
Chapter	Three
THE	CRITICAL	ANALYSIS	OF	HISTORICAL	TEXTS
THERE’S	A	METHOD	 for	 tackling	 historical	 problems,	 a	method	 for	 reaching

relatively	 solid	 conclusions	more	 quickly	 and	more	efficiently	 than	 you	might	 have	 thought
possible.	 That	method	 is	 based	 on	 the	 analysis	 of	what	 historians	 call	 secondary	 sources
—not	documents	 and	 other	 “primary”	 or	 “original”	 sources	 produced	 at	 the	 time,	 but
books	 and	 articles	written	mainly	 by	 the	 historians	themselves.
My	main	 goal	 in	 this	 part	 of	 the	 book	 is	 to	 show	what	 that	method	 is	 and	 how	 it	 can

be	 used	 to	 reach	 conclusions	 on	major	historical	 issues.	 I	want	 to	 show	 in	 this	 chapter
how	 historical	 texts	 can	 be	 analyzed	 and	 in	 the	 next,	 how	 that	method	 of	textual	 analysis
can	 be	 used	 to	 arrive	 at	 an	 interpretation	 of	 an	 important	 historical	 episode.	 The	 basic
point	 of	 these	 two	chapters,	 taken	 as	 a	whole,	 is	 that	 that	method	 can	 take	 you	much
further	 than	 you	might	 imagine,	 given	 the	 limited	 amount	of	 time	 you	 can	 reasonably
devote	 to	 the	 study	 of	 a	 particular	 issue.	 For	many	 purposes	 it’s	 the	 only	method	 you’ll
need	 to	use.	At	 times	 you	may	want	 to	 study	 a	 particular	 problem	 in	 greater	 depth,	 and	 in
such	 cases	 you’d	 obviously	want	 to	work	extensively	with	 original	 sources.	 But	 even	 then
it	would	 probably	 still	make	 sense	 to	 begin	 your	 project	 by	 examining	 the	historical
literature	 using	 the	method	 I’m	 going	 to	 outline	 here.
To	 use	 that	method,	 though,	 you	 first	 have	 to	 figure	 out	which	works	 to	 read.	 But	 how

exactly	 do	 you	 do	 that?	How	 do	 you	 develop	a	 sense	 for	what	 the	 important	 texts	 are	 in
a	 given	 area	 of	 scholarship?	How,	 in	 other	words,	 do	 you	 get	 your	 bearings	 in	what	may
for	 you	 be	 an	 entirely	 new	 field?	 The	 section	 that	 follows	 is	 concerned	with	 these
relatively	 prosaic,	 nuts-and-bolts	questions.

THE	LAY	OF	THE	LAND

No	 one	 does	 scholarly	work	 in	 a	 vacuum.	 If	 you’re	 interested	 in	 a	 particular	 problem,
you	 naturally	want	 to	 see	what	 scholars	have	 had	 to	 say	 on	 that	 subject.	 Indeed,	 one	 of
the	 first	 things	 you	want	 to	 do	when	 you	 begin	work	 in	 a	 particular	 field	of	 scholarship
is	 to	 get	 a	 sense	 for	 the	 lay	 of	 the	 land—a	 sense	 for	what	 the	most	 important	works	 are,
for	who	 says	what,	and	 for	 how	 scholarly	 debate	 in	 that	 field	 is	 structured.	You	 need	 to
do	 this	 because	 you	 form	 views	 of	 your	 own	 by	 reacting	 to	what	 other	 people	 say:	 their
arguments	 provide	 the	 framework	within	which	 you	 can	 at	 least	 begin	 to	work	 out	 your
own	 answers	 to	 basic	 historical	 problems.
But	 how	 do	 you	 identify	 the	main	works	 dealing	with	 the	 particular	 subject	 you’re

interested	 in?	Your	 goal	 is	 to	 come	 up	with	a	 relatively	 short	 list	 of	 key	works	 and
perhaps	 also	 to	 get	 some	 sense	 for	 the	 basic	 arguments	with	which	 those	works	 are
associated.	 There	 are	 two	main	 techniques	 you	 can	 use	 to	 generate	 such	 a	 list,	 one	 based
on	 articles	 and	 the	 other	 on	 books.	Let	me	 talk	 about	 the	 article-based	method	 first.
When	 you	 begin	 a	 new	 project,	 it’s	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 start	with	 the	 periodical	 literature.

There	 are	 a	 number	 of	 journals	which	deal	with	 international	 politics	 and	military	 affairs,
and	 I	 list	 some	 of	 the	most	 important	 ones	 in	 appendix	 I.1 	Take	 a	 look	 at	 that	 list	when
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you	 start	 a	 project.	Which	 journals	 are	most	 likely	 to	 publish	 articles	 related	 to	 your
topic?	Then	 go	 through	 those	 journals,	 looking	 for	 three	main	 things:	 review	 articles,
especially	 those	 that	 survey	 a	whole	 subfield	of	 scholarly	work;	 articles	 related	 to	 the
subject	 you	 are	 interested	 in;	 and	 reviews	 of	 books	 that	 deal	with	 that	 general	topic.	 The
review	 articles	 are	 particularly	 important	 for	 obvious	 reasons.	A	 good	 survey	 article	 can
save	 you	 an	 enormous	amount	 of	 time.	A	 lot	 of	 your	 bibliographical	work	will	 have	 been
done	 for	 you.	 Some	 collections	 of	 survey	 articles	 dealing	with	American	 foreign	 policy
have	 been	 published	 as	 books:	Gerald	Haines	 and	 J.	 Samuel	Walker,	 eds.,	American
Foreign	 Relations:	 A	Historiographical	 Review	 (1981);	 Robert	 Schulzinger,	 ed.,	A
Companion	 to	 American	 Foreign	 Relations	 (2003);	 and	 two	 books	 edited	 by	Michael
Hogan:	America	 in	 the	World:	 The	Historiography	 of	 American	 Foreign	 Relations	 since
1941	 (1995),	 and	Paths	 to	 Power:	 The	Historiography	 of	 American	 Foreign	 Relations	 to
1941	 (2000).	 There	 are,	 incidentally,	 similar	 volumes	 covering	 the	 political	 science
literature.2
The	 importance	 of	 such	 articles	 is	 obvious.	 But	 even	 ordinary	 scholarly	 articles	 are	 an

important	 source	 because	 it	 is	 standard	practice	 for	 an	 author	 to	 explain	 at	 the	 outset	 how
the	work	 presented	 in	 that	 article	 relates	 to	 prevailing	 ideas	 in	 the	field	 as	 a	whole.
Major	works—works	 that	 are	well	 regarded,	works	 that	 have	 had	 a	 certain	 impact	 on	 the
field,	works	 by	well-known	scholars—are	 often	 cited	 in	 that	 context.	Note	 that	 to	 get
what	 you	 need	 for	 this	 phase	 of	 the	 project,	 you	 do	 not	 need	 to	read	 such	 articles	 in	 their
entirety.	 For	 your	 present	 purposes,	 you	 just	 zero	 in	 on	what	 an	 author	 says	 in	 the	 first
few	pages	 of	 the	 article.
You	 can	 often	 find	 articles	 of	 interest	 just	 by	 looking	 through	 the	 relevant	 journals	 for

the	 past	 five	 or	 ten	 years.	You	can	 also	 identify	 them	 by	 using	 a	 number	 of	 computerized
search	 engines:	 JSTOR,	 Project	MUSE	 (both	 of	which	 have	 full	 texts	available	 online),
the	 Social	 Science	Citation	 Index,	 and	 the	 Expanded	Academic	ASAP	 (Infotrac).	 These
are	 available	 through	most	American	 research	 libraries,	 and	 I’ll	 explain	 how	 they	work	 in
appendix	 I.3
You	might	 also	want	 to	 spend	 a	 little	 time	 looking	 at	 the	 book	 review	 sections	 in	 the

main	 journals	 covering	 the	 subject	 you	are	 interested	 in.	Not	 every	 book	 published	 in	 the
field	 is	worth	 reviewing,	 so	 the	 book	 review	 section	 in	 recent	 issues	 of	the	 journal	 can
give	 you	 a	 sense	 for	what	 are	 considered	 the	most	 significant	 books	 that	 have	 appeared	 in
the	 past	 few	 years.	If	 a	 particular	 book	 looks	 interesting,	 you	 can	 check	 it	 out.	 Recent
books	will	 obviously	 provide	 a	 lot	 of	 information	 about	recent	work	 in	 the	 field.	After
you	 have	 identified	 a	 number	 of	 important	 books	 in	 a	 given	 field,	 no	matter	 how	 you	 have
come	up	with	 that	 list,	 you	might	want	 to	 see	 quickly	what	 their	 arguments	 are	 and	 how
they	 are	 regarded	 by	 other	 scholars.	 In	that	 case,	 you	 can	 look	 up	 the	 reviews	 of	 those
books;	 a	 number	 of	 computerized	 search	 engines	 now	make	 this	 a	 relatively	easy	 thing	 to
do.	 I’ll	 show	 you	 how	 this	 is	 done	 in	 appendix	 I.4
The	 second	 basic	 avenue	 of	 attack	 also	 has	 to	 do	with	 books,	 but	 relies	 on	 standard

computerized	 library	 catalogues.	You	 need	not	 limit	 yourself	 to	 your	 own	 home	 library’s
search	 engine,	 since	 practically	 all	 of	 them	 are	 available	 online.	My	 basic	advice	 here	 is
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that	 you	 should	 become	 familiar	 not	 just	with	 your	 home	 university	 catalogue	 but	 also
with	 some	 other	 catalogue	with	 very	 extensive	 listings.	Your	 best	 bet	 here,	 I	 think,	 is	 to
familiarize	 yourself	with	 Eureka	 (sometimes	 called	RLIN),	the	 union	 catalogue	 for	 the
Research	 Libraries	Group,	which	 lists	 the	 combined	 holdings	 of	 the	major	American
research	 libraries.	Eureka	 is	 not	 publicly	 available	 and	 to	 use	 it	 you	 generally	 have	 to	 go
through	 your	 home	 library	website.	 If	 for	 some	 reason	your	 library	 is	 not	 a	 subscriber,
you	 could	 instead	 use	 the	 catalogue	 of	 some	 library	 that	 does	 have	massive	 holdings,	 like
the	 Library	 of	 Congress	 or	 the	Harvard	University	 Library.	 Both	 of	 those	 search	 engines
(and	 others	 as	well,	 such	 as	MELVYL,	the	 union	 catalogue	 for	 the	University	 of
California	 system)	 are	 accessible	 through	 the	 internet.5
Your	 goal	with	 all	 of	 these	 catalogues	 is	 to	 do	 a	 subject	 search,	 but	 it’s	 often	 hard	 to

know	which	 subject	 terms	 to	 search	for,	 or	 even	which	 subject	words	 to	 search	 for,	 since
the	 subject	 headings	 a	 book	 is	 listed	 under	 are	 often	 assigned	 in	 a	fairly	 arbitrary	way.
So	 it	makes	 sense	 to	 start	with	 a	 book	 that	 you	 know	 is	 related	 to	 your	 topic.	 If	 you
don’t	 know	 of	a	 single	 book	 on	 the	 subject,	 you	 can	 do	 a	 search	 for	 a	 key	 individual
associated	with	 the	 topic.	 If	 your	 topic,	 for	 example,	is	American	 intervention	 in	 the	 First
World	War,	 then	 you	 can	 do	 a	 subject	 search,	 or	 even	 a	 title	 search,	 for	 “Woodrow
Wilson.”	You	 can	 then	 see	which	 books	 relate	most	 directly	 to	whatever	 you	 are
interested	 in.	 It	 scarcely	matters	what	 those	 books	are,	 because	 once	 you	 get	 your	 foot	 in
the	 door,	 you	 can	 spread	 out	 very	 quickly.	 Let	me	 explain	 how.
When	 you	 call	 up	 a	 particular	 listing,	 you	 go	 into	what	 computerized	 catalogues	 call	 the

“long	 display,”	 the	 “full	 view,”	or	 something	 of	 that	 sort.	 The	more	 complete	 listing	 that
comes	 up	 shows	 you	 the	 subject	 headings	 that	 book	 is	 listed	 under.	You	 then	 click	 into
the	 links	 for	 those	 subject	 headings	 and	 see	which	 books	 turn	 up.	You	 then	 repeat	 the
process	 for	 those	books	 in	 that	 new	 list	which	 are	 of	 particular	 interest.	When	 you	 do
this	work,	 be	 sure	 to	 use	 the	 catalogue’s	 “save”	 command.	You	mark	 and	 save	 the	most
interesting	 titles.	At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 session,	 you	 print	 out	 or	 save	 the	 list	 you’ve
generated,	making	 sure	 that	 that	 list	 includes	 the	 books’	 call	 numbers.
By	 examining	 those	 call	 numbers,	 you’ll	 notice	 that	 the	 books	 you’re	 interested	 in	 are

concentrated	 in	 certain	 parts	 of	 the	stacks,	 and	 you	 then	 go	 to	where	 they	 cluster.	As	 you
get	 used	 to	 the	 cataloguing	 system,	 you	might	 even	 be	 able	 to	 go	 to	certain	 areas	 of	 the
stacks	 directly,	without	 even	 looking	 anything	 up.	 In	 the	 Library	 of	 Congress	 cataloguing
system,	 used	by	many	 university	 libraries,	 the	 E183.8	 x	 call	 number	 is	 given	 to	 books
dealing	with	U.S.	 relations	with	 a	 country	whose	 names	 begin	with	 x:	 the	 E183.8	G3
section	will	 have	 books	 on	U.S.-German	 relations,	 the	 E183.8	G7	 section	will	 have	 books
on	U.S.	 relations	with	Great	 Britain,	 and	 so	 on.	When	 you	 get	 to	 the	 areas	 in	 the	 stacks
where	 books	 relating	 to	 your	 topic	 are	 concentrated,	pick	 out	 those	 that	 seem	 to	 be	most
useful	 for	 your	 present	 purposes.	You	 should	 pay	 particular	 attention	 to	 books	 that	 look
relatively	 new	 and	 have	 been	 published	 by	 university	 presses.
Now	 go	 through	 those	 books	 and	 see	which	 ones	 have	 annotated	 bibliographies	 or

