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Confronted with the term “revisionism,” most diplatit historians will probably think first of

the body of scholarship challenging the orthod@wwihat the Soviet Union was primarily
responsible for the breakup of the Grand Alliance the advent of the Cold War. My first
reaction to Anthony D’Agostino’s stimulating reviest an earlier tradition of historical
revisionism addressing the origins of the two wavkts of the twentieth century was gratitude
to the author for having devoted a great deal teflectual effort on a historical period from
which most of our colleagues have increasinglygdraway. Our profession’s preoccupation
with the causes the Cold War has generated anoedinary outpouring of excellent historical
work. But fewer and fewer journal articles, confere papers, and doctoral dissertations reach
back to the history of international relations ef&@945. | suspect that a major explanation of
this disparity is that, with a few notable excepsipall of the important diplomatic archives and
collections of the private papers of decision-makerthe 1914-1945 period have been available
to scholars for many decades. In recent years,oas and more primary sources dealing with the
Cold War are declassified and placed in the pudsimain, enterprising scholars and graduate
students eagerly engage in the exhilarating puo$ufite “smoking gun” that disproves the
conventional wisdom about this or that event amddse us to revise our understanding of the
East-West conflict. The opening of government mehin the former Warsaw Pact states of
Eastern Europe [1], together with the partial ality of records from the former Soviet Union
and the Peoples Republic of China [2], have yieldsdinating revelations that have prompted a
fundamental reevaluation of the origins of the Kaor&Var, the Soviet-American showdown over
Iran in 1945-46, the Cuban missile crisis, and okey developments the Cold War.

By contrast, the once contentious debates oveorias of the two world wars, which

Professor D’Agostino reviews with admirable clatyd sensitivity, have faded into relative
obscurity. All of the relevant records have longmeavailable, legions of historians have pored
over them, and hundreds of articles and books bareeyed the results of this monographic
research. The sheer magnitude of the secondargtiite on these subjects has led some to pose
the rhetorical question: is there anything wortHe/keft to say about these dry-as-dust events?
Book proposals to publishers and articles submitteadl but the most specialized journals that
address topics of diplomatic history in the distaas$t are often met with the response “Hasn'’t
that already been done?” or “Isn’t this well plowggdund?” Such an attitude betrays the
positivist assumption of an objective truth thatce discovered, will put all scholarly disputes to
rest. What could one possibly learn from an intemseexamination of the origins of the First
and Second World Wars that is not already well km®Wrofessor D’Agostino argues
persuasively that there is much to be learnedonlytfrom recent works on the subjects at hand,
but from earlier scholarly inquiries as well.
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Before addressing some of the major issues thedibes, | would like to take up a point that he
touches only in passing but which has long intrdgmes. That is the yawning gap between the
consensus of scholarly specialists about a paatidustorical subject and the popular perception
of the educated public. Let us take as examplési®phenomenon the two general topics of
Professor D’Agostino’s lucid essay. If one wergtestion the historically knowledgeable
person today about the origins of the Great Wae,waould probably receive a reply something
like the following: the great powers of Europe ldered into a war in the summer of 1914 that
none of them wanted to fight, because their leafdéled to negotiate a peaceful resolution of an
arcane dispute in the Balkans. All of the belligtrstates therefore deserve equal blame for
permitting, through the blindness, miscalculatiamg inaction of their leaders, the outbreak of
the most deadly conflict in human history up ta time. That is what President Kennedy
gleaned from his reading of Barbara Tuchmadriis Guns of Augusis he sought to avoid an
even more lethal outcome of the Cuban Missile €riBhere is an abundant scholarship that has
definitively demonstrated that Imperial Germanyduee Sarajevo assassination as a pretext to
wage a carefully planned preventive war and saleotadl efforts to reach a peaceful solution of
the crisis. But this interpretation has never adeadrbeyond the professional journals and
scholarly monographs to challenge the “blunderirig Armageddon, all were guilty” thesis,
which continues to hold pride of place in the palrnagination.[3] Similarly, if one posed the
guestion why Hitler was able to take power legallp democratic Germany and then
successfully mobilize its population to launch 8exond World War, the historically attuned
person on the street might reply something liks:tliihe Treaty of Versailles was a monstrous
act of injustice reflecting the vindictive Germahopia of France, which saddled the Weimar
Republic with horrendous territorial losses anduwsking reparations burden that foreordained
the collapse of the new international system aeddlival of a revisionist, aggressive Germany.
That became the standard interpretation of then@ostettlement in Great Britain and the United
States and continues to retain its hold on edugaibtic opinion despite the appearance of a
substantial body of monographic scholarship andrenent best-seller that refutes it. [4]

