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This comparative study, which considers the military discourse on
the war of the future in the period from 1880 to 1914, clearly draws
its inspiration from an earlier volume, also edited by Stig Förster,
which examined the debate over future war in the inter-war period.1
Those who profited from the great breadth of coverage of the latter
volume, which examined the debate on future war in no fewer than
seven countries (italy, France, Britain, Belgium, germany, Swit zer -
land, and the United States), may be slightly disappointed with the
scope of this long-awaited follow-up study. As the editor explains, the
original intention was to consider five countries (Britain, ger many,
France, russia, and Austria-Hungary), but the chapters on russia and
Austria-Hungary were not completed (pp. 12–13). Thus, this book
considers only germany, France, and Britain, albeit in longer chapters
than in the precursor volume.

The basic premise of this study is essentially the same, namely,
that it is profitable to consider the published discussion about the
war of the future in military periodicals, since these were an impor-
tant part of a wider debate. While this editorial concept worked
extremely well the first time round, mainly because of the opportu-
nity to compare seven different national discourse cultures via spe-
cialist military journals, in this case the perspective is somewhat nar-
rower. Still, with this reservation in mind, this book does nonetheless
repay reading. The three lengthy studies come quite close to being
stand-alone, individual monographs: Markus Pöhlmann examines
german military journals;2 Adrian e. Wettstein considers French
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journals;3 while Andreas rose concludes with his analysis of British
military journals.4

As this study considers the military debate about the war of the
future in north-western europe rather than in the broader interna-
tional framework which was pursued in the 2002 volume, one might
have expected the source material to extend beyond simply the jour-
nals consulted. Pöhlmann and Wettstein generally keep their gaze
directed towards the journals as their principal source, although
Pöhlmann includes the civilian journal Deutsche Revue in his analysis,
while rose makes rather more use of British quarterlies. This differ-
ence raises an interesting question as to the value of considering mil-
itary journals as the main source for each study. Pöhlmann makes the
most convincing case for the usefulness of examining the develop-
ment of military thought, as revealed in the journals, over a period of
several decades. The founding of several new military periodicals
before 1914 marks, itself, the emergence of a process of professional-
ization. He argues, further, that the focus in the research literature on
popular and more sensational authors has distorted some of the
claims made about military writing in the pre-war period. This is an
important point, and one which demonstrates the value of the book
as a whole. indeed, german military historians appear to have
shown more interest than their British and French counterparts in
military journals as a source to be analysed in its own right.5 That
British military historians appear less interested in the Quellengattung
of military journals is surprising, given the strong interest among lit-
erature specialists in both Britain and the United States in nineteenth-
century periodicals.6
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3 Adrian e. Wettstein, ‘Die grenzen militärischer Prognostik: Die Diskussion
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Zeitschrift, 69/1 (2010), 80–95.
6 See here the seminal article by Margaret Beetham, ‘Towards a Theory of the
Periodical as a Publishing genre’, in Laurel Brake, Aled Jones, and Lionel



if one takes all three studies together, there are some significant
differences in approach, however, which means that it is difficult to
draw definitive conclusions. in fact, in terms of methodology, it is
never really explained why the project begins in the year 1880 rather
than 1871. it is even noted by Wettstein that the journal Revue Militaire
des Armées Etrangères was founded in 1871 as a direct answer to the
French defeat (p. 143), highlighting the apparently random choice of
year in which the analysis begins. While the decade following the
Franco-Prussian War was without doubt dominated by assessments
of that war rather than reflections on the future, a clearer explanation
either by each author, or in the editor’s introduction, would have
helped the reader in understanding the reason for the choice of 1880
rather than 1871. indeed, because of the absence of the two other
planned chapters, the reader is left in the dark as to whether the vol-
ume is intended to communicate any broader conclusions, or whether
it has simply to be accepted as offering three stand-alone studies.