bibliographical	 essays.	 By	 reading	 those	 bibliographies,	you	will	 probably	 be	 able	 to	 get
a	 certain	 sense	 for	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 field—for	what	 the	main	works	 are,	 and	maybe
also	for	 how	 they	 differ	 from	 each	 other	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 arguments	 they	make.	Authors,
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moreover,	 have	 a	 certain	 interest	 in	 explaining	why	 their	 books	 are	 important,	 and	 thus	 in
explaining	 how	 their	 conclusions	 differ	 from,	 or	 otherwise	 relate	 to,	 those	 of	major	works
in	 the	 field;	 they	 therefore	 often	 talk	 about	 the	 field	 as	 a	whole,	 commonly	 toward	 the
beginning	 of	 the	 book.	One	 trick	 here	 is	 to	 pay	 special	 attention	 during	 this	 phase	 of	 the
project	 to	 the	 footnotes	 for	 the	 preface	 or	 introduction.	Are	 you	 interested,	 for	 example,	 in
the	Vietnam	War?	You	 can	 get	 a	 certain	 sense	 for	 the	 literature	 on	 that	 subject	 just	 by
reading	 the	 six	 pages	 of	 notes	 appended	 to	 the	 preface	 of	 Fredrik	 Logevall’s	Choosing
War:	 The	 Lost	 Chance	 for	 Peace	 and	 the	 Escalation	 of	 the	War	 in	 Vietnam.6
Even	 relatively	 narrow	 studies	 somewhat	 outside	 your	 area	 of	 interest	 can	 help	 you	 get

a	 sense	 for	 the	 scholarly	 lay	 of	 the	land	 in	 a	 particular	 field.	Here’s	 another	 trick	 you	 can
use:	 get	 a	 book	 dealing	with	 the	 subject	 you	want	 to	 study,	 but	 one	that	 begins	 its
detailed	 coverage	 at	 a	 slightly	 later	 point	 in	 time.	A	 book	 of	 this	 sort	might	well	 have	 an
introductory	 chapter	or	 section	 dealing	with	 the	 immediately	 preceding	 period.	 The
discussion	 there	will	 be	 highly	 selective,	which	 for	 these	 purposes	is	 a	 good	 thing,	 and
the	 references	 cited	 there	will	 probably	 be	 of	 interest.
The	more	 narrowly	 focused	monographic	 studies	 are	 not,	 of	 course,	 the	 only	 sorts	 of

books	 you’ll	want	 to	 look	 at.	Major	works	of	 synthesis,	 or	 at	 least	 books	with	 a	 fairly
broad	 scope,	might	 also	 be	worth	 checking	 out,	 especially	 if	 they	 are	written	by	well-
known	 scholars.	Using	 the	 index	 or	 table	 of	 contents,	 you	 can	 go	 directly	 to	 the	 part	 of
the	 text	 dealing	with	 the	issue	 of	 interest	 to	 you.	 The	 broader	 the	 scope	 of	 the	 book	 as	 a
whole,	 the	 shorter	 the	 passage	 dealing	with	 your	 specific	subject	 is	 likely	 to	 be.	 The
author’s	 interpretation	 of	 the	 subject	 should	 be	 fairly	 succinct,	 and	 you	 can	 generally	 tell
from	 the	way	 that	 interpretation	 is	 framed	whether	 the	 account	 simply	 reflects	 the
conventional	wisdom,	 or	whether	 the	 author	is	 taking	 issue	with	 standard	 views.	General
surveys,	moreover,	 are	 particularly	 useful	 for	 their	 bibliographies,	 especially	if	 the	 author
does	more	 than	 simply	 give	 you	 a	 long	 list	 of	 books	 and	 articles	 relating	 to	 the	 subject
matter	 covered	 in	 that	work.	 Bibliographical	 essays	 and	 annotated	 bibliographies	 found	 at
the	 end	 of	 such	 books,	 as	well	 as	 bibliographical	 footnotes,	are	 also	 generally	 quite
valuable—and	 again,	 for	 these	 purposes	 the	more	 opinionated	 they	 are,	 the	 better.	 I
remember	 at	 one	point	 being	 particularly	 struck	 by	Maurice	Baumont’s	 reference	 in	 a
book	 of	 this	 sort	 to	William	Langer’s	 important	work	 on	international	 politics	 in	 the	 late
Bismarckian	 period,	European	 Alliances	 and	 Alignments	 (1931).	 This,	 Baumont	 noted	 in
a	 bibliographical	 footnote,	was	 a	major	work	 to	 be	 sure	 but	was	marred	 by	 “too
systematic	 an	admiration	 for	 Bismarck”—a	 very	 pithy	 remark,	 and	 one	 that	was	 absolutely
on	 target.
General	 surveys	 are	 often	written	 as	 parts	 of	 a	 series—the	 old	 “Rise	 of	Modern

Europe”	 series,	 for	 example,	 the	 French	 “Peuples	et	 Civilisations”	 series	 (in	which	 the
Baumont	 book	 appeared),	 the	 various	Oxford	 and	Cambridge	 history	 series,	 and	 so	 on.
The	 authors,	 in	 such	 cases,	 are	 generally	 senior	 scholars	who	were	 asked	 to	 take	 on	 the
job	 because	 they	 have	 devoted	 a	 good	chunk	 of	 their	 lives	 to	 the	 study	 of	 that	 field.	You
can	 thus	 be	 fairly	 confident	 that	 they	 are	 quite	 familiar	with	 the	 relevant	scholarly
literature.	Warren	Cohen’s	America	 in	 the	 Age	 of	 Soviet	 Power,	 1945–1991	 (1993),
volume	 4	 in	The	Cambridge	History	 of	 American	 Foreign	 Relations,	 is	 a	 good	 case	 in
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point.	 Even	 if	 you	 did	 not	 know	 that	 the	 author	was	 a	major	 figure	 in	 the	 field,	 you	 could
tell	 right	away	 this	was	 a	 highly	 respectable	work.	Anyone	 asked	 to	write	 a	 volume	 in
something	 called	 the	 “Cambridge	History	 of	American	Foreign	Relations”	would	 have	 to
be	 an	 important	 person	 in	 the	 field,	 someone	whose	 judgments	 about	work	 produced	 in
the	 field	would	 carry	 particular	weight.
Those	 are	 the	 two	 basic	 avenues	 of	 attack,	 but	when	 you	 are	 doing	 bibliographical

work,	 there	 are	 various	 other	 techniques	you	 can	 use.	 Let	me	 talk	 briefly	 about	 two	 of
them:	 dissertations	 and	 syllabi.	 Dissertations	 as	 a	 rule	 have	 excellent	 bibliographies,	and
they	 frequently	 have	 sections	 (often	 the	 first	 chapter,	 or	 a	 long	 introduction,	 or	 an
annotated	 bibliography)	 discussing	the	 scholarly	 literature	 in	 the	 field.	 So	 getting	 a	 good
dissertation,	 especially	 a	 recent	 one,	may	 save	 you	 a	 lot	 of	 time	because	 the	 author	may
have	 done	 a	 good	 deal	 of	 your	 bibliographical	work	 for	 you.	And	 finding	 a	 good
dissertation	might	 also	enable	 you	 to	 do	 a	 bit	 of	 quality	 control	 on	 yourself:	 in	 your
literature	 search,	 have	 you	missed	 any	 important	 sources	 that	another	 scholar	 had	 been
able	 to	 turn	 up?	Dissertations	 are	 easy	 to	 identify	 and	 easy	 to	 get	 hold	 of.	 They	 are
published	 in	various	 formats	 by	University	Microfilms	 Incorporated	 (or	UMI),	 now	 part	 of
ProQuest,	 and	 you	 can	 use	 the	UMI	web-site	 to	identify	 dissertations	 you	might	want	 to
see.	 The	 procedure	 for	 using	 the	 search	 engine	 there	will	 be	 discussed	 in	 appendix	I.7
You	 can	 also	 look	 at	 syllabi	 developed	 for	 courses	 that	 relate	 to	 the	 subject	 you	 are

interested	 in,	 especially	 courses	 taught	by	well-known	 figures	 in	 the	 field.	 If	 you	 do	 not
know	who	 they	 are,	 you	might	want	 to	 check	 out	 syllabi	 for	 courses	 offered	at	 prestigious
universities,	 and	 there	 are	 also	 some	 “syllabus	 archives”	 you	might	want	 to	 check	 out.8
Syllabi	 are	 very	 useful	 because	 they	 give	 you	 some	 sense	 for	what	 the	 instructor	 thinks
are	 the	most	 important	works	 in	 the	field,	 or	 at	 least	 those	most	worth	 reading.
Using	 these	 techniques,	 you	 quickly	 (in	 a	 day	 or	 two)	 get	 a	 feel	 for	what	 a	 particular

area	 of	 historical	 scholarship	 is	 like—for	who	 the	 key	 people	 are,	 for	which	 books	 and
articles	 are	 of	 fundamental	 importance,	 and	 often	 for	what	 the	major	 issues	 are	and	 for
who	 says	what.	You	 don’t	 need	 to	 use	 every	 one	 of	 these	 techniques	whenever	 you	 begin
a	 new	 project.	 You	 use	whatever	combination	works	 for	 you—that	 is,	 whichever	methods
take	 you	 to	where	 you	want	 to	 go	 easily	 and	 quickly.
These	 techniques	 are	 pretty	 basic.	 They	 can	 be	 used	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 fields.	 They	 can	 be

used,	 for	 example,	 by	 political	 scientists,	both	 to	 get	 some	 feel	 for	 the	 lay	 of	 the	 land	 in
a	 certain	 corner	 of	 their	 own	 discipline	 and	 also	 at	 the	 start	 of	 a	 project	that	will	 draw
on	 both	 theory	 and	 history.	 But	 no	matter	which	 field	 you	 are	 in,	 the	 key	 thing	 to	 bear	 in
mind	 is	 that	 your	goal	 at	 this	 point	 in	 the	 research	 process	 is	 strictly	 limited.	Your	 goal	 is
just	 to	 develop	 a	 rough	 sense	 for	what	 a	 particular	area	 of	 scholarship	 is	 like.	When	 you
see	what	 it	 is	 like—when	 you	 see	what	 the	 important	works	 are—you	 can	 put	 the
bibliographical	effort	 aside	 and	move	 into	 phase	 two	 of	 the	 project.	 You	 can	 begin	 to
read	 the	 texts	 you	 consider	 fundamental.	 But	 you	will	need	 to	 read	 them	 critically.
You	may,	 of	 course,	 need	 to	 do	 additional	 bibliographical	work	 later	 on.	Generally,	 as

you	 read	 books	 and	 articles,	 one	work	leads	 to	 another.	You	 can	 go	 into	 a	 particular
issue	more	 deeply	 by	 looking	 at	 the	works	 cited	 in	 footnotes	 appended	 to	 the	passages
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dealing	with	 that	 issue.	 But	 you	might	 also	want	 to	 do	 a	more	 exhaustive	 search	 for	what
has	 been	 published	 on	 a	particular	 question.	One	way	 you	 can	 do	 that	 is	 by	 using
published	 book-length	 bibliographies.	You	 can	 often	 find	 bibliographies	dealing	with	 a
particular	 subject	 by	 doing	 a	 search	 for	 that	 subject	 in	 a	 computerized	 library	 catalogue,
but	with	 the	word	“bibliography”	 added	 as	 a	 search	 term,	 or	 perhaps	 even	 simply	 tacked
on	 to	 the	 subject	 heading.	You	might,	 for	 example,	want	to	 see	 if	 there	 is	 any	 published
bibliography	 that	 covers	 Japan’s	 decision	 to	 go	 to	war	 against	America	 in	 1941.	You	 can
look	up	 one	 of	 the	 standard	 books	 dealing	with	 that	 subject—say,	 Robert	 Butow’s	Tojo
and	 the	Coming	 of	 the	War.	 In	 the	 “long	 display”	 or	 “full	 view,”	 you	 see	 the	 subjects
this	 book	 is	 listed	 under.	One	 of	 them	 is	 “World	War,	 1939–1945—Japan.”	So	 you	 then
do	 a	 subject	 search	 for	 “World	War,	 1939–1945—Japan—Bibliography.”	A	 number	 of
titles	 come	 up,	 one	 of	which	 is	John	 Sbrega’s	The	War	 against	 Japan,	 1941–1945:	 An
Annotated	 Bibliography	 (1989).	Going	 into	 the	 “long	 display”	 for	 that	 listing,	 a	 number
of	 additional	 subject	 links	 turn	 up,	 listing	 additional	 bibliographical	works	 in	 related
areas.
As	 you	 become	 familiar	with	 your	 library’s	 cataloguing	 system,	 you	 can	 do	 this	 kind	 of

search	 just	 by	 adding	 the	 term	 “bibliography”	to	 a	 standard	 subject.	 For	 example,	 if	 you
do	 a	 subject	 search	 for	 “United	 States—Foreign	 relations—bibliography,”	 a	whole	series
of	 listings	 turns	 up,	 and	 some—for	 example,	 Richard	Dean	Burns’s	Guide	 to	 American
Foreign	 Relations	 since	 1700	 and	 its	 successor	 volume,	 Robert	 Beisner’s	American
Foreign	 Relations	 since	 1600:	 A	Guide	 to	 the	 Literature—are	 clearly	 of	 particular
importance.9 	For	 “United	 States,”	 you	 can	 of	 course	 substitute	 the	 name	 of	 some	 other
country	 you	 are	 interested	 in,	 and	 sometimes	 useful	listings	 turn	 up.10
Another	way	 to	 generate	 references	 of	 this	 sort	 is	 to	 do	 a	 title	 search—that	 is,	 a	 search

for	 books	whose	 titles	 contain	 phrases	like	 “Arab-Israeli”	 or	 “Sino-Soviet”	 and	words
like	 “bibliography,”	 “guide,”	 or	 “handbook.”	Or	 you	 can	 go	 to	 the	 part	 of	 the	stacks	 in
the	 reference	 section	 of	 the	 library	 containing	 books	with	 call	 numbers	 corresponding	 to
your	 area	 of	 interest—that	is,	 the	 call	 numbers	where	works	 dealing	with	 your	 subject
tend	 to	 cluster—and	 you	will	 often	 find	 bibliographies	 there.	 Let	me	 also	mention	 here
the	 single	most	 important	 published	 bibliography	 for	 people	working	 on	 twentieth-century
international	politics:	 the	Bibliographie	 zur	 Zeitgeschichte,	 which	 is	 published	 as	 a	 kind
of	 supplement	 to	 the	main	German	 journal	 for	 scholarly	 research	 in	 this	 area,	 the
Vierteljahrshefte	 für	 Zeitgeschichte.	 This	 is	 a	 very	well-organized	 list,	 put	 out	 now	 on	 an
annual	 basis,	with	works	 basically	 in	 English,	German,	 and	 French.	It	 is	 easy	 to	 use	 even
for	 people	who	 do	 not	 know	much	German.
You	may	 at	 some	 point	 in	 a	 research	 project	want	 to	 find	 out	 as	much	 as	 you	 can	 about

what’s	 been	written	 on	 a	 particular	subject.	 In	 appendix	 I,	 I’ll	 talk	 about	 how	 detailed
bibliographical	work	 can	 be	 done	 and	 I’ll	 also	 tell	 you	 about	 some	 specific
bibliographies	 you	might	want	 to	 use	when	 the	 time	 comes.	 But	 as	 a	 general	 rule
exhaustive	 bibliographical	work	 should	not	be	 done	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 project.	When
you’re	 starting	 out,	 all	 you	want	 to	 do	 is	 develop	 a	 certain	 sense	 for	what	 a	particular
area	 of	 scholarship	 is	 like—for	what	 the	 important	works	 are	 and,	 if	 possible,	 for	what
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arguments	 they	make.