Professor D’Agostino’s article represents a usedfalinder that in earlier days the scholarly
debate about the origins of the two world wars juasas heated as the more recent arguments
over the origins of the Cold War. Based on a carefading of the relevant historiographical
literature, it demonstrates how the “orthodox” exjation of the origins of the Great War
advanced by the governments of the victorioussathe that Imperial Germany had waged a
premeditated war of aggression that compelled feraRassia, and Great Britain to oppose it -—
rapidly collapsed after the peace conference bupkdrelying heavily on the German diplomatic
documents rushed into print by the Weimar Republie,grosse Politik der européischer
Kabinette the revisionist historical literature of the 1824hd 1930s both expressed and
nourished the growing disillusionment with the r@oaar and the peace settlement in the
English-speaking world. By attributing blame tegwother power but Imperial Germany for
the outbreak of the conflict, these works challehtie so-called “war guilt” clause of the peace
treaty and therefore undermined the requirementGeamany pay for the damage its forces has
caused.[5] Sidney FayQ@rigins of the World Wa(1928) denounced the war guilt clause and
held France responsible for spurring Russia intbitizing its army, which made Germany’s
offensive against Belgium and France unavoidahl€eTée ultimate revisionist work in the
United States that D’Agostino examines was HarmeétlBarnes'$senesis of the World War
(1926), which also blamed France and Russia fodiggaGermany into war. On the British side
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the revisionist cause was most effectively advameede writings of H.N. Brailsford and other
pro-Labour and Liberal intellectuals associatedhlite Union of Democratic Control (UDC),
such as E.D. Morel, G. P. Gooch, and Bertrand Russtuenced by the pre-war economic
analyses of J.A. Hobson, they saw the war as thétref the two major imperial powers
ganging up on Germany to prevent it from threatgnineir global dominance. [7]

It is remarkable that, so soon after a conflicvimch the Germans were portrayed by allied
propaganda as inhuman brutes and the Kaiser amsawbo deserved execution as a war
criminal, the former enemy was exonerated and Yergiwhile the entente powers were depicted
as the initiators of the war. With the emergencthefNazi regime, the revisionist school was
faced with a challenge to its formidable campamgét Germany off the hook for the launching
of the last war. One of the most fascinating paftS’Agostino’s article is its treatment of the
political evolution of A.J.P. Taylor. The young Marester historian’s careful reading of the
diplomatic documents in the mid-thirties led himatmandon the Brailsford UDC line, which
emphasized the overwhelming importance of Europ@aerial rivalries and blamed the entente
imperial powers for dragging Germany into war. Likany (though not all) of his
contemporaries on the left in Britain, he had camappreciate the critical importance of the
German threat to the balance of power on the centif8] D’Agostino handles with great
finesse the nuances of Taylo@sigins of the Second World Wawhich has been unjustly
accused of “scrubbing up Hitler” by linking Naziré&gn policy goals to those of the Imperial
regime. As D’Agostino makes plain, Taylor's emplsasn the continuity of Germany policy
(which supported the thesis @ér deutsche Sonderwedjd not so much exonerate Hitler as
spread the blame more widely throughout Germaresaci

In the end, this well written, amply documentedagssemonstrates that scholarly disputes of
long ago should not be consigned to the libraryvase They ought to receive the serious
attention of historians interested in learning Hbweir professional forebears grappled with
interpretive questions that were once as contestiguhose that fill the pages of journals and
doctoral dissertations today. At the conclusiohisfessay Professor D’Agostino offers a
sensible observation that nicely summarizes thetpa has made: “It is useful for historians to
resist the pull of fashion and the allure of cutrelefinitive” accounts to try to appreciate how
the story was once told.”[9]

Notes:

[1] See Vojtech Mastny’s ambitious Parallel Histémoject ahttp://www.isn.ethz.ch/php/

[2] See the many illuminating publications of thel@€War International History Project at
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/cwihp/

[3] Fritz Fischer unearthed the evidence of then@er plan long ago, but while his path-
breaking Graff nach der Weltmacht generated aylidebate in Germany and among academic
historians in the English-speaking world, its fimgs never found their way into popular histories
of the war. David Fromkin’s recent woBurope’s Last Summer: Who Started the Great War in
1914?(New York, 2004) brilliantly confirms the Fischiéresis and summarizes the evidence
from recent scholarship of the German preventivesgaeme.
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[4] See William R. Keylor, “Versailles and Interi@atal Diplomacy,” in Manfred Boemeke,
Gerald D. Feldman, and Elisabeth Glaser, &ddw, Treaty of Versailles: A Reassessment after
75 YeargCambridge, 1998), pp. 469-505. The scholarlydiiere that had undermined the old
Keynesian verdict on the peace settlement is athlgisummarized in Margaret MacMillan’s
Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the W¢N@w York, 2003).

[5] The myth of the “war guilt clause” is probalilye most impressive example of a lie repeated
so often that it acquires almost universal accegarCoined by officials in the Weimar

Republic shortly after the signing of the peacatirepopularized by Hitler in the 1930s, it
continues to crop up in textbooks and works of galrf@story as evidence of the “unjust
treatment” of Germany at Versailles. For explamagiof the origins of article 231 of the
Versailles Treaty, see Sally Marks, “Smoke and Msr Smoke-Filled Rooms and the Galerie
des Glaces,” in Boemeke, Feldman, and Glaser,4#333, and Keylor, op. cit., pp. 500-501.

[6] D’Agostino, p. 271.
[7] Ibid, pp. 262-263.
[8] Ibid., p. 266.

[9] Ibid., p. 280.
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