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Excerpts from The World at War
by Georg Brandes
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"Neutrality. An Open Letter to Georges Clemen�eau"
'
(February 28, 1915).
Dear Friend:
Your remark about the Danes, that they are a nation without pride,
has made bad blood in this country and has wounded me personally.
A writer of your rank should refrain from derogatory expressions
about a whole nation, especially since such generalisations never
hit the truth, no more than one strikes a butterfly with a club. You
doubtless remember Renan's words on the subject.
You attack Denmark's neutrality in the bitterest and most offensive
terms. You ascribe it-since the country cannot have forgotten the
mutilation Germany submitted it to-to fear and cupidity. I, who, if
I may say so, cannot be well suspected of any desire to enrich myself
by it, would consider Denmark's participation in the war as madness.
Through your paper, which I read, I know you feel that Denmark
ought to declare war on Germany. As long as there is a grain of sense
left in a Danish government, this will not happen.
No Dane who lived through 1864 could ever forget that Denmark
then lost two-fifths of its territory; nor that Prussia and Austria
stripped us not only of the territory which, from a national if not
from a political point of view, they may have had some right to, but
in North Schleswig annexed territory absolutely Danish in language,
character, and feeling. We have not forgotten, either, that the promise
of 1866, by which the Danes of North Schleswig were to be given the
opportunity of becoming Danish again, was never kept. And we have
(with deeper interest and a more quickened feeling than the French)
witnessed the German regime's increasing and incessant persecution
of Danish language and spirit in North Schleswig.
Nevertheless, some of us still retain a fragment of political insight,
and they would regard a Danish declaration of war on Germany as
sheer madness. The war of 1864 was not declared by Denmark; it was
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accepted because Denmark's nai'.ve and misplaced confidence in an
English promise to the effect that Denmark in case of war would not
stand alone.
If proof of modem statesmen's political negligence and lack of
foresight is desired, the attitude of France and England during the
war of 1864 is a fertile study. France, then dominated by Napoleon III,
believed she was pursuing a wise policy in supporting Prussia, hoping
naively that Bismarck might sometime do her a good turn therefor;
and England, without the slightest protest, allowed Prussia to acquire
the port of Kiel. If to-day Denmark has neither a fleet capable of
offensive action nor a boundary which can be defended, this is due to
England's and France's attitude in 1864. If attacked, Denmark would
of course be obliged to defend herself as best she can. But she is quite
unable to take the offensive.
The few Danes who have tried to enrich themselves during the
war without regard to the country's weal or its repute abroad have
been punished officially by the law and unofficially by public opinion.
They do not deserve the slightest notice, and the Danish people should
not be blamed for their unscrupulousness.
Dear Friend! Your articles against Denmark have, it seems to me,
sometimes had a personal sting. Once you said it was characteristic
that I had not spoken of the war in a private letter to you. You spoke of
this publicly, designated me clearly even though you did not mention
my name. I received numerous letters from France. If I wrote you
briefly it was simply in order to save your time and mine. In your
article: 'Reflections on Neutrals,' there is also a passage which many
think refers to me. It speaks of one of the 'most celebrated thinkers'
in that Scandinavian country which has suffered most from German
brutality. A Russian journalist repeated to you certain remarks which
the thinker in question is supposed to have made about Germany,
Belgium, and Denmark, and you take the thinker to task these secondhand, verbal remarks.
Would that you could read Danish and not always be obliged to
rely on second-hand judgments! Besieged as I have been since the
beginning of the war by foreign and also Russian journalists, I have
had but one thought, and that was to keep away from them. Even as
influential a writer as Novoje Vremja's correspondent has knocked at
my door in vain. I have never said a word of what the Danish thinker
in your article is supposed to have said, and I feel sure that no other
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thinker, answering to the description, would ever have expressed
himself as affirmed by you.
The warm friendship which has bound us for many years,
and which, from my side, has never been broken, makes me wish to
answer you briefly and clearly, as one would answer a friend and a
man who hates futilities and circumlocutions. I know your love of
truth and your highmindedness. If you have expressed yourself
inconsiderately about Denmark, it is simply because you do not know
our language and are not familiar with our conditions.

In old friendship, G.B.

"Reply to Georges Clemenc;eau" (March, 1915)
When the war broke out Denmark declared herself neutral,
and a proclamation from the King, calling upon the population to
refrain from any demonstration which would increase the difficulties
of the Danish government, was posted on the street comers. If this
request was addressed to the average citizen and the nameless Danes
in Europe and America, it had special reference to the few who are
generally known and who in the eyes of the foreigner are looked
upon as representing the people. Not for an instant did I doubt that I,
personally, must obey the command.
Added to this was a factor which I referred to in a private letter
to you, but without such details as one would give when writing for
publication. You did not quite grasp the sense of it. Allow me here to
remark incidentally that according to my lights and also according
to English customs, it is not good form to lay before the public any
part of private letters written in entire confidence and trust. I do not
owe the public an explanation for the reasons I have for my reserved
position.
You seem to imply that it was of importance to me to have my
brother [Edvard Brandes] retain his ministerial portfolio. Personally I
have not the slightest interest in whether my brother remains cabinet
minister or not. He has been minister before, and he may become one
again later. What had importance in my eyes, however, was not to
create difficulties for the Danish Government (i.e., for the moment
Denmark). The most trifling act could do so, and create confusion
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abroad. And this might happen very easily as my brother and I have
the same name. It might be thought that I was speaking for my brother,
or that he shared my views.