TEXTUAL	ANALYSIS:	THE	METHOD	EXPLAINED

After	 identifying	 the	major	works	 in	 a	 given	 area	 of	 scholarship,	what	 do	 you	 do	 next?
Should	 you	 just	 read	 those	works	 cover	to	 cover,	 trying	 to	 absorb	 as	much	 factual
information	 as	 you	 can?	 If	 your	 goal	 is	 to	 develop	 your	 own	 understanding	 of	 a	particular
subject,	 it’s	 important	 to	 approach	 those	 texts	 in	 a	 very	 different	way.	You	 need	 a	more
active	method,	 a	method	that	 allows	 you	 to	 react	 to	 arguments	 and	weigh	 them	 against
each	 other.	 That	method	will	 not	 only	 help	 you	make	 up	 your	 own	mind	 up	 about	 these
historical	 issues	 but	 also	 enables	 you	 to	 absorb	 the	 evidence	 presented	 in	 those	 texts
more	 effectively.	A	 piece	 of	 evidence	will	 register	 in	 your	mind	when	 you	 understand
what	 it	means.	And	 you’re	 better	 able	 to	 understand	what	it	means	when	 you	 see	 it	 in	 the
context	 of	 an	 argument.
The	 first	 thing	 you	want	 to	 do,	 therefore,	 is	 to	 develop	 some	 sense	 for	 the	 overall

argument	 of	 a	 particular	 historical	 text.	“What’s	 the	 point	 here?”	 you	 ask.	 “What’s	 the
author	 driving	 at?”	 If	 the	work	 in	 question	 is	 any	 good	 at	 all,	 the	 core	 argument	should
not	 be	 hard	 to	 find.	An	 author,	 after	 all,	 has	 an	 interest	 in	 displaying	 it	 prominently.	 If	 the
reader	 is	 to	 be	 convinced,	he	 or	 she	 has	 to	 see	what	 the	 author	 is	 driving	 at.	 So	 the	 heart
of	 the	 argument	 is	 summed	 up	 in	 those	 places	 in	 the	 text	which	 the	 reader	 is	most	 likely
to	 read	 attentively:	 the	 title	 or	 subtitle	 of	 the	work,	 the	 titles	 of	 particular	 chapters	or
sections,	 the	 introduction,	 the	 conclusion,	 the	 first	 and	 last	 paragraphs	 in	 the	 book	 or
article,	 and	 the	 first	 and	 last	paragraphs	 (or	 even	 sentences)	 in	 each	 chapter	 or	 section.
So	 these	 are	 the	 first	 things	 you	 should	 read	when	 you	 pick	 up	a	 particular	work.	Your
first	 goal	 is	 simply	 to	 find	 an	 answer	 to	 the	 question:	what	 is	 the	 basic	 argument—the
central	 thesis—of	this	 particular	 book	 or	 article?	What	 is	 the	 author	 trying	 to	 get	me	 to
believe?
The	 next	 step	 is	 to	 get	 some	 sense	 for	 the	 structure	 or	 “architecture”	 of	 the	 argument.

The	 core	 argument	 rests	 on	 a	 number	of	 key	 specific	 claims.	 Those	 claims	 in	 turn	 rest	 on
empirical	 evidence—on	 documents	 and	 other	 historical	 sources,	 generally	cited	 in
footnotes.	Your	 goal	 now	 is	 to	 understand	 something	 about	 how	 these	 different	 elements	 in
the	 text	 relate	 to	 each	other—about	what	 those	 specific	 claims	 are	 and	 about	 the	 sort	 of
evidence	 that	 supports	 them.	You	 begin	 by	 looking	 at	 the	table	 of	 contents	 or	 by	 skimming
through	 the	work	 to	 see	 how	 it	 is	 broken	 down	 into	 sections.	Do	 the	 various	 parts	 of	 the
work	 fit	 into	 some	 overarching	 structure?	 Is	 there	 a	 logic	 that	 pulls	 the	 different	 elements
in	 the	 text	 together?	Many	works	have	 a	 “road	map”	 passage,	 often	 located	 toward	 the
end	 of	 the	 introduction,	 that	 can	 be	 quite	 useful	 in	 this	 context.
Once	 you	 have	 some	 sense	 for	 the	 structure	 of	 an	 argument,	 you	 can	 begin	 to	 read	 the

text	 in	 a	 relatively	 active	way—that	is,	 with	 specific	 questions	 in	mind.	As	 you	 go
through	 it,	 you	 ask	 yourself	 how	 the	 various	 passages	 you	 read	 and	 the	main	claims	made
in	 those	 passages	 relate	 to	 the	 larger	 argument.	 Is	 a	 specific	 passage	 really	 crucial	 for	 the
purposes	 of	 that	argument?	Or	 are	 you	wading	 through	 a	 lot	 of	 extraneous	material,	 of	 no
particular	 importance	 from	 the	 point	 of	 view	 of	 the	argument	 as	 a	whole?	 It	 is	 generally
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not	 hard	 to	 see	what	 the	 point	 of	 a	 passage	 is,	 although	 sometimes	 you	 have	 to	 think	a	 bit
before	 you	 understand	 how	 it	 relates	 (or	 fails	 to	 relate)	 to	 the	 overarching	 argument	 of	 the
work	 as	 a	whole.
Because	 your	main	 goal	 at	 this	 point	 is	 to	 assess	 the	 central	 argument	 of	 the	 book	 or

article	 in	 question,	 passages	 of	marginal	relevance	 can	 be	 read	 quite	 quickly.	 But
passages	 that	 are	 of	 fundamental	 importance	 in	 that	 context	 need	 to	 be	 read	with	great
care	 and	 again	with	 a	 view	 toward	 answering	 certain	 very	 specific	 questions.
Those	 questions	 fall	 into	 two	 categories.	 The	 first	 has	 to	 do	with	 the	 logic	 of	 the

argument.	 Even	 if	 the	 specific	 claim	made	 in	 a	 particular	 passage	 is	 valid,	 does	 it	 really
support	 the	 general	 argument	made	 in	 that	 book	 or	 article,	 even	 if	 the	 author	 suggests	 it
does?	Do	 the	 various	 claims	 the	 author	 is	making	 all	 fit	 neatly	into	 one	 broader	 argument,
or	 do	 they	 seem	 to	 pull	 in	 different	 directions?	 Is	 the	 argument	 internally	 consistent,	 or
does	the	 author	 say	 different	 things—things	 at	 odds	with	 each	 other—in	 different	 places?
The	 second	 set	 of	 questions	 has	 to	 do	with	 the	 nature	 and	 adequacy	 of	 the	 evidence

supporting	 the	 various	 specific	 claims	 that	 are	made.	Does	 the	 evidence,	 assuming	 the
author	 is	 reading	 it	 properly,	 really	prove	what	 the	 author	wants	 you	 to	 think	 it	 proves?	 Is
enough	 evidence	 given	 to	 support	 the	 point	 being	made?	 Is	 that	 point	perhaps	 contradicted
by	 other	 evidence	 you	 have	 seen	 elsewhere,	 including	 evidence	 presented	 in	 other
sections	 of	 the	 same	book	 or	 article?	 To	 answer	 some	 of	 these	 questions,	 you	 naturally
want	 to	 pay	 special	 attention	 to	 the	 footnotes.	Weak	 documentation	is	 always	 a	 bad	 sign.
When	 points	 are	 supported	 by	 a	 good	 deal	 of	 direct	 evidence,	 especially	 archival
evidence	 and	 other	documentary	 evidence,	 your	 opinion	 of	 a	work	 generally	 goes	 up.
When	 a	 particular	 claim	 plays	 a	 key	 role	 in	 the	 general	 argument,	 it	might	make	 sense

to	 check	 the	 references	 given	 to	 back	up	 that	 point.	 You	 normally	 do	 this	 only	 rarely,
when	 you	 have	 some	 doubt	 about	 a	 particular	 claim.	 But	 checking	 sources	 nowadays	is
generally	 not	 hard	 to	 do.	 Even	many	 archival	 sources	 are	 readily	 available	 on	microfilm
or	 in	 some	 electronic	 format.	 But	checking	 references	 can	 be	 very	 eye-opening.	 It	 not	 only
helps	 you	 form	 an	 opinion	 on	 the	 substantive	 issue	 at	 hand	 but	 also	gives	 you	 some	 sense
for	 the	 quality	 of	 the	work	 as	 a	whole.
The	method	 is	 thus	 fairly	 straightforward.	You	 identify	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 argument,	 you	 try

to	 understand	 its	 structure,	 and	you	 then	 try	 to	 see	what	 is	 to	 be	made	 of	 the	 argument	 in
terms	 both	 of	 its	 internal	 logic	 and	 of	 the	 adequacy	 of	 the	 evidence	supporting	 key
specific	 claims.	 But	 getting	 a	 general	 sense	 for	 how	 the	method	works	 is	 just	 a	 beginning.
To	 understand	 how	to	 use	 it,	 you	 need	 to	 see	 how	 in	 practice	 specific	 historical
arguments	 can	 be	 analyzed.

A.J.P.	TAYLOR	AND	THE	ORIGINS	OF	THE	SECOND	WORLD	WAR

A.J.P.	 Taylor’s	The	Origins	 of	 the	 Second	World	War	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	 famous	works
of	 history	 ever	written.	 Even	 today,	more	 than	 forty	 years	 after	 it	 was	 originally
published,	it	 still	 looms	 large	 in	 the	 scholarly	 literature	 on	 the	 origins	 of	 the	war	 of
1939.	 If	 you	 are	 interested	 in	 understanding	what	 led	 to	 that	 conflict,	 this	 book	 is
certainly	 one	 you	would	want	 to	 analyze.
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Taylor’s	 goal	 is	 implicit	 in	 the	 book’s	 title—to	 explain	 the	 origins	 of	 the	 Second	World
War	 or,	more	 precisely,	 as	 he	 himself	points	 out,	 the	 origins	 of	 the	war	 that	 broke	 out	 in
September	 1939.	 So	what,	 according	 to	 Taylor,	 caused	 that	war?	You	 find	the	 answer	 (or
at	 least	 something	 that	 points	 to	 the	 answer)	 at	 the	 very	 end	 of	 the	 book.	 Summing	 up	 his
argument,	 Taylor	says	 in	 that	 concluding	 passage:	 “Such	were	 the	 origins	 of	 the	 second
World	war,	 or	 rather	 of	 the	war	 between	 the	 three	Western	Powers	 over	 the	 settlement	 of
Versailles;	 a	war	which	 had	 been	 implicit	 since	 the	moment	when	 the	 first	war	 ended.”11
What	 does	 he	mean,	 you	wonder,	when	 he	 says	 that	 the	war	was	 over	Versailles?	 Is	 he

implying	 that	 it	 came	 about	 as	 the	 result	of	 an	 attempt	 by	Germany	 to	 throw	 off	 the
constraints	 on	German	 power	 contained	 in	 the	 Treaty	 of	Versailles,	 the	 peace	 treaty
imposed	 on	Germany	 following	 its	 defeat	 in	World	War	 I?	You	 look	 at	 the	 table	 of
contents.	You	 note	 that	 chapter	 4,	 dealing	with	 the	 1933–35	 period,	 is	 called	 “The	 End	 of
Versailles.”	You	 also	 note,	 using	 the	 technique	 of	 paying	 special	 attention	to	 first	 and	 last
sentences,	 that	 the	 very	 next	 chapter,	 the	 one	 that	 deals	with	 1935–36,	 begins	with	 the
sentence:	 “Versailles	was	 dead.”	How	 then	 can	 the	war	 be	 said	 to	 have	 broken	 out	 “over
.	 .	 .	 Versailles”	when	 the	Versailles	 system,	 by	 Taylor’s	own	 account,	 had	 been	 dead	 for
four	 years?
You	might	 be	 puzzled,	 but	 to	 try	 to	 understand	what	 he	 had	 in	mind,	 it	 occurs	 to	 you

