacted more in response to the willingness for war of 
the Central Powers than the other way round. Stuart Wallace 
was one of the first historians to point out that modern 
research tends to confirm the British historians' tendency to 
locate the origins of the war in Berlin and Vienna for hege-
monial, expansionist, and militarist reasons. Despite this 
outlook the tone of most of their writings during the first few 
months of the war differs from some of the more blatant 
propaganda brochures, which painted Germany in the 
blackest colours, and in which the alliterative trio of Kaiser, 
Krupp, and Kultur stood for all possible negative images.94 

The German historians' salvoes in the 'war of the profes-
sors' dismayed those British colleagues who had previously 
held a positive image of Germany. Yet the self-mobilization 
of British historians was only to some extent a reaction to 
German proclamations. They may have provided the catalyst 
for some of the British reactions, but British historians were 
also keen to demonstrate national solidarity especially when 
a number of them had, with their liberal leanings, been wary 
of British intervention until August. This seems to have been 
the main intention of those who signed the Declaration by 
Authors which was published in The Times on 18 September 
1914. This letter was followed by more signatures on 22 and 

93 Wallace, War and the Image of Germany, 66. 
94 This was also the tide of a wartime pamphlet. Ibid. 36. 
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23 September which included a growing number of histori-
ans. In their recent publication about the Manifesto of the 
93, the von Ungern-Sternbergs appear to have confused the 
Declaration with the two conferences which Masterman had 
convened in Wellington House earlier that month to start an 
official propaganda campaign.95 The German side had gone 
into action before that when Haeckel and Eucken published 
their strongly worded anti-British invective in the middle of 
August 1914 and when some German scholars decided to 
return the honours they had received from British institu-
tions.96 

In addition, the German side had published some 
pamphlets in Italy in August. It thus looks as if the war of 
words was triggered by German actions and had a snowball 
effect on the British side. However, the British outcry against 
German brutalities during the advance through Belgium 
appeared in the British and French press, and it was this 
reaction which pushed the German side into a defensive 
overdrive and which led to the drafting of the Manifesto of 
the 93 between the middle of September and early October. 
Key figures on the German side were the popular dramatist 
Ludwig Fulda, the Berlin Mayor Georg Reicke, and the 
author Hermann Sudermann.97 They were patriots rather 
than nationalists, and had gained a reputation as liberals 
who objected to government interference in the world of 
arts and sciences. In that way their efforts were comparable 
to those of English historians who contributed to the escala-
tion of the war of words, but there was one noticeable differ-
ence. 

As the von Ungern-Sternbergs discovered, the German 
Manifesto of the 93, published on 4 October, had been initi-
ated by the propaganda department of the German Naval 
Office (Captain Lohlein), and then drafted by a very select 

95 J. and W. von Ungern-Sternberg, Der Aufruf, 19, 113-14. The two conferences 
actually took place on 2 and 7 Sept. 1914. Sanders and Taylor, British Propaganda, 39. 

96 Schwabe, Wissenschaft und Kriegsmoral 23 and 196. 
97 B. vom Brocke, 'Wissenschaft und Militarismus: Der Aufruf der 93 "An die 

Kulturwelt!" und der Zusammenbruch der internationalen Gelehrtenrepublik im 
Ersten Weltkrieg', in W. M. Calder, H. Flashar, and T. Lindken (eds.), Wilamowitz 
nach 50 jahren (Darmstadt, 1985), 648-719. 
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group in co-operation with the Foreign Office (Theodor 
Wiegand, Director of the Berlin Museums), whereas the 
Oxford Pamphlets, the Red Book, and the Declaration of 
Authors were spontaneous undertakings without govern-
mental co-operation or interference.98 It is not quite clear 
whether any government institution was in any way involved 
with the drafting, printing, and distribution of the German 
Manifesto of Academic Teachers which was published on 16 
October. The main author of this appeal was the classicist 
Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, whose invective 
attracted nearly 4,000 signatures, mostly collected by the 
Pan-German historian Dietrich Schäf er. The two German 
manifestos were signed by a number of historians, but in 
comparison with their British colleagues the role of German 
historians seems to have been less instrumental. One expla-
nation for this might be that in 1914 the academic discipline 
of history was much more closely connected with the politi-
cal establishment in England than in Germany.99 And 
contrary to the impression put forward by some historians 
that German professors, unlike their English counterparts, 
regarded themselves as a public authority, British historians 
had a fairly high reputation in the eyes of the British 
public. 100 

Another difference concerned the styles in which the 
Anglo-German war of words was conducted. The German 
proclamations were written in the form of statements as well 
as theses, and expressed convictions. There was little space 
in them for reasoned arguments. Perhaps British historians 
found it easier to argue more effectively in their pamphlets. 
Those who have analysed the German proclamations suggest 
that their net effect was counterproductive. Some were criti-
cized in Germany, even by signatories, although this mostly 
came to light after the war. 

98 J. and W. von Ungern-Sternberg, Der Aufruf, 27-49. 
99 Bruch, 'Krieg und Frieden', 88-9. Bruch has argued that German historians 

were, however, heavily involved with the press and that their opinions were at least 
registered by the Kaiser, the Chancellor, and the Foreign Office. 

