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Neutrals and small states have long been a neglected field of study, no less so in the history 

of the great wars of the early 20th century. When they feature at all, they are invariably scripted 

cameo roles, emerging from the shadows only to be violated or overrun, or inveigled into the 

belligerents’ economic struggle. In short, they appear to fulfil the fate of the Melians, who, in the 

words of Thucydides, were forced to accept that ‘the strong do what they have the power to do and 

the weak accept what they have to expect’. Fortunately, in recent years this picture has been 

challenged by a number of studies that have not only added texture to our understanding of small or 

neutral states, but also cast international politics, and the conduct of war, in a new light. The 

collection under review significantly adds to this process by focusing on the military and strategic 

aspects of small state behaviour. As the editors point out in their introduction, despite obvious 

military and geo-strategic weaknesses, the neutrals rarely behaved like helpless pawns. Rather, their 

strategic choices during and after the Great War, were purposeful and autonomous, and frequently 

reflected their own internal political, cultural and social preferences. 

Of the fourteen chapters, readers of this journal will likely find the first seven most 

interesting. They deal with pre-1914 conceptions of neutrality (Abbenhuis), a comparison of Dutch 

and Swiss interpretations of neutrality during the Great War (Moyes), German war plans against the 

Netherlands and Denmark in 1916-1918 (Klinkert and Paulin) and the strategic and political debates 

that occasioned the development of Danish defence policy between 1900 and 1940 (Galster) and 

measures to protect Copenhagen from air attack (Clemmesen).  The collection follows a coherent 

intellectual thread, and so many of the above themes are developed in the later chapters which 

explore aspects of German (Stohn), Norwegian (Kristiansen), Swiss (Olsansky), Dutch (Amersfoort) 

and Belgian (Vaesen) defence planning in the inter-war period. Far from seeing the Great War as a 



watershed the collection tends to emphasise the continuity in state practice, and show how small 

states wrestled with strategic problems that were as much exposed by the Great War as created by 

it.   

One of the common problems facing small states in this period was the fact that their very 

smallness denied them the capacity to develop a defence in depth. Technological developments, 

especially the advent of air power, aggravated the problem, but the fundamental issue remained 

one of ensuring a credible defence when, in the event of an invasion, the defenders would have but 

one roll of the dice. The papers bring out the variety of responses to this conundrum, even within 

individual states. The strong pacifist thread running through Denmark’s political ‘left’ had a marked 

influence on the tenor of defence debates which the events of the Great War only exacerbated. In 

Switzerland, although the potency of mechanised forces was widely recognised, the military 

establishment ultimately opted for a posture that rested on infantry and static defences. A similar 

situation confronted the Dutch and Belgian militaries, though here the question was complicated by 

a set of broader considerations; in the Netherlands’ case, a yearning amongst military circles to 

maintain an autonomous ‘field army’, capable of projecting Dutch power beyond its borders, and in 

Belgium’s case, the impact that any decision to abandon frontier regions would have on the political 

balance struck between the French and Flemish populations. What comes across strongly, however, 

is the confidence placed on static defences as the solution ultimately best able to resolve the 

political, social and strategic choices and the inter-service rivalries facing each country. As Klinkert 

and Paulin’s papers show, ‘Fortress Holland’ and the defences round Copenhagen caused German 

military planners real difficulties when it came to drafting attack plans against the Netherlands and 

Denmark in the final years of the Great War.  

Abbenhuis’ paper on ‘European hopes for neutrality before 1914’, drawn from a larger study 

which has since appeared as a monograph, emphasises the extent to which neutrality was part of 

Europe’s political heritage. It reminds us that the shock and revulsion that greeted Germany’s 

violation of Belgian neutrality in 1914 was entirely genuine. Still, it is nevertheless surprising how 



quickly faith in neutrality and the collective actions of neutrals evaporated thereafter. In a thought-

provoking comparison of Swiss and Dutch neutrality, Moyes’ suggests that Swiss belief in their 

neutrality led them to take short cuts and risks in defence of their national interests. Few others 

could afford such confidence. The Dutch clearly felt the need to ‘radiate credibility’ (Klinkert’s 

phrase) in their neutrality at every opportunity. The absence of any collaboration between the 

neutrals, did not however mean that ‘the neutral camp’ was devoid of any meaning. The German 

papers examined by examined by Klinkert and Paulin suggest that Berlin felt obliged to reign in their 

pressure on the European neutrals to counter-balance the impact unrestricted U Boot warfare in 

1916 and 1917. Likewise, Romania’s decision to join the Entente in August 1916 worried German 

planners for the precedent it set for other neutrals: not only had Romania to be overrun as swiftly as 

possible, but plans had to be put in place to deal with other defections from the ‘neutral camp’ 

should they occur. 

In any collection such as this, there are gaps, oddities and omissions. One would have dearly 

loved to have read papers on the southern European neutrals, or those in the Balkans. Nevertheless, 

Small Powers in the Age of Total War is a welcome addition to the growing corpus of scholarship on 

the history of small states and neutrality. It returns these states to the military history of the age, 

and offers a refreshing comparative approach to the subject which sets a marker for other scholars 

to follow.  
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