that	 it	 would	 probably	make	 sense	 to	see	what	 he	meant	 by	 the	 final	 phrase	 in	 that
passage	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 book,	 a	 phrase	 that	might	 help	 shed	 some	 light	 on	the	 part	 of
the	 sentence	 that	 preceded	 it.	What	 does	 Taylor	mean	 there	 about	 a	 new	war	 being
“implicit	 since	 the	moment	when	the	 first	war	 ended”?	 To	 get	 the	 answer,	 you	 naturally
turn	 to	 the	 first	 chapter	 in	 the	 book,	 the	 chapter	 called	 “The	 Legacy	of	 the	 First	World
War.”	What	 Taylor	 says	 in	 that	 chapter	 allows	 you	 to	 answer	 that	 question.	 “The	 decision
which	 ultimately	led	 to	 the	 second	World	war	was	 taken,”	 he	writes,	 “a	 few	 days	 before
the	 first	war	 ended”	 in	 1918.12 	This	was	 the	 decision	 to	 leave	Germany	 intact.	 “The
armistice	 settled	 the	 question	 of	German	 unity,”	 he	 says,	 “so	 far	 as	the	 first	World	war	 is
concerned.”13 	It	was	 not	 the	 (alleged)	 harshness	 of	 the	Versailles	 peace	 treaty	 of	 1919
that	was	 important.	 “The	most	 important	 thing”	 about	that	 treaty	was	 that	 “it	 was
concluded	with	 a	 united	Germany.”14 	This,	 he	 says,	 “was	 the	 decisive,	 fateful,	 outcome	 of
the	 armistice	 and	 the	 peace	 treaty”—hence	 the	 reference	 to	 the	war	 being	over	Versailles.
It	 was	 important	 because	 it	made	 the	German	 problem	 “more	 acute”:
This	 problem	 was	 not	 German	 aggressiveness	 or	 militarism,	 or	 the	 wickedness	 of	 her	 rulers.	 These,	 even	 if	 they
existed,	 merely	aggravated	 the	 problem;	 or	 perhaps	 actually	 made	 it	 less	 menacing	 by	 provoking	 moral	 resistance	 in
other	 countries.	 The	 essential	problem	 was	 political,	 not	 moral.	 However	 democratic	 and	 pacific	 Germany	 might
become,	 she	 remained	 by	 far	 the	 greatest	 Power	on	 the	 continent	 of	 Europe;	 with	 the	 disappearance	 of	 Russia,	 more
so	 than	 before.	 She	 was	 greatest	 in	 population—65	 million	against	 40	 million	 in	 France,	 the	 only	 other	 substantial
Power.	 Her	 preponderance	 was	 greater	 still	 in	 the	 economic	 resources	of	 coal	 and	 steel	 which	 in	 modern	 times
together	 made	 up	 power.15

So	 there	 it	 is,	 the	 core	 argument	 of	 the	 book.	 “The	 essential	 problem	was	 political,	 not
moral”:	 political	 realities,	 power	 realities,	 played	 the	 key	 role	 in	 shaping	 the	 course	 of
events.	 Taylor’s	 basic	 idea	 here	was	 that	Germany	was	 basically	 such	a	 strong	 country
that,	 if	 things	 developed	 in	 the	 normal	way,	 “nothing	 could	 prevent	 the	Germans	 from
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overshadowing	 Europe,	even	 if	 they	 did	 not	 plan	 to	 do	 so.”16
If	 you’ve	 been	 exposed	 to	 any	 international	 relations	 theory	 at	 all,	 that	 argument	might

have	 a	 familiar	 ring.	 The	 type	 of	regime	Germany	 had,	 according	 to	 Taylor,	was	 not
particularly	 important.	Nor	 did	German	 political	 culture	 count	 for	much.	The	 structure	 of
power	was	 by	 far	 the	most	 important	 factor	 at	work	 in	 international	 politics.	You’ve
probably	 heard	 these	kinds	 of	 arguments	 before.	 If	 so,	 you	would	 probably	 have	 little
trouble	 picking	 up	 the	 fact	 that	 Taylor’s	 interpretation	is	 rooted	 in	 a	 certain	 theory	 of
international	 politics.	And	 that	 implies	 that	 an	 analysis	 of	 his	 argument	 is	 bound	 to	 have
certain	 theoretical	 implications.	 Taylor’s	 interpretation,	 it	 seems,	with	 its	 emphasis	 on
power	 and	 its	minimizing	 of	 everything	else,	 is	 rooted	 in	 a	 realist	 understanding	 of
international	 politics.	An	 analysis	 of	 his	 argument	might	 therefore	 shed	 some	light	 on	 the
sorts	 of	 issues	 associated	with	 that	 general	 approach	 to	 international	 politics.
One	 of	 Taylor’s	 basic	 assumptions	 is	 that	 regime	 type	was	 not	 of	 fundamental

importance.	 Indeed,	 as	 you	 read	 the	 book,	 you	are	 struck	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 Taylor	 argues
explicitly	 that	 it	 did	 not	matter,	 in	 terms	 of	 foreign	 policy,	 that	Germany	was	being	 run	 by
the	Nazis.	You’re	 struck	 by	 this	 argument	 because	 you	 had	 earlier	 absorbed	 the
conventional	 view	 that	 the	 fact	that	Hitler	was	 in	 control	 of	German	 policy	 from	 1933	 on
mattered	 a	 great	 deal.	 But	 in	 Taylor’s	 view	 foreign	 policy	was	 the	one	 sphere	 in	which
Hitler	 “changed	 nothing.”	Hitler’s	 foreign	 policy,	 Taylor	writes,	 “was	 that	 of	 his
predecessors,	 of	 the	professional	 diplomats	 at	 the	 foreign	ministry,	 and	 indeed	 of	 virtually
all	Germans.	Hitler,	 too,	wanted	 to	 free	Germany	 from	the	 restrictions	 of	 the	 peace	 treaty;
to	 restore	 a	 great	German	 army;	 and	 then	 to	make	Germany	 the	 greatest	 power	 in	 Europe
from	 her	 natural	weight.”17 	And	 as	 you	 think	 about	 it—as	 you	 think	 about	 how	 these
claims	 relate	 to	 his	 overall	 argument—you	 quickly	 come	 to	 see	 how	 that	specific	 view
about	Hitler	 is	 linked	 to	 a	 certain	 theory	 of	 how	 international	 politics	works,	 a	 theory	 that
takes	 the	 structure	of	 power	 as	 fundamental.	When	Germany	was	weak,	German	 policy
was	 restrained.	 Even	 Fascist	 dictators,	 Taylor	 points	 out,	would	not	 go	 to	war	 unless	 they
saw	 “a	 chance	 of	winning.”18 	But	 as	Germany	 recovered	 its	 strength,	 opportunities	were
bound	 to	 appear.	 There	was	 no	 need	 for	Hitler	 to	make	 plans,	 and	he	 did	 not	 “make
plans—for	world	 conquest	 or	 for	 anything	 else.”19 	As	 the	 fruit	 ripened	 on	 the	 tree,	 it
would	 basically	 just	 fall	 into	 his	 lap,	with	 only	 the	most	minimal	 effort	 on	 his	 part.	Hitler
himself,	 in	 Taylor’s	 view,	was	 simply	 a	medium	 through	which	 basic	 structural	 changes—
fundamental	 shifts	 in	 the	 structure	of	 power—produced	 their	 effects.	Hitler	 did	 not	 even
have	 to	 be	 aware	 of	what	was	 going	 on.	 “The	 greatest	masters	 of	 statecraft,”	he	writes,
“are	 those	who	 do	 not	 know	what	 they	 are	 doing.”20 	And	 Taylor	 repeatedly	 insists	 that
Hitler	was	 not	 actually	 driving	 the	 course	 of	 events.	 “Despite	 his	 bluster	 and	 violent
talk,”	Hitler	was	 “a	master	 in	 the	 game	 of	waiting.”	He	 did	 not	 “make	 precise	 demands,”
he	 simply	 “announced	 that	 he	was	 dissatisfied;	and	 then	waited	 for	 the	 concessions	 to
pour	 into	 his	 lap,	merely	 holding	 out	 his	 hand	 for	more.”21 	“It	was	 never	Hitler’s
method,”	 he	 says,	 “to	 take	 the	 initiative.	He	 liked	 others	 to	 do	 his	work	 for	 him;	 and	 he
waited	 for	the	 inner	weakening	 of	 the	 European	 system,	 just	 as	 he	 had	waited	 for	 the
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peace	 settlement	 to	 crumble	 of	 itself.”22
You	 thus	 come	 to	 see	 how	 the	 different	 levels	 of	 Taylor’s	 argument	 hang	 together—that

is,	 how	 his	 interpretation	 has	 a	 certain	“architecture.”	Not	 only	 is	 there	 a	 direct
connection	 between	 his	 view	 of	Hitler’s	 role	 and	 his	 general	 theory	 of	 how	 international
politics	works,	 but	 that	 view	 is	 in	 turn	 linked	 to	 his	 interpretation	 of	 a	 series	 of	 specific
episodes	 in	 the	 run-up	 to	 the	war:	 the	Austrian	 and	Czech	 crises	 in	 1938,	 and	 the	German
seizure	 of	 Prague	 and	 the	 Polish	 crisis	 in	 1939.	 In	 the	 chapter	on	 the	Austrian	 crisis,
Taylor	 says	 that	Hitler	was	 not	 forcing	 the	 pace,	 that	 the	Austrian	Nazis	were	 acting	 on
their	 own,	and	 that	 “even	Hitler’s	 orders	 could	 not	 stop”	Nazi	 agitation	 in	Austria.23 	In
the	 chapter	 on	 the	Czech	 crisis,	 Taylor	 says	 that	 the	 ethnic	Germans	 in	 Czechoslovakia,
the	 Sudeten	Nazis,	 generated	 the	problem	 on	 their	 own.	 “Even	more	 than	 in	 the	 case	 of
Austria,”	 he	 says,	 “Hitler	 did	 not	 need	 to	 act.	 Others	would	 do	 his	work	for	 him.	 The
crisis	 over	 Czechoslovakia	was	 provided	 for	Hitler.	 He	merely	 took	 advantage	 of	 it.”24
And	 he	 reiterated	 the	 point,	 in	 perhaps	 even	more	 extreme	 form,	 at	 the	 very	 start	 of	 the
final	 chapter:	 “The	 Sudeten	Nazis,	like	 the	Austrians	 before	 them,	 built	 up	 the	 tension
gradually	without	 guidance	 from	Hitler.”25
So	 you	 see	 the	 architecture	 of	 the	 argument.	 Taylor’s	 basic	 interpretation	 of	 the	 origins

of	 the	war	 is	 supported	 by	 a	 particular	view	 of	Hitler’s	 policy.	 That	 view	 rests	 in	 turn
on	 a	 series	 of	 specific	 claims	 about	German	 policy	 in	 the	 crises	 of	 the	 late	1930s.	 But
those	 specific	 arguments	 need	 to	 be	 backed	 up	 by	 empirical	 evidence.	 By	 examining	 how
well	 the	 evidence	 Taylor	gives	 supports	 his	 specific	 claims,	 you’re	 thus	 not	 just	 assessing
the	 validity	 of	 those	 claims.	 Because	 you	 understand	 the	structure	 of	 the	 argument,	 you’re
also	 assessing	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 general	 interpretation	 they	 support—and,	 indeed,	 you’re
also,	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,	 taking	 your	measure	 of	 the	 general	 theory	 of	 international	 politics
with	which	 that	 general	 interpretation	of	 the	 origins	 of	 the	war	 is	 associated.
How	 then	 can	 key	 specific	 claims	 be	 examined?	 Taylor’s	 claim	 about	 how	 even

“Hitler’s	 orders”	 could	 not	 stop	 the	Austrian	Nazis	 is	 not	 supported	 by	 any	 reference,	 and
the	 absence	 of	 a	 footnote	 raises	 doubts	 in	 your	mind.	You	 realize	 you	 could	 check	this	 by
doing	 some	 very	 targeted	work	 using	 scholarly	 studies	 of	 the	Austrian	 crisis	 and	maybe
also	 by	 doing	 some	 highly	 targeted	research	 in	 the	 published	 documents.	 But	with	 regard
to	 the	Czech	 crisis,	 you	 can	 draw	 conclusions	without	 having	 to	 look	at	 outside	 sources.
Taylor,	 for	 example,	 as	 I	 just	 noted,	 says	 explicitly	 that	 the	 Sudeten	Nazis	 “built	 up	 the
tension	 gradually	without	 guidance	 from	Hitler.”	And	 yet	 Taylor	 himself	 shows—to	 be
sure,	 in	 another	 part	 of	 the	 book—that	Hitler	 played	 a	 very	 active	 role.	On	March	 28,
Taylor	writes,	Hitler	 “received	 the	 Sudeten	 representatives	 and	 appointed	Henlein,	 their
leader,	 his	 ‘viceroy.’	 They	were	to	 negotiate	with	 the	Czechoslovak	 government;	 and,	 in
Henlein’s	words,	 ‘we	must	 always	 demand	 so	much	 that	we	 can	 never	 be	satisfied.’”	 So
by	 Taylor’s	 own	 account,	Hitler	was	 giving	 the	 Sudeten	Nazis	 very	 clear	 guidance.
Indeed,	 Taylor	 himself	 notes	at	 this	 point	 that	Hitler	 “screwed	 up	 the	 tension	 in	 the	 hope
that	 something	would	 give	 somewhere.”26
When	 you	 notice	 contradictions	 of	 this	 sort,	 alarm	 bells	 go	 off.	 There’s	 a	 basic	 problem
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with	 the	 argument.	 It	 seems	 that	the	 author	 is	 trying	 to	 square	 a	 circle.	 The	 argument	 and
the	 evidence	 pull	 in	 opposite	 directions.	And	 because	 of	 the	way	the	 analysis	 has
developed,	 to	 point	 out	 such	 a	 contradiction	 is	 not	 just	 to	 take	 a	 potshot	 at	 the	 book.
Taylor’s	 claim	 about	Hitler’s	 relative	 passivity,	 a	 fundamental	 element	 in	 his	 interpretation
of	 the	 origins	 of	 the	war,	 turns	 on	 his	 account	 of	just	 a	 few	 historical	 episodes.	His
claims	 about	 those	 episodes	 are	 the	 pillars	 on	which	 his	 larger	 argument	 rests.	 If	 those
pillars	 collapse—if	 those	 claims	 are	 discredited	 by	 evidence	 Taylor	 himself	 presents	 in
the	 book—the	 core	 argument	 of	 the	book	 as	 a	whole	 also	 collapses.
And	 you	 can	 hardly	 help	 noticing	 how	Taylor	 contradicts	 himself	 on	 some	 very

