History 202: The Origins of the First World War

Spring 2000

Trachtenberg

Assignment No. 2:  The Fischer Thesis

Readings: Nos. 11-15 in the bulkpack.  The paper, due in class on February 15, will focus on the chapters on the July Crisis in two books by Fritz Fischer: Germany's Aims in the First World War and War of Illusions (nos. 11 and 13 in the bulkpack). Your paper (5-7 pp.) will be a concise analysis of Fischer's argument in those chapters.  In your analysis, please answer the following questions in essay form:

(a) What is Fischer's basic argument in the second of the two Fischer chapters? How—very briefly—does it differ from the argument he makes in the first of the two chapters? Where exactly in the second chapter do you find that basic argument spelled out? Give precise quotations and page references to prove that you have summarized his argument correctly. (Hint: remember what I said about titles of chapters and sections, and ends of chapters and sections.)

(b) This general argument rests on a number of key claims.  One of them is a claim about when fundamental decisions relating to the coming of the war were made?  Where (i.e., in what section) would you expect to find the most direct proof of this claim? Looking at that section, does Fischer give evidence that adequately supports his claim?  Pay special attention to items 14 and 15 in the bulkpack. What role does that evidence play in supporting Fischer’s basic argument here? Does Fischer use this evidence correctly in that section?  (Note: in reading 14, the marginal comments were written by the Kaiser.)

(c) What is Fischer's argument about the role of the shifting military balance in German calculations about whether to have a war in 1914? Take a look at the Jagow to Lichnowsky document (item 12 in the bulkpack). What role does this document play in this part of Fischer’s argument about whether Germany wanted a war?  Does he paraphrase the document accurately?

(d) Another key claim relates to the issue of “localization.”  If Germany was pushing Austria to settle accounts with Serbia, does that fact in itself mean that Germany wanted a European war?  What additional assumption do you need to go from that premise to Fischer’s basic claim in War of Illusions about Germany’s role in the origins of the war?  Does he make that assumption anywhere in either of these two chapters?  Where exactly?  Does he support it with adequate evidence in the passage that follows? How does Fischer himself characterize the Jagow to Lichnowsky document?  Does he view Jagow’s views as representative of Germany policy?  Does the evidence in that document support or contradict his claims in this area?

(e) What conclusion, therefore, do you draw about how well Fischer has made his basic case?