100 R. vom Bruch,' "Militarismus", "Realpolitik" und "Pazifismus": AuJ3enpolitik 
und Aufriistung in der Sicht deutscher Hochschullehrer (Historiker) im späten 
Kaiserreich', Militiirgeschichtliche Mitteilungen, 39 ( 1986), 37-58. 
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British historians may have been helped in their propa-
ganda activities by a tradition of public-speaking engage-
ments in which they addressed lay audiences. The Oxford 
adult education programme in particular, in which a 
number of historians were involved, strongly emphasized 
teaching and social contacts. German universities with their 
emphasis on research had not developed anything similar. 
Lawrence Goldman goes a step further and sees the Oxford 
tutorial system, with its 'open dialogue between tutor and 
student' and its informality, as a way of disseminating knowl-
edge more effectively than the formal teaching methods 
employed by most German academics.101 Thus workers' 
education programmes may have helped to improve the soli-
darity on the British home front. A third, but less dramatic 
statement was published by the Kulturbund deutscher 
Gelehrter und Künstler ( Cultural League of German 
Scholars and Artists) in the autumn of 1914 in response to a 
proclamation by British academics. This reply was signed by 
150 people, more than a third of whom were academic post-
holders. A number of historians also signed this latest mani-
festo which was linked to the Manifesto of the 93 and its 
signatories. 102 

German historians launched two attacks on their British 
colleagues in the autumn of 1914. The first salvo was fired 
by the historians of Bonn University in the middle of 
October and was inspired by the Prussian Ministry of 
Education. The second appeared on 3 December and was 
signed by twenty-six scholars among whom the names of 
Marcks, Meinecke, Oncken, Schäfer, and Schiemann were 
most noticeable. 103 This last declaration was directed 
against the authors of "Why we are at War and rejected the 
Oxford attempt to put the responsibility for the war onto 
Germany's shoulders as 'slanderous' .104 Klaus Schwabe 
listed thirty-five out of a total of forty-three history profes-
sors who had joined 'the war of the professors', and who 
firmly believed that Germany was fighting a defensive war 

'°' Goldman, Dons and Workers, 317-18. 
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for its existence against, as E. Meyer had put it, a 'band of 
robbers'. 105 

Despite these differences the two groups were comparable, 
at least at the beginning of the war, in their uncritical identifi-
cation with state and nation to such an extent that it is possi-
ble to speak of a 'pathos of identification'. 106 But whereas the 
Germans lifted the term Kultur onto the platform of war 
propaganda, the British side emphasized law and honour in 
their campaign. The German academics protested against the 
supposed lies and calumnies which the Allies had used against 
Germany at a time when they thought their fatherland was 
involved in a struggle for its existence. The so-called lies 
referred mainly to the German responsibility for the war, the 
violation of Belgian neutrality and international law, and the 
atrocities in Belgium. What British historians did not under-
stand was why their German colleagues demonstrated so few 
traces of what they had propagated as the merits of 'German 
science', and why so many accepted uncritically the militarist 
arguments in favour of war. Therefore the reference in the 
Manifesto of the 93 to the German army and the German 
people being one may have suggested to many British 
observers that the German academics had abdicated their 
role as responsible citizens by linking Kultur and militarism, 
which of itself implied a massive degradation of culture. 

Why did German historians combine Kultur with mili-
tarism? Were they not aware of the effect that this would 
have on international public opinion, especially at the 
beginning of the war? Most historians were not warmon-
gers, and only a few, such as Schäfer, aimed for a hegemonic 
clash with Britain. 107 Most historians pleaded for German 
expansion under the slogan 'World Politics and no War', 
but this did not make them into pacifists or advocates of 
world peace. Perhaps, in their defence of nationalism, they 
overreacted to cover up the offensive conduct of German 
politics in 1914. A case in point was the ancient historian 
Eduard Meyer, who changed from a patriot into an ardent 

10~ Schwabe, Wissensdu1ft und Kriegsmoral, 290. 
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nationalist, and who, together with many others, defended 
the German invasion of Belgium.108 Despite these different 
premisses, British and German historians differed only by 
degree in their response to the call of nationalism and in 
their neglect of historical virtues such as objectivity, detach-
ment, and impartiality. 

The question is whether the similarities in the reactions of 
British and German historians outweighed what was 
perceived at the time as fundamental differences between 
the two sides. Whilst the two groups hurled offensive cliches 
and stereotypes at each other in order to win the upper hand 
in the war of propaganda, some historians tried to find 
'deep' reasons for the unnecessary and rather senseless 
slaughter of the war.109 In one way the 'war of words' fulfilled 
the historians' desire to become active in a people's war, 
even if only with the pen, and in another it used ideas and 
national history to defend Germany's and Austria-Hungary's 
straight war of aggression, which on the opposite side found 
ready and willing defenders. Cast in the role of the attackers, 
most German historians tried to avoid confronting the issues 
involved in Germany having started the war by lifting this 
debate on to a higher level where 'German culture' seemed 
to be threatened and needed to be defended, even at the 
cost of linking militarism with culture. Friedrich Meinecke 
joined the defensive chorus of nationalist historians, but 
rejected the notion that cultural differences explained inter-
national political conflicts. 110 

Not even in Germany did all historians pursue the same 
nationalist line. What is astonishing but perhaps not surpris-
ing is that historians in both countries let themselves be 
blinded by the need for national solidarity, and ultimately 
seriously damaged the ethics of their subject in the name of 
nationalism. In the USA historians were dismayed to see the 
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loss of historical virtues in Germany and Britain in 1914.111 In 
1915 and in 1916 American historians were therefore warned 
by the American Historical Association not to lose sight of 
objectivity, impartiality, and scepticism, but when America 
entered the war in 1917 most historians joined the national-
ist enthusiasm in the same way as their European counter-
parts had done before. Their previous appeal for the 
maintenance of historical virtues was swept aside. 

111 Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The 'Objectivity Question' and the American 
Historical Profession (Cambridge, 1988), m-32. 