fundamental	 issues.	What,	 for	 example,	 does	 Taylor	have	 to	 say	 about	Hitler’s	 basic
goals?	 This	 is	 obviously	 an	 important	 issue	 and	 bears	 directly	 on	 the	 central	 question	 the
book	 is	 concerned	with.	Did	 the	Nazi	 leader,	 according	 to	 Taylor,	 seriously	 intend	 to
carve	 out	 a	 great	 empire	 in	 the	 east	and	 thus	 to	 conduct	 a	 great	war	 of	 conquest	 against
Russia?	 The	main	 thrust	 of	 Taylor’s	 argument	 is	 to	 play	 down	 the	 idea	that	 such	 goals
really	mattered	 in	 terms	 of	 effective	 policy.	Goals	 of	 that	 sort	 are	 dismissed	 as	 “day-
dreams.”27 	Policy,	 in	 Taylor’s	 view,	 is	 shaped	 by	 the	 immediate	 problems	 of	 the	 present,
not	 by	 grandiose	 ambitions	 of	 that	 sort.	 Hitler,	he	 says	 flatly,	 “did	 not	 plan”	 a	war	 against
the	USSR,	 and	 he	 talks	 as	 though	 the	Germans	were	 caught	 by	 surprise	when	 a	war	with
that	 country	 actually	 broke	 out:	 “the	Germans	 had	 to	 improvise	 furiously	when	 they	went
to	war	 against	 Soviet	 Russia	in	 June	 1941.”28 	To	 be	 sure,	 there	was	 violent	 talk,	 but	 it
was	 all	 bluster,	 not	 to	 be	 taken	 at	 face	 value.29 	Evidence	 of	Hitler’s	warlike	 goals	 is
generally	written	 off	with	 one	 argument	 or	 another.30 	In	 every	 crisis	Hitler	was	 simply
aiming	 at	 victory	 in	 a	war	 of	 nerves.31 	His	 ultimate	 goal	was	merely	 to	 “make	Germany
the	 greatest	 power	 in	 Europe	 from	 her	 natural	weight.”32
On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Taylor	 often	 does	 seem	 to	 admit	 that	 there	was	more	 to	German

policy	 than	 that—that	Hitler	was	 pursuing	 a	warlike	 policy	 and	 that	 he	 did	 take	 the	 goal
of	 creating	 a	 great	 empire	 in	 the	 east	 quite	 seriously.	Hitler,	 Taylor	 says,	 “probably
intended	 a	 great	war	of	 conquest	 against	 Soviet	 Russia	 so	 far	 as	 he	 had	 any	 conscious
design.”33 	“Eastern	 expansion,”	 he	writes,	 “was	 the	 primary	 purpose	 of	 his	 policy,	 if	 not
the	 only	 one.”34 	Sometimes	 Taylor	 seems	 to	 think	 that	 the	German	 demand	 for
Lebensraum,	 for	 “living	 space,”	 needs	 to	 be	 taken	 seriously.	He	 says	 that	 the	 argument
about	Lebensraum	was	 “plausible	 enough	 to	 convince	Hitler	 himself.”35 	But	 he	 then	 goes
on	 to	 dismiss	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 demand	 for	Lebensraum	 helped	 bring	 on	 the	war	 by
arguing	 that	 it	made	 little	 economic	 sense.	Lebensraum,	 he	 concludes,	 “did	 not	 drive
Germany	 to	war.	 Rather	war,	 or	 a	warlike	 policy,	 produced	 the	 demand	 for
Lebensraum.”36 	So	 now	 he’s	 admitting	 that	Germany	was	 pursuing	 a	 “warlike	 policy”?
As	 you	 try	 to	 get	 a	 handle	 on	 this	 issue,	 you	 read	 particular	 passages	with	 special	 care,

passages	 that	 relate	 directly	 to	the	 question	 of	 how	warlike	Germany’s	 policy	 actually
was.	At	 one	 point,	 for	 example,	 Taylor	 is	 trying	 to	 refute	 a	 particular	argument	 that
purported	 to	 explain	why	Germany	 supposedly	 pursued	 a	warlike	 policy	 in	 1939.	 The
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argument	 is	 that	 the	Germans	pursued	 an	 aggressive	 policy	 in	 1939	 because	 they	 knew
that	 for	 them	 it	was	 a	 question	 of	 now	 or	 never.	 The	Germans	 knew,	the	 argument	 runs,
that	 as	 the	western	 powers	 rearmed,	Germany’s	 lead	 in	 armaments	would	waste	 away.
Hitler,	 Taylor	 notes,	“himself	 used	 this	 argument,	 but	 only	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 1939	when
already	 committed	 to	 war,”	 but	 this	 he	 says	 is	 not	 to	 be	 taken	 seriously.	Hitler,	 in	 fact,
Taylor	 goes	 on	 to	 say,	 did	 not	 care	 about	 the	military	balance,	 because	 “he	was	 intending
to	 succeed	without	war,	 or	 at	 any	 rate	 only	 with	 a	war	 so	 nominal	 as	 hardly	 to	 be
distinguished	 from	 diplomacy.”	 The	 claim	made	 in	 passing	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the
paragraph,	 about	Hitler	 being	 “committed	 to	war”	 in	 1939,	 has	 thus	 begun	to	 evolve.	 By
the	 end	 of	 the	 paragraph	 the	 evolution	 is	 complete.	 “The	 state	 of	German	 armament	 in
1939,”	 Taylor	writes,	 “gives	the	 decisive	 proof	 that	Hitler	 was	 not	 contemplating
general	 war,	 and	 probably	 not	 intending	war	 at	 all.”37 	What	 is	 important	 here	 is	 not
this	 particular	 argument,	 but	 rather	 the	 series	 of	 claims	 Taylor	makes	 in	 passing,	 the
claims	I	 just	 italicized.	 In	 the	 course	 of	 a	 single	 paragraph,	 he	 goes	 from	 saying	 that
Hitler	was	 “committed	 to	war”	 to	 saying	 that	he	was	 probably	 “not	 intending	war	 at	 all.”
Does	 all	 this	mean	 that	 the	 book	 is	 so	 deeply	 flawed	 that	 it	 is	 a	waste	 of	 time	 even

reading	 it?	 By	 no	means:	 even	with	 all	its	 problems,	 you	 can	 still	 learn	 a	 lot	 by
analyzing	 it	 in	 this	way.	 The	 fundamental	 idea	 that	 in	 the	 inter-war	 period	 the	basic
problem	was	 “political,	 not	moral”	 is	worth	 taking	 quite	 seriously,	 especially	 since	 it	 runs
counter	 to	what	was	 for	many	 years	 the	 conventional	wisdom	 in	 this	 area.	 Taylor
obviously	 took	 it	 too	 far.	He	 got	 himself	 into	 trouble	 because	 he	was	 trying	 too	 hard	 to
be	 clever.	 The	 structural	 theory	 in	 that	 extreme	 form	was	 simply	 incapable	 of	 carrying	 the
load.
And	 indeed	when	 you	 think	 about	 it,	 you	 realize	 that	 a	 structural	 argument	 of	 the	 sort

Taylor	made	 could	 not	 possibly	 explain	the	 origins	 of	 the	 Second	World	War.	 For	 Taylor,
the	war	 of	 1939	was	 implicit	 in	 the	 fact	 that	Germany	 had	 been	 left	 intact	after	World
War	 I.	 The	 idea	 that	Germany	was	 bound	 to	 become	 “the	 greatest	 power	 in	 Europe	 from
her	 natural	weight”	 implied	that	 the	western	 countries	 had	 no	 choice	 ultimately	 but	 to
acquiesce	 in	 a	 resurgence	 of	German	 power.	 It	 implied,	 that	 is,	that	 they	would	 not	 use
the	military	 strength	 they	 had	 at	 the	 time	 to	 keep	German	 power	 limited.	 But	 if	 their
acquiescence	 could	 be	 taken	 as	 given,	why	 then	was	 there	 a	 problem?	 The	 theory	 that
fundamental	 power	 realities	 shape	 the	 course	 of	 international	 politics	might	account	 for
the	 collapse	 of	 the	Versailles	 system.	 It	might	 account	 in	 large	measure	 for	 the	 resurgence
of	Germany	 as	 the	strongest	 country	 in	 Europe.	 But	 if	 the	western	 countries	were	 bound
to	 accept	 those	 basic	 power	 realities,	 how	 could	 that	theory	 possibly	 explain	 the	 coming
of	 the	 Second	World	War?
What	 this	means,	 however,	 is	 just	 that	 the	 theory	 has	 its	 limits.	 It	 does	 not	mean	 that	 it

is	 devoid	 of	 value.	 The	 basic	 idea	that	 international	 life	 is	 to	 be	 understood	 in	 political
and	 not	moral	 terms	 is	 in	 fact	 a	 powerful	 source	 of	 insight.	As	 the	analysis	 of	 the	 Taylor
book	 shows,	 it’s	 obviously	 important	 to	 avoid	 pushing	 that	 idea	 too	 far,	 but	 that	 of	 course
does	 not	mean	 that	 it	 is	 to	 be	 ignored	 entirely.	 The	main	 lesson	 to	 draw	 from	 the	 exercise
is	 that	 in	 doing	 historical	work	 in	 this	area,	 you	 always	 need	 to	 strike	 a	 balance.	 Power
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realities	 are	 of	 fundamental	 importance,	 but	 statecraft	 also	 has	 a	major	impact	 on	 the
course	 of	 events,	 and	 in	 doing	 history	 both	 invariably	 have	 to	 be	 taken	 into	 account.

FRITZ	FISCHER	AND	THE	ORIGINS	OF	THE	FIRST	WORLD	WAR

In	 the	 study	 of	 international	 politics,	 one	 of	 the	most	 basic	 problems	 has	 to	 do	with	 the
relationship	 between	war	 and	 aggression.	People	 often	 talk	 about	wars	 as	 being	 “started”
by	 one	 side	 or	 the	 other.	 But	 do	 you	 really	 need	 an	 aggressor	 to	 have	 a	war,	or	 can	 a
war	 break	 out	 even	 if	 no	major	 power	wants	 one?	Can	war,	 that	 is,	 result	 from	 the	 clash
of	 essentially	 defensive,	status	 quo–oriented	 policies?	 Those	who	 think	 that	war	 is	 not
necessarily	 the	 product	 of	 aggression	 point	 above	 all	 to	 the	coming	 of	war	 in	 1914,	 but
not	 everyone	 agrees	 that	 the	 First	World	War	 broke	 out	 even	 though	 no	 one	 really	wanted
it	 to.	Many	 scholars,	 in	 fact,	 believe	 that	 the	war	 of	 1914	was	 a	war	 of	 aggression	 and,
in	 particular,	 that	 it	 was	 a	war	 of	German	 aggression.	 To	 support	 that	 view,	 the	 scholars
who	 argue	 along	 those	 lines	 generally	 cite	 the	work	 of	 the	German	 historian	Fritz	 Fischer.
Fischer	 is	 said	 to	 have	 shown	 that	Germany	 engineered	 the	war.
To	 get	 at	 this	 very	 important	 issue,	 it	 thus	makes	 sense	 to	 examine	 Fischer’s	work

closely.	 Fischer,	 it	 turns	 out,	 published	two	 long	 books	 dealing	with	 the	 subject,	 first
Germany’s	 Aims	 in	 the	 First	World	War	 (1961)	 and	 then	War	 of	 Illusions	 (1969).	 Each
of	 those	 books	 had	 a	 single	 chapter	 that	 dealt	 directly	with	 the	 July	 crisis	 of	 1914—that
is,	 with	 the	 question	of	 the	 immediate	 origins	 of	 the	war.	 If	 your	 goal	 is	 to	 assess	 the
Fischer	 thesis,	 those	 are	 the	 key	 chapters	 to	 focus	 on,	because	 if	Germany	 actually
engineered	 the	war,	 you’d	 expect	 that	 point	 to	 be	 borne	 out	 by	 a	 close	 study	 of	German
policy	in	 that	 crisis.
Your	 first	 goal	 then	 is	 to	 see	what	 exactly	 Fischer	was	 arguing	 in	 those	 chapters.	Did

he	 actually	 claim	 that	 the	German	 government	deliberately	 engineered	 a	major	 European
war?	 If	 so,	 how	 did	 he	 support	 that	 conclusion?	What	were	 the	 specific	 claims	 on	which
that	 general	 conclusion	 rested?	Are	 those	 claims	 adequately	 supported	 by	 the	 evidence	 he
presents?	With	 those	 questions	in	mind,	 you	 turn	 to	 the	 texts	 and	 begin	 by	 focusing	 on
those	 places	 in	 the	 text	where	 you’d	 expect	 the	 author	 to	 lay	 out	his	 basic	 argument.
By	 looking	 in	 those	 key	 places,	 you	 can	 see	 right	 away	what	 his	 thesis	 is.	 At	 the	 very

end	 of	 the	 first	 part	 of	 the	 chapter	on	 the	 July	 crisis	 in	 the	War	 of	 Illusions	book,
Fischer,	 for	 example,	 refers	 to	 the	 “war	which	 the	German	 politicians	 started	 in	 July
1914,”	 and	 says	 there	 that	 that	war	 “was	 an	 attempt	 to	 defeat	 the	 enemy	 powers	 before
they	 became	 too	 strong,	 and	 to	 realise	Germany’s	 political	 ambitions	which	may	 be
summed	 up	 as	German	 hegemony	 over	 Europe.”38 	In	 the	 first	 sentence	 in	 another	 section
in	 that	 chapter,	 he	 talks	 about	 how	 “the	German	 government	was	 determined	 from	 early
July	 1914	 onwards	 to	 use	 this	 favourable	 opportunity”—that	 is,	 the	 opportunity	 created	 by
the	 assassination	 at	 Sarajevo	 of	Archduke	 Franz	 Ferdinand,	 heir	 to	 the	Austrian	 throne
—“for	 a	war	 against	 France	 and	Russia.”39 	And	 in	 the	 concluding	 paragraph	 of	 the
chapter,	 talking	 about	 the	 period	 in	 early	August	 1914	when	 the	war	 had	 just	 begin,	he
refers	 to	 “the	 plan	 decided	 on	 a	month	 previously	 to	 use	 the	 favourable	 opportunity	 of	 the
murder	 at	 Sarajevo	 for	 the	 start	of	 the	 continental	war	which	Germany	 regarded	 as
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necessary,”	 a	 plan	which	 he	 says	 had	 been	 “carried	 out	 successfully.”40 	In	 an	 earlier
passage,	 he	 had	 also	 alluded	 to	 the	 “decision	 taken	 in	 early	 July	 to	 start	 the	war	 at	 this
moment	 in	 time.”41
Fischer’s	 argument	 here	 is	 thus	 fairly	 precise.	 It	 is	 therefore	 testable.	He	 had	 fleshed