Nonetheless, these reservations aside, the book does succeed in
raising an important question, namely, to what extent these three
nations provide an indication of a definite trend in Western europe
towards increasing military professionalization. in fact, this can be
seen in each of the three countries, with each one displaying a devel-
opmental up ward curve, occurring in more or less the same time
period. if this is, indeed, the case, it would imply that multiple fac-
tors contributed to this, rather than one side taking the lead, and so
providing a stimulus to the other two nations. it is certainly true, as
each chapter demonstrates, that two wars loomed large in each of the
national military debates before 1914: the Boer War (1899–1902) and
the russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). Moreover, other subject mat-
ter—such as infantry tactics, new technology, and the future role of
cavalry—can be seen to have received almost equal attention in the
military journals of germany, France, and Britain. Likewise, each
national debate as reflected in the pages of the military journals took
note of the debates in the other two nations; and, as Wettstein’s chap-
ter reveals, two French journals were devoted to examining develop-
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ments in foreign armies. As such, then, the volume does demonstrate
that a form of international epistemic community existed before 1914
among europe’s three most advanced military powers. it would, of
course, have been interesting to have discovered whether this inter-
national debate included other nations’ armed forces.

Another important observation to be distilled from all three con-
tributions, although the point is argued most cogently by Pöhlmann,
is that between 1880 and July 1914 naval and military writers should
be located historically in a multi-faceted and complex inter-relation-
ship with the print media, thereby rendering redundant the ‘vulgar
militarism theory, which restricts itself to manipulative media stra -
tegies’, as Pöhlmann puts it (p. 28). Still, while each author does make
clear the rich contours of the military journals published at the time,
there are two aspects of the publication activities of officers which
arguably could have been better woven into the respective analyses.
First, military debates did not take place solely within the pages of
military journals since, frequently, important controversies resulted
from book publications. Second, military authors did not restrict
themselves simply to military journals: quarterly journals and other
highbrow periodical literature often contained articles on military
subject matter, which was just as likely to have been read as contri-
butions to the military journals. While rose is more willing than the
other two contributors to engage with these other publications (al -
though, as already mentioned, Pöhlmann does include the civilian
Deutsche Revue in his chapter), this may be a reflection of their broad-
er function within the intellectual life of Britain in the three and a half
decades under consideration. While reviews of specific books in the
military journals do attract the attention of each author, there could
perhaps have been more scope in the volume as a whole to consider
the other literary locations in which the military debates were pur-
sued. or, even more, for some collaboration between the three au -
thors, perhaps in a conclusion, to offer interpretations as to possible
differences between each of the national discourses.

The authors could be forgiven, of course, for countering that the
broader societal debate has already been assessed for Britain, France,
germany, and the United States in Jörn Leonhard’s imposing study,
Bellizismus und Nation, published a decade ago.7 it would have been
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possible, though, to have related each of the national debates more
closely to some of the major military theoretical achievements in each
country. Pöhlmann in his study does mention some of the most
important writers in germany in setting the broader context for the
debates of the time. Among the authors were Colmar von der goltz,
Friedrich von Bernhardi, and Alfred graf von Schlieffen, whose writ-
ing is arguably essential for any understanding of the military ‘dis-
course landscape’ of the time. While the publications of some of the
most important British theorists—names such as g. F. r. Henderson,
Julian Corbett, Spenser Wilkinson, and Charles Callwell spring to
mind—are referred to at least obliquely in rose’s chapter, since their
books were reviewed and their ideas debated in the pages of the jour-
nals, their appearance in the analysis is rather incidental as the result
of his clear focus on the journals.

in sum, these chapters taken together open up new possibilities
for research and historical debate rather than providing any final ver-
dicts on the military debates before the outbreak of the First World
War. one of the issues which still requires investigation, and is not
really addressed in this work, is whether or not British military theo-
rists led the way in europe by 1914. The extent of major theoretical
works by British authors cannot be denied, with the publication of
important works by Henderson, Corbett, Wilkinson, Callwell, and
others before the outbreak of war. When it came to the most signifi-
cant german theorists—von der goltz, von Bernhardi, Schlieffen—
they built their thinking on the strong traditions of the Prussian
general Staff. While these intellectual traditions are reflected in many
of the articles published in german military journals, the really inter-
esting question is whether British military writing was influenced
more by the largely civilian character of the British amateur military
tradition, or whether by 1914 it had been decisively shaped by either
german or French military culture. But to answer this question, each
of the three authors would have needed to have cross-referenced
their co-authors’ work more closely and to have widened their source
base to include more of the civilian literature, the quarterlies, and
other non-military periodicals. 

This final observation should not be taken, however, as a funda-
mental criticism of either the point of departure of the book, or the
quality of each of the three chapters, since they all contain useful
details and trenchant observations. What this volume reflects is a sig-
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nificant segment of the broad picture of the military debates of the
three decades or so before the outbreak of the great War. But it
remains for others to expose those dimensions which still lie in the
dark to the light of historical investigation.
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