out	 his	 thesis	 by	making	 a	 specific	claim:	 that	 the	German	 government	 had	 actually
decided	 in	 early	 July—that	 is,	 very	 soon	 after	 the	 archduke’s	 assassination—to	 start	 a
continental	war.	 To	 examine	 the	 argument	 supporting	 that	claim,	 you	 therefore	want	 to
focus	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 chapter	 dealing	with	 that	 early	 period	when	 the	 decision	was
supposedly	made.	You	 thus	 turn	 to	 the	 section	 called	 “The	Occasion	 Is	 Propitious—The
First	Week	 in	 July.”	 That	 seven-page	 section	 can	be	 examined	 quite	 closely.	As	 you	 read
it,	 you	want	 to	 approach	 it	 with	 a	 particular	 question	 in	mind:	 does	 Fischer	 really	show
there	 that	 the	Germans	 had	 decided	 at	 that	 point	 on	 a	 plan	 to	 start	 a	war?
So	what	 exactly	 do	 you	 find	when	 you	 examine	 that	 passage	with	 some	 care?	 Fischer

begins	 by	 paraphrasing	 the	 report	 of	 a	 conversation	between	 a	 high	Austrian	 Foreign
Ministry	 official	 and	 the	well-connected	German	 publicist	Viktor	Naumann.	 The	 document
is	presumably	 important	 for	 Fischer’s	 purposes,	 since	 it	 is	 the	 first	 piece	 of	 evidence
presented	 in	 this	 key	 section,	 is	 discussed	at	 length,	 and	 contains	 the	 phrase	 about	 the
occasion	 being	 “propitious,”	which	 Fischer	 had	 used	 as	 the	 title	 of	 the	 section	and	which
related	 to	 a	 key	 element	 of	 his	 argument.	Naumann	 happened	 to	 be	 in	Vienna	when	 the
archduke	was	 assassinated	 on	June	 28,	 and	 he	met	with	 the	Austrian	 official	 a	 couple	 of
days	 later.	 Fischer	 has	Naumann	 picturing	 the	German	 government	as	 ready,	 even	 eager,
for	war.	Naumann	was	 sure,	 Fischer	writes,	 “that	 unlike	 the	 year	 before	 not	 only	 the
military	 but	 also	the	 Foreign	Ministry	 and	 the	 Emperor	 no	 longer	 objected	 to	 a	 preventive
war	 against	 Russia	 and	 that	 public	 opinion	would	moreover	force	 the	 government	 into	 a
war.”	 “In	 the	 Foreign	Ministry,”	 his	 paraphrase	 continues,	 “‘the	moment	 [was	 considered]
propitious	for	 the	 great	 decision.’	Naumann	warned	 that	 if	Austria-Hungary	 failed	 to	 use
this	 opportunity	Germany	would	 drop	Austria	as	 an	 ally.”42
Given	 the	 role	 it	 plays	 in	 Fischer’s	 argument,	 this	 document	might	 be	worth	 checking

out.	You	 can	 see	 from	 a	 footnote	 Fischer	appends	 to	 this	 passage	 that	 the	Naumann
document	was	 published	 in	 a	 volume	 of	 documents	 on	 the	 crisis	 edited	 by	 Imanuel	Geiss.
When	 you	 look	 up	 the	 reference,	 you	 quickly	 discover	 that	 a	 version	 of	 the	Geiss
collection	was	 also	 published	 in	 English	translation,	 and	 it	 turns	 out	 that	 the	 document	 is
included	 in	 that	 collection	 as	well.	 And	when	 you	 read	 it,	 you	 are	 struck	by	 the	 fact	 that
there	 is	 quite	 a	 gap	 between	 Fischer’s	 paraphrase	 and	 the	 text	 of	 the	 document	 itself.
Fischer,	 for	 example,	has	Naumann	 saying	 that	 the	 “Foreign	Ministry	 and	 the	 Emperor	 no
longer	 objected	 to	 a	 preventive	war	 against	 Russia,”	 but	all	 Naumann	 had	 actually	 said
was	 that	 “not	 only	 in	 army	 and	 navy	 circles	 but	 also	 in	 the	 Foreign	Ministry	 the	 idea	 of	 a
preventive	war	 against	 Russia	was	 regarded	with	 less	 disfavour	 than	 a	 year	 ago,”	which
is	 considerably	weaker	 than	 Fischer’s	 paraphrase.	And	Naumann	 had	 not	 said	 anything	 at
all	 about	 the	 emperor’s	 feelings	 about	 preventive	war.
What	 about	Naumann’s	 supposed	 comment	 that	 public	 opinion	would	 “force	 the

government	 into	 a	war”	 against	Russia?	All	Naumann	 had	 said	was	 that	 public	 opinion
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would	 force	 the	 Foreign	Ministry	 to	 support	Austria	 in	 a	 showdown	with	 Serbia,	 which
again	was	 rather	 different	 from	 Fischer’s	 paraphrase.	 The	 phrase	 about	 this	 being	 a
propitious	 time	 for	 the	 “great	decision”	 referred	 in	 context	 to	 the	 Serbian	 issue,	 and	 not,
as	 Fischer	 had	 implied,	 to	 a	 decision	 to	 engineer	 a	 great	 European	war.	 Finally,	 there	 is
Fischer’s	 claim	 that	Naumann	 had	warned	 that	 if	Austria	 did	 not	 act,	 Germany	would
drop	 it	 as	 an	 ally.	Again,	 the	 corresponding	 passage	was	much	weaker.	No	 threat	 of	 that
sort	was	 actually	made.	Naumann	 had	 simply	 remarked	 that	Austria	would	 be	 “finished	 as
a	Monarchy	 and	 as	 a	Great	 Power	 if	 she	 does	 not	 take	 advantage	 of	 the	moment”—a
point	 his	Austrian	interlocutor	 basically	 agreed	with.43
That	 particular	 document	 thus	 scarcely	 proves	 that	 the	German	 leadership	 had	 decided

in	 early	 July	 to	 “use	 the	 favourable	opportunity	 of	 the	murder	 at	 Sarajevo”	 to	 start	 a
European	war.	 The	German	 government,	 it	 was	 clear,	was	 being	made	 to	 appear	more
bellicose	 than	 that	 first	 piece	 of	 evidence	 really	warranted.	Did	 Fischer	 then	 give	 any
other	 evidence	 in	 that	 section	to	 show	 that	 the	Germans	 had	 decided	 at	 that	 specific	 time
to	 provoke	 a	 European	war?	 The	 general	 staff,	 according	 to	 one	report	 he	 cites,	 thought
“it	would	 not	 be	 too	 bad	 if	 there	was	 a	war	 now”;	 according	 to	 another	 report,	 the
military	 authorities	were	 pressing	 for	 “a	war	 now	while	 Russia	 is	 not	 yet	 ready.”44 	But
the	 political	 leadership,	 according	 to	 one	 of	 those	 reports,	 did	 not	 agree:	 the	 emperor	was
said	 to	 be	 “in	 favour	 of	 preserving	the	 peace,”	meaning,	 in	 Fischer’s	 context,	 peace	with
France	 and	Russia.	 But	 Fischer	 says	 that	 that	 account	 of	 the	 emperor’s	views	was
incorrect,	 and	 the	 proof,	 he	 says,	was	 the	 emperor’s	 handwritten	 comment	 on	 a	 report
from	 the	German	 ambassador	in	Vienna:	 “now	 or	 never	 .	 .	 .	 we	must	make	 a	 clean	 sweep
of	 the	 Serbs	 and	 soon.”	 The	 emperor’s	 comment,	 however,	 scarcely	proves	 (as	 Fischer
had	 implied	 both	 here	 and	 in	 his	 use	 of	 the	 phrase	 in	 the	 subtitle	 of	 the	 chapter)	 that	 the
emperor	wanted	a	European	war.	 The	 “now	 or	 never”	 referred	 simply	 to	 a	 showdown
between	Austria	 and	 Serbia,	which	was	 not	 the	 same	 thing	 at	 all.	 And	there	 is	 in	 fact
very	 little	 evidence	 in	 this	 section	 to	 support	 the	 view	 that	 the	German	 government,	 and
especially	 the	German	political	 leadership,	 had	 consciously	 decided	 at	 this	 point	 to
provoke	 a	 European	war.
Does	 Fischer,	 you	 then	wonder,	 present	 compelling	 evidence	 to	 the	 effect	 that	Germany

wanted	 to	 engineer	 a	 general	war	 anywhere	in	 either	 of	 his	 two	 chapters	 on	 the	 July
crisis?	You	 read	 those	 chapters	with	 that	 question	 in	mind.	 In	Germany’s	 Aims,	 he	 does
cite	 one	 document	which	makes	 the	German	 leadership	 appear	 quite	 bellicose—a	 letter	 of
July	 18	 from	 the	German	 foreign	secretary,	 Jagow,	 to	 the	German	 ambassador	 in	 London,
Lichnowsky.	 That	 letter,	 Fischer	 says,	 sums	 up	 the	German	 attitude	 in	the	 crisis	 “in	 a
nutshell.”	 45 	According	 to	 Jagow	 (as	 Fischer	 paraphrases	 the	 document):
The	 struggle	 between	 Teuton	 and	 Slav	 was	 bound	 to	 come	 (a	 thought	 which	 often	 reappeared	 in	 Jagow’s	 utterances	 at
critical	junctures	 during	 the	 war);	 which	 being	 so,	 the	 present	 was	 the	 best	 moment	 for	 Germany,	 for	 “in	 a	 few	 years
Russia	 .	 .	 .	 will	be	 ready.	 Then	 she	 will	 crush	 us	 on	 land	 by	 weight	 of	 numbers,	 and	 she	 will	 have	 her	 Baltic	 fleet
and	 strategic	 railways	 ready.	Our	 group	 meanwhile	 is	 getting	 steadily	 weaker.”46

This	 is	 a	 key	 piece	 of	 evidence.	 The	 letter,	 as	 Fischer	 paraphrases	 it,	 clearly	 suggests
that	 the	German	 political	 leadership	wanted	 to	 engineer	 a	war	with	Russia.	 It’s	 thus
important	 enough	 to	make	 you	want	 to	 read	 the	 text	 of	 the	 letter	 itself.	 But	when	 you	 read
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it	 in	 the	Geiss	 collection,	what	 you	 find	 is	 a	 little	 shocking.	 It	 turns	 out	 that	 Jagow	 had
said	 nothing	 here	about	 a	war	 between	 “Teuton	 and	 Slav”	 being	 unavoidable.	He	 had
merely	 noted	 that	 “the	 feeling	 of	 the	 Slavic	 element	 [in	 Russia]	is	 becoming	more	 and
more	 hostile	 to	Germany,”	which	 again	was	 a	much	weaker	 point.47 	Indeed,	 Jagow’s
point	 in	 talking	 about	 how	 the	military	 balance	was	 shifting	was	 not	 that	 this	would	 be
the	 “best	moment”	to	 provoke	 a	 general	war.	He	was	making	 exactly	 the	 opposite	 point
that	 because	Germany	was	 still	 relatively	 strong,	 Russia	and	 its	 allies	would	 probably
back	 off	 and	 thus	 that	 the	 Serbian	 problem	 could	 be	 brought	 to	 a	 head	without	 provoking
a	 general	war.	 Fischer’s	 paraphrase	 had	 thus	 turned	 the	 Jagow	 argument	 upside-down.
As	 you	 do	 this	 kind	 of	 analysis,	 you	 reach	 the	 conclusion	 that	 there	 is	 very	 little	 direct

evidence	 to	 support	 the	 view	 that	the	German	 government	 had	 consciously	 decided	 to
provoke	 a	 European	war.	 The	 fact	 that	 Fischer	 had	 to	 twist	 the	 evidence	 the	way	 he	 did
is	 in	 itself	 a	 strong	 indicator	 of	 the	weakness	 of	 that	 argument.	 But	 you	 don’t	want	 to	 just
leave	 it	 at	 that,	because	 you	 sense	 that	 something	 else	 is	 going	 on	 here.	 Fischer
repeatedly	 interpreted	 the	 strong	 evidence	 that	Germany	wanted	Austria	 to	move	militarily
against	 Serbia	 as	 evidence	 that	what	Germany	 really	wanted	was	 a	 European	war,	 a	war
with	 France	and	Russia.	 The	 “now	 or	 never”	 about	 a	 showdown	with	 Serbia	 became	 a
“now	 or	 never”	 about	 a	 European	war,	 but	why,	 you	wonder,	did	 he	 conflate	 these	 two
very	 different	 things?	What	 assumption	would	 allow	 him	 to	 go	 from	what	 the	 evidence
showed—namely,	that	 the	Germans	wanted	Austria	 to	 bring	matters	 to	 a	 head	 in	 the
Balkans—to	 the	much	 less	well-established	 point	 that	Germany	was	 really	 trying	 to
engineer	 a	 general	 European	war?
As	 you	 think	 about	what	 it	 takes	 to	 bridge	 that	 gap	 between	 evidence	 and	 conclusion,

you	 realize	 that	 there	 is	 only	 one	 answer.	The	 implicit	 assumption	 had	 to	 be	 that	 the
Germans	 realized	 that	 there	was	 no	way	Austria	 could	 crush	 Serbia	without	 Russian
intervening.	All	 you	 have	 to	 do	 is	make	 that	 assumption	 for	 evidence	 that	 the	Germans
wanted	 a	 showdown	 in	 the	Balkans	 to	become	 evidence	 that	what	 they	 really	wanted	was
a	 European	war.	 So	 you	 ask	 yourself	whether	 Fischer	 ever	 explicitly	makes	this
assumption.	 If	 you	 can	 find	 that	 claim	 expressed	 directly,	 you	would	 expect	 the	 evidence
and	 argument	 supporting	 it	 to	be	 in	 that	 same	 passage.	You	would	 then	 be	 able	 to
examine	 it	 closely	 to	 see	whether	 you	 find	 it	 convincing.
So	 you	 search	 these	 two	 chapters	 for	 a	 passage	where	 that	 argument	 is	 laid	 out,	 and

sure	 enough	 you	 find	 Fischer	 saying	 at	one	 point	 that	 “as	 innumerable	 documents	 show,
Germany	 knew	 that	 Russia	would	 never	 allow	AustriaHungary	 to	 act	 in	 the	Balkans
unopposed.”48 	A	 claim	 of	 that	 sort,	 asserted	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 paragraph,	 is	 in	 effect	 a
promise	 to	 the	 reader	 that	 at	 least	 one	 or	two	 of	 these	 “innumerable	 documents”	will	 be
summarized	 in	 the	 passage	 that	 follows.	 So	 you	 look	 to	 see	what	 does	 follow.	What	 the
evidence	 there	 shows,	 however,	was	 that	 the	Germans	 realized	 European	 complications
were	 possible,	 not	 that	 they	thought	 escalation	would	 be	 inevitable.	 Indeed,	 the	main
document	 cited	 in	 this	 passage—a	 document	 Fischer	 presumably	 considers	important,	 since
he	 gives	 an	 extract	 from	 it	 as	 a	 block	 quotation—begins	with	 Jagow	 saying	 that	 “we	want
to	 localise	 the	 conflict	between	Austria	 and	 Serbia,”	which	 scarcely	 supports	 the	 view
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that	 the	German	 government	 understood	 that	 “localization”	was	a	 political	 impossibility.
And,	 indeed,	 Jagow	 (you	might	 remember)	 had	made	 the	 argument	 that	 localization	was
possible	 in	his	 July	 18	 letter	 to	 Lichnowsky,	 the	 letter	 that	 Fischer	 a	 few	 pages	 earlier
had	 said	 summed	 up	Germany’s	 attitude	 “in	 a	nutshell.”
But	 are	 those	 remarks	 about	 the	 desirability	 of	 localization	 to	 be	 taken	 at	 face	 value?

You	might	wonder	 about	 that,	 and	 you	might	 therefore	want	 to	 dig	more	 deeply	 into	 this
particular	 issue.	 The	Germans	might	 have	 pretended,	 even	 among	 themselves,	to	 believe
that	 localization	was	 possible	while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 realizing	 that	 it	 was	 not.	 The
pretense	might	 have	 served	a	 certain	 political	 or	 psychological	 purpose.	 It	 therefore
makes	 sense	 to	 consider	whether	 it	 was	 a	 simple	 political	 reality	that	 Russia	was	 bound
to	 intervene.	 If	 that	was	 the	 case,	 and	 if	 the	 situation	was	 obvious	 to	 anyone	with	 any
political	 sense,	then,	 regardless	 of	what	 the	Germans	were	 saying	 even	 among	 themselves
at	 the	 time,	 one	might	 reasonably	 conclude	 that	 a	 bellicose	policy	 vis-à-vis	 Serbia	 could
therefore	 be	 taken	 as	 proof	 of	Germany’s	 desire	 to	 provoke	 a	 general	war.
Your	 focus	 thus	 shifts	 to	 the	 question	 of	whether	 Fischer	 gives	 any	 evidence	 bearing	 on

the	 issue	 of	 Russian	 intervention.	With	 that	 question	 in	mind,	 you	 pay	 special	 attention	 to
what	 Fischer	 has	 to	 say	 about	 Russian	 policy,	 and	 you	 note	 that	 he	has	 a	 section	 in	 the
War	 of	 Illusions	 chapter	 dealing	with	Russia.	 It	 turns	 out	 that	 Fischer	 in	 that	 section	 says
in	 passing	 that	 as	 late	 as	 July	 24,	 the	Russians	thought	 that	 Serbia	 should	 be	 advised	 that
“if	Austrian	 troops	 entered	 Serb	 territory	 it	 should	 to	 begin	with	 offer	 no	 resistance	but
withdraw	 its	 troops.”49 	The	Russians	were	 thus	 not	 absolutely	 determined	 to	 go	 to	war	 as
soon	 as	 Serbia	was	 invaded.	You	might	want	 to	 explore	 this	subject	 further	 by	 consulting
other	 accounts	 of	 the	 crisis.	 But,	 for	 your	 present	 purposes,	what	 it	means	 is	 that	 there
was	still	 a	 bit	 of	 softness	 in	 the	Russian	 position	 even	 late	 in	 the	 crisis,	 and	 that	 it
consequently	might	 have	made	 sense	 for	the	Germans	 to	 think	 that	 a	 localized	war	was
not	 out	 of	 the	 question.	 Evidence	 that	 the	Germans	were	 pressing	 for	 a	war	 in	the
Balkans	 thus	 cannot	 be	 taken	 as	 evidence	 that	 the	Germans	were	 really	 trying	 to	 engineer
a	 European	war.
So	 that’s	 how	 the	method	 of	 critical	 analysis	works.	You	 first	 identify	 the	 author’s

general	 thesis.	You	 then	 try	 to	 understand	the	 structure	 of	 the	 argument	 that	 supports	 that
thesis.	 In	 particular,	 you	 try	 to	 see	 how	 general	 conclusions	 rest	 on	more	specific	 claims.
You	 then	 evaluate	 those	 specific	 claims	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 evidence	 that	 the	 author	 gives	 to
support	 them.	 It	is	 all	 very	 straightforward.	Along	 the	way,	 you	 are	 taking	 your	measure
of	 the	 intellectual	 quality	 of	 the	work	 as	 a	whole,	and	when	 you	 find	 someone	 twisting
the	 evidence,	 your	 opinion	 of	 the	work	 plummets.
But	 note	 that	 you’re	 not	 just	 evaluating	 a	 particular	 historical	work.	You’re	 also	 learning

something	 about	 the	 subject	 itself.	In	 this	 case,	 you’ve	 assessed	 a	 particular	 interpretation
of	 the	 coming	 of	 the	 First	World	War.	A	 conclusion	 that	 that	 interpretation	is	 quite	weak
is	 bound	 to	 have	 a	 certain	 bearing	 on	 your	 understanding	 of	 the	 origins	 of	 the	war.	 If
even	 the	most	 famous	exponent	 of	 a	 particular	 interpretation	 is	 not	 able	 to	make	 an
effective	 case,	 then	 you	 have	 to	wonder	whether	 a	 compelling	case	 is	 to	 be	made	 at	 all.
Beyond	 that,	 you	 have	 begun	 to	 reach	 certain	 substantive	 conclusions	 in	 specific	 areas.
You	might	conclude,	 for	 example,	 that	 the	Germans	 probably	 did	 take	 “localization”
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seriously,	 and	 that	 there	was	 some	 basis	 for	 the	hope	 that	Austria	 could	 crush	 Serbia
without	 Russia	 and	 France	 intervening.	 But	 you	 also	 note	 that	 the	Germans	were	willing
to	 run	 the	 risk	 of	 a	 European	war—an	 attitude	 that	was	 rooted	 in	 their	 understanding	 of
the	military	 balance,	 both	what	 it	was	 and	 the	way	 it	 was	 changing	 over	 time.
Conclusions	 of	 that	 sort	 affect	 your	 understanding	 of	 the	war-origins	 question	as	 a	whole.
Because	 of	 the	way	 you’ve	 framed	 the	 analysis—because	 you	 understand	 how	 the	 big
questions	 turn	 on	 relatively	narrow	 issues—the	 conclusions	 you	 reach	 on	 those	 specific
issues	 are	 bound	 to	 have	 a	 certain	 broader	 significance.	 They	may	even	 shed	 some	 light
on	 the	most	 basic	 problem	 in	 the	 study	 of	 international	 politics,	 the	 problem	 of	what
makes	 for	war	 or	for	 a	 stable	 international	 order.

RICHARD	NEUSTADT	AND	THE	SKYBOLT	AFFAIR

As	 you	 do	 historical	work,	 you	 have	 to	 deal	with	 a	whole	 series	 of	 relatively	minor
problems.	You	might,	 for	 example,	 be	 interested	in	 the	 post–Cuban	missile	 crisis	 period.
You	 read	 various	 historical	 accounts	 and	 you	 get	 a	 sense	 for	what	 the	major	 events	of
that	 period	were.	 The	missile	 crisis	was	 settled	 in	 late	October	 1962.	 It	 was	 followed	 by
the	 Skybolt-Nassau	 affair	 of	December	 1962,	 and	 then	 by	 de	Gaulle’s	 veto	 of	 British
admission	 to	 the	 European	Common	Market	 the	 following	month	 and	 by	an	 important
Franco-German	 treaty	 signed	 a	week	 after	 that.	 President	Kennedy’s	 famous	 trip	 to
Germany	 followed	 in	 June	 1963,	and	 the	 nuclear	 test	 ban	 treaty	was	 signed	 in	 July.	When
you	 do	 history,	 you	 try	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 things	 fit	 together.	 So	if	 you	 are	 studying	 this
period,	 you	 have	 to	wonder	 how	 all	 these	 events	 related	 to	 each	 other.	How	 do	 they	 fit
into	 the	 larger	story	 of	what	was	 going	 on	 at	 that	 time?
To	 answer	 those	 questions,	 you	 have	 to	 study	 those	 specific	 episodes	 one	 by	 one.	 In

particular,	 you	 have	 to	 learn	what	 you	can	 about	 the	 Skybolt	 affair.	 If	 you	 proceed	 in	 the
usual	way,	 you	will	 come	 across	 a	 number	 of	 references	 to	 a	 long	 report	on	 the	 Skybolt
affair	 that	 the	 distinguished	 political	 scientist	 Richard	Neustadt	wrote	 for	 President
Kennedy	 in	 1963.	 That,	it	 rapidly	 becomes	 clear,	 is	 the	most	 important	work	 ever	written
on	 the	 subject.	 So	 one	 of	 the	 first	 things	 you	want	 to	 do	is	 to	 analyze	Neustadt’s	 argument
with	 some	 care.
Or	 you	might	 come	 to	 the	Neustadt	 report	 in	 a	 very	 different	way.	 Perhaps	 you’re	 a

political	 scientist	 and	 you’re	 interested	in	 the	 bureaucratic	 politics	 theory	 of	 policy
making—that	 is,	 in	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 state	 is	 a	 congeries	 of	 semiautonomous	bureaucratic
fiefdoms,	 each	 pursuing	 its	 own	 parochial	 interests,	 and	 that	what	 passes	 for	 policy	 is
simply	 the	 outcome	 of	an	 intragov-ernmental	 process	 in	which	 interagency	 conflicts	 are
worked	 out.	 Policy,	 from	 that	 point	 of	 view,	 has	 a	 certain	mindless	 quality.	According	 to
that	 general	 line	 of	 argument,	 rational	 thought—the	 sort	 of	 thinking	 that	 takes	 places	 at	 the
center,	 as	 the	 political	 leadership	 tries	 to	 chart	 a	 course	 in	 line	with	what	 it	 views	 as	 the
country’s	most	 basic	 interests—does	not	 play	 a	 really	 fundamental	 role	 in	 shaping	 policy,
because	 the	 political	 leadership	 does	 not	 really	 dominate	 the	 policy-making	process.
If	 valid,	 the	 bureaucratic	 politics	 theory	would	 have	 all	 kinds	 of	 important	 implications,

not	 just	 for	 political	 scientists	but	 for	 historians	 as	well,	 so	 you	might	 be	 interested	 in
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seeing	 how	 valid	 that	 theory	 is.	 One	 basic	way	 to	 do	 that	 is	 to	assess	 interpretations	 of
specific	 historical	 episodes	 that	 reflect	 the	 bureaucratic	 politics	 point	 of	 view.	 In	 general,
in	assessing	 a	 given	 theory,	 you	want	 to	 do	what	 you	 can	 to	 bring	 it	 down	 to	 earth—to
give	 it	 some	 concrete	 content,	 to	 “translate”	it	 into	 specific	 interpretations	 of	 particular
historical	 episodes—because	 that’s	 the	 only	way	 to	 get	 a	 real	 handle	 on	 it.	But	 defenders
of	 a	 given	 theory	 also	 have	 a	 certain	 interest	 in	 showing	 how	 it	 applies	 to	 the	 real	world
and	 often	 develop	historical	 interpretations	 that	 seem	 to	 support	 that	 theory.	 It	makes
sense,	 therefore,	 to	 focus	 on	 those	 interpretations	and	 especially	 on	 the	 best	 of	 them.	 If	 an
argument	 is	 to	 be	made	 at	 all,	 the	 champions	 of	 a	 theory	 are	 the	 ones	who	 should
presumably	 be	 able	 to	make	 it.	 In	 their	work,	 the	 strongest	 arguments	 are	 presumably	 to
be	 found.
As	 you	 learn	 about	 this	 area	 of	 scholarship—that	 is,	 the	 body	 of	work	 rooted	 in	 the

bureaucratic	 politics	 paradigm—you	 see	references	 to	Neustadt’s	writings	 and	 in
particular	 to	 his	 study	 of	 the	 Skybolt	 affair.	 And	 that	 study,	 you	 quickly	 discover	when
you	 get	 your	 hands	 on	 it,	 is	 an	 exceptionally	 interesting	 piece	 of	work.	 There	 are	many
books	 and	 articles	 that	 interpret	specific	 episodes	 in	 bureaucratic	 politics	 terms,	 but	 the
Neustadt	 report	 really	 stands	 out,	 because	 of	 the	 intelligence	 of	the	 author,	 the	 sharpness
of	 the	 argument,	 and	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 empirical	 evidence	 that	 supports	 it.	 Clearly,	 if	 you
are	interested	 in	 reaching	 an	 opinion	 of	 your	 own	 about	 the	 bureaucratic	 politics	 theory	 of
policy	making,	 this	work	 is	worth	focusing	 on.
But	 no	matter	 how	 you	 come	 to	 the	 topic,	 you	 have	 to	 begin	with	 the	 basics.	What	 is

the	 standard	 account	 of	 the	 Skybolt	 affair?	Skybolt	was	 an	 air-to-surface	 nuclear-tipped
missile	which	 the	Americans	were	 developing	 in	 the	 late	 1950s	 and	 early	 1960s.	The
British	 had	 been	 told	 they	 could	 buy	 the	missile	 if	 production	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 technically
feasible.	 They	wanted	 to	 buy	it	 because	 having	 Skybolt	would	 give	 their	 bomber-based
deterrent	 force,	 threatened	with	 obsolescence	 because	 of	 improving	Soviet	 air	 defenses,	 a
new	 lease	 on	 life.	 The	weapon	 thus	 played	 a	 central	 role	 in	 British	 defense	 planning.	 The
Americans,	however,	 decided	 in	 1962	 to	 cancel	 the	 Skybolt	 program.	 The	 question	 then
was	what	 if	 anything	Britain	would	 be	 offered	 as	a	 substitute.	 The	U.S.	 government,
according	 to	 the	 standard	 interpretation,	was	 not	 very	 forthcoming,	 and	British	 prime
minister	Harold	Macmillan	 decided	 to	 bring	 the	matter	 to	 a	 head	when	 he	met	with
President	Kennedy	 at	Nassau	 in	December	 1962.	At	Nassau,	the	British	were	 angry	 and
defiant.	Macmillan	 demanded	 that	America	 provide	Britain	with	 the	 sea-based	 Polaris
missile,	 one	of	America’s	most	 advanced	weapons,	 as	 a	 substitute	 for	 Skybolt.	 If	America
refused,	 Britain	would	 be	 forced	 to	 go	 ahead	 on	its	 own,	 but	 that	 course,	Macmillan	 said,
“would	 lead	 to	 a	 deep	 rift	 with	 the	United	 States.”50 	Faced	with	 that	 threat,	 the
Americans	 gave	way	 and	 the	British	were	 essentially	 offered	 Polaris	 as	 a	 substitute	 for
Skybolt.
The	 basic	 problem	 here	 is	 to	 explain	why	 events	 had	 taken	 this	 course.	Neustadt’s

answer	was	 laid	 out	 in	 the	 introduction	to	 his	 report.	 “‘Skybolt’	 as	 an	 issue	 between
Washington	 and	 London,”	 he	 says,	was	 caused	 by	 “successive	 failures	 on	 the	 part	of	 busy
persons	 to	 perceive	 and	make	 allowance	 for	 the	 needs	 and	wants	 of	 others:	 failures
among	 ‘Chiefs’	 to	 share	 their	 reasoning	with	 ‘Indians’;	 failures	 among	 Indians	 to	 sense—
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or	 heed—the	 reservations	 of	 their	 Chiefs;	 failures	 among	Americans	 to	 comprehend
restraints	 upon	 contingency-	 planning	 in	 London;	 failures	 among	 Englishmen	 to	 comprehend
imperatives	 of	 budgeting	 in	Washington;	failures	 on	 all	 sides	 to	 consider	 how	A’s	 conduct
might	 tie	 B’s	 tongue.”51 	From	 this	 point	 of	 view,	 the	 showdown	 at	Nassau	was	 not	 rooted
in	 a	 genuine	 political	 conflict—that	 is,	 in	 a	 clash	 between	what	 the	American	 government
wanted	 and	what	 the	British	were	 prepared	 to	 accept.	 It	 came	 about	 instead	 because	 of
the	way	governments	work—that	 is,	 because	 of	 the	way	 large	 bureaucracies	 function.
Policy	 is	 not	 really	 controlled	 from	 the	 center.	In	Neustadt’s	 account,	 you	 note,	 the
president	 plays	 only	 a	minor	 role.	Midlevel	 officials,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 receive	 a	 good
deal	 of	 attention.	 They	make	 sure	 key	 policy	 documents	 contain	 sentences	 in	 line	with
their	 thinking.	 They	 then	 use	 these	documents	 as	 “hunting	 licenses”	 to	 pursue	 their	 own
policy	 objectives.	 They	 even	 issue	 “instructions”	 to	 top	 government	 officials	(like
Secretary	 of	Defense	Robert	McNamara)	 by	 drafting	 documents	 reflecting	 their	 own	 views
and	 then	 getting	 the	 secretary	of	 state	 to	 sign	 off	 on	 them,	 instructions	 you	 can	 tell
Neustadt	 thinks	were	 important	 simply	 because	 he	 spends	 so	much	 time	talking	 about
them.52
This	 basic	 interpretation	 is	 developed	 in	 the	 body	 of	 the	 report.	Why,	Neustadt

wonders,	were	 the	 two	 sides	 unable	 to	 reach	a	mutually	 acceptable	 arrangement	well
before	 the	 issue	 came	 to	 a	 head	 at	 the	Nassau	 conference?	 The	British	 had	 been	warned
that	 Skybolt	might	well	 be	 canceled	 on	November	 8.	 The	 recriminations	 did	 not	 begin
until	 just	 after	McNamara	met	with	 his	British	 counterpart,	 Defence	Minister	 Peter
Thorneycroft,	 in	 London	 on	December	 11.	 The	 two	 sides	 thus	 had	 plenty	 of	 time	to	 agree
on	 a	 substitute	 for	 Skybolt,	 and	 there	was	 no	 fundamental	 political	 obstacle	 to	 an
agreement.	 President	Kennedy	was	by	 no	means	 dead	 set	 against	 giving	 the	British	 an
adequate	 substitute	 for	 Skybolt.	 “He	 himself,”	 as	Neustadt	 notes,	 “had	never	 been
disposed	 to	withhold	 an	 agreement	 on	 POLARIS	 if	 there	were	 no	 other	way	 to	meet	 the
British	 problem.”53 	If	 that	was	Kennedy’s	 attitude,	 the	 two	 sides	 should	 have	 been	 able	 to
work	 out	 some	 kind	 of	 deal	 before	 the	matter	 got	 out	of	 hand.	 The	British	 could	 have
gone	 to	 the	Americans,	made	 their	 concerns	 clear,	 and	 tried	 to	work	 out	 a	 deal.	 Or	 the
Americans	could	 have	 taken	 the	 initiative	 and	 approached	 the	British.	 But	 neither	 side
took	 that	 kind	 of	 action.	Why	 not?
Neustadt’s	 answer	 is	 that	 both	 sides	were	 “immobilized”	 by	 internal	 bureaucratic

pressures.54 	Thorneycroft	 could	 not	 “step	 out”	 onto	 Polaris	 until	 the	Americans	 offered	 it.
If	 he	 had	 done	 so,	 he	would	 have	 come	 across	internally	 as	 favoring	 Polaris	 in	 principle.
He	would	 be	 viewed	 by	 various	 elements	within	 his	 own	 government,	 and	 especially	by
his	 own	 air	 force,	 as	 “selling	 SKYBOLT	 down	 the	 river.”	 That	 course	 of	 action	would	 be
viewed	 as	 “tantamount	 to	 treason”	by	 those	 elements	 in	 the	 bureaucracy.	He	 therefore
“calculated	 that	 POLARIS	must	 be	 brought	 to	 him;	 he	 could	 not	 go	 for	 it.”55 	McNamara,
Neustadt	 says,	 “had	 precisely	 the	 same	 notion	 in	 reverse.”	 In	McNamara’s	 view,	 the
British	 needed	 to	 take	 the	 initiative.	“Rather	 than	 precipitate	 a	 row	with	 his	 associates,”
Neustadt	writes,	 “he	meant	 to	 let	 the	British	 press	 POLARIS	 on	 him.”56 	So	 nothing	was
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done,	 and	when	 the	 two	men	met	 on	December	 11	 and	 Polaris	was	 not	 offered,	 the
British	 exploded.
How	 is	 this	 general	 interpretation	 to	 be	 assessed?	Was	McNamara	 really	 “immobilized”

because	midlevel	 officials	 opposed	 the	policy	 of	 offering	 Polaris	 to	 the	British?	 The
answer	 is	 no,	 and	 the	 point	 emerges	 quite	 clearly	 from	Neustadt’s	 own	 evidence.	When
McNamara	met	 Thorneycroft	 on	December	 11,	 he	 had	 no	 real	 problem	 broaching	 the
issue.	 “Would	 you	 buy	 POLARIS	 systems,”	he	 asked	 the	British	 defence	minister,	 “if	we
could	make	 them	 available?”	And	 as	 for	 the	British,	 it	 is	 also	 quite	 clear,	even	 from	 the
evidence	Neustadt	 himself	 presents,	 that	 Thorneycroft	 also	 had	 no	 trouble	 bringing	 up	 the
possibility	 of	 a	 Polaris	solution.	 The	British	minister,	 according	 to	 his	 own	 account,	 in
fact	 “used	 the	word	 ‘POLARIS’”	 in	 a	November	 9	 telephone	 conversation	with
McNamara.57
So	 neither	 side	was	 held	 back	 in	 any	 really	 fundamental	way	 by	 bureaucratic	 factors.

McNamara,	 to	 be	 sure,	was	 not	 as	 direct	as	 he	might	 have	 been,	 and	 his	 decision	 not	 to
deal	with	 the	 issue	 in	 a	 straightforward	way	might	 have	 led	 to	 certain	 problems	in	 that
meeting	with	 his	 British	 counterpart.	 But	 it	 was	 clear	 enough	 how	 he	wanted	 things	 to	 end
up:	 the	British	would	 get	Polaris,	 and	 although	 the	 force	would	 be	 under	 their	 own
control,	 it	 would	 be	 assigned	 to	NATO.	By	 the	 end	 of	 the	meeting	with	 Thorneycroft,	 the
Americans	 had	 in	 effect	 suggested	 an	 arrangement	 of	 this	 sort,	 an	 arrangement	 that
Thorneycroft	 in	principle	 found	 acceptable.58
But	 if	what	was	 going	 on	 is	 not	 to	 be	 understood	 à	 la	Neustadt	 in	 bureaucratic	 politics

terms,	 then	 that	 suggests	 that	 the	real	 explanation	 lies	 elsewhere.	You	might	 not	 know
what	 that	 explanation	 is,	 but	 the	 very	 fact	 that	 you	 are	 puzzled	 helps	drive	 the	 research
process.	You	 now	 know	more	 precisely	what	 needs	 to	 be	 explained.	You	 have	 thus	 gotten
something	 of	 value	from	 the	 exercise.
The	 point	 is	worth	 stressing	 because	 it	might	 seem	 at	 first	 glance	 that	 the	method	 of

critical	 analysis	 is	 purely	 destructive.	It	 certainly	 does	 give	 you	 a	way	 to	 dissect	 other
people’s	 arguments,	 but	 it’s	 important	 to	 realize	 that	 doing	 so	 is	 not	 an	end	 in	 itself.	 The
method	 has	 to	 be	 viewed	 in	more	 positive	 terms,	 and	 there	 are,	 in	 fact,	 a	 number	 of	ways
in	which	 it	 can	play	 a	 very	 positive	 role.	 For	 one	 thing,	 it	 helps	 you	 see	 how	 to	 separate
the	wheat	 from	 the	 chaff.	You	 come	 to	 see	what	makes	 for	 a	 good	 argument	 and	 thus	 get
a	 sense	 for	 the	 sort	 of	 approach	 you	might	want	 to	 emulate.	You	 also	 see	what	makes	an
argument	 fail—in	 other	words,	 you	 see	 the	 sort	 of	 thing	 you	might	want	 to	 avoid.	Without
any	 conscious	 effort	 on	 your	 part,	certain	 standards	 take	 shape	 in	 your	mind,	 standards
you	 automatically	 internalize	 and	 apply	 to	 your	 own	work.
When	 you	 do	 this	 kind	 of	 analysis,	moreover,	 you	 pay	 special	 attention	 to	 the	 big

issues.	You	 focus	 on	 the	 basic	 argument	and	 try	 to	 understand	why	 it’s	 important—that	 is,
how	 it	 relates	 to	 the	 fundamental	 question	 of	 how	 international	 politics	works.	You	 come
to	 see	 how	 a	 particular	 historical	 argument	 can	 have	 a	 certain	 conceptual	 dimension,	 and
your	 analysis	 of	that	 argument	will	 thus	 often	 give	 you	 some	 insight	 into	 an	 important
conceptual	 issue.	 If	 you’re	 a	 political	 scientist,	 this	point	 is	 of	 obvious	 importance.	 But
historians	 also	 need	 to	 develop	 a	 certain	 conceptual	 framework	 in	 order	 to	 do	 their	work,
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and	 that	 framework	more	 or	 less	 automatically	 takes	 shape	when	 they	 do	 this	 kind	 of
analysis.	And	 beyond	 that,	 reading	 texts	critically,	 as	 I	 said	 before,	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 an
efficient	way	 to	 absorb	 important	 factual	 information.	 Things	 stick	 in	 your	mind	when	 you
see	 the	 role	 they	 play	 in	 the	 elaboration	 and	 analysis	 of	 arguments.	 Those	 same	 things
often	 do	 not	 register	when	 you	 are	 just	 gliding	 along	 the	 surface	 of	 a	 text	 in	 the	 usual
passive	way.
All	 these	 things	 are	 important,	 but	 the	 real	 reason	 this	method	 is	worth	mastering	 is	 that

it	 enables	 you	 to	 develop	 your	own	 understanding	 of	what	was	 going	 on	 in	 a	 particular
historical	 period	 and	 to	 do	 so	 in	 a	 very	 efficient	way.	 By	 grappling	with	 other	 people’s
arguments,	 you	 can	 penetrate	 to	 the	 heart	 of	 a	 historical	 problem.	You’re	 then	 in	 a
position	 to	 tackle	it	 head	 on	 and	 possibly	 even	 answer	 it.	 The	method	 is	 thus	 a	 source	 of
empowerment.	 It	 puts	 you	 in	 the	 driver’s	 seat.	 You	no	 longer	 have	 to	 accept	what	 other
people	 say	 on	 faith.	 In	 principle,	 and	 perhaps	 even	 in	 practice,	 you	 can	 decide	 these
historical	 issues	 for	 yourself.
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