When you say that a minister's portfolio in Denmark is of little
consequence compared with Louvain, Dinant, Reims, I most heartily
agree with you, and your suggestion would have struck home if by
protesting I could have prevented the destruction of these cities or
a renewal of the bombardments. Of course the German actions were
outrageous; but if I were to protest against every injustice that I
witness I should never do anything else. That I am no timorous or
prudent person, afraid of raising my voice when I believe my words
can be of assistance or prevent injustice or cruelty, I have proved a
hundred times over; and if you knew my writings as I know yours,
you would not accuse me of the one thing which does not apply to
me. A single example: As a friend of humanity, you protested against
the massacres of the Armenians by the Turks and the Kurds. You
protested in print and in France. I, however, protested as a speaker in
1913 in Berlin and in German, when the German Government was the
ally and defender of Turkey.
Regarding Denmark and Schleswig, I have expressed my opinions
so frequently (they may be found in my collected works), that I cannot
very well be accused of trying to get away from what I have said.
Neither have I ever retracted a single word of what I may have
said to you at our annual meetings in Karlsbad, as you seem to infer.
Allow me, however, to remark that we last met there in 1909. At that
time the European situation, such as it is to-day, could scarcely be
imagined, let alone discussed.
My open letter to you dwelt on one point only. You had called the
Danes "a nation without pride" - an insulting word which you now
try to glass over but which was the cause of my protest. Imagine any
one calling the French such a thing! Your articles contained a few other
disparaging remarks about the Danes. It was impossible for me to
consider a phrase such as: ils se terrent dans leur trou (they hide in their
holes), except as a hint that Denmark ought to declare war. You made
it seem as if the Danes lacked moral courage in not declaring war on
Germany. And you repeatedly dwelt on the pitiable figure the Danes
would cut at the peace negotiations when they would ask the Allies
for the restitution of the Duchies (Holstein, Schleswig, Lauenburg).
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This remark alone shows that you have no idea of Danish
conditions. No Danish person with any political insight entertains
such a wish or would make such a demand. Denmark does not wish
to acquire a population which would be annexed under protest only,
and which would become Danish only by force since its majority
is German speaking and German spirited. What the Danes have
demanded since 1864 is the restitution of the Danish-speaking and
Danish.'..thinking population of Schleswig. But we would gain nothing
by the restitution of even this province if we were to obtain it by
humiliating Germany. For the simple reason that Germany would then
seize the first and best occasion to avenge herself and deprive us of it.
This Denmark could not prevent. The possession of Danish Schleswig
can be secured only by peaceful negotiations with Germany.
It must also be admitted that one must possess an object before
being able to dispose of it. So far Germany rules in North Schleswignot the Allies. Imagination runs riot in belligerent countries . .French
and German papers refer to what they intend to do quite as if they
had already obtained that which they hope for. The belligerents are
all optimists. But the spectator may look upon the struggle in a more
doubtful light, especially as events seem to confirm his pessimism. I,
for my part, am not sanguine. I do not for a moment imagine that this
is to be the last war or even a decisive one.
Your letter ends-in a not quite friendly way-by putting me
through a cross examination. I am not fond of inquisitions, even when
clothed in civil forms, and I scarcely ever reply to the questions which
European papers often address to me.
The purpose of your cross examination seems to be to reveal my
underhandedness to the French people, and your questions remind
me of the saying that a wise man can ask more questions than seven
ordinary mortals can answer.
There are very few problems in the world which can be answered
by an absolute "yes" or "no," unless one is allowed to state the
questions oneself; for the way the problem is set, determines the
answer.
I have expressed my sympathy for France so many thousand
times, both in words and in writing, that not a clear-minded person
can doubt it. My sympathy for Belgium's frightful and undeserved
fate does not spring from the fact that as the inhabitant of a small,
neutral country, I regret that neutrality, even guaranteed, cannot be
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assured, but from the fact that I have a beating heart. My entire moral
makeup makes me want Belgium and France freed from the enemy.
Since you insist, I must admit, however, that upon this occasion,
as otherwise in life, I do not give myself over to longings nor to
prayers to higher powers. I examine conditions and try to understand
them. When you ask me who is in the right, you simplify matters so
that I cannot follow you. I wish, for instance, the French all luck and
success; but I would consider it a great blow to civilization if Russia
were to stand with the palms of victory in her hands. It would mean
strengthening reaction in Russia and would fill with despair any lover
of liberty for peoples or individuals.
To you the whole problem seems simple and clear. Right, truth,
liberty on one side; injustice, oppression, barbarism on the other. If
I have disappointed you so keenly, it is, perhaps, because unlike the
schoolmaster in Renan's Caliban, my name is not "Simplicon."
The appalling part of a war like this is that it kills all love of truth.
France and England are obliged to gloss over the Russian Government's
ignominious dealings in Finland, its treatment of Poland, which it
promised to reunite, and where it begins by announcing that Galicia
is not Polish but old Russian territory, while it tears down Ruthenian
signs in Lemberg and puts Russian ones on their place. In the same
way Germany explains away the atrocities committed by German
troops. Bedier's pamphlet on the atrocities is treated as a philological
essay; the inaccuracies of the translation are discussed while the
accusations regarding the atrocities are ignored.
All belligerent nations appear to be in good faith. Not one doubts
for an instant that its cause is the just one and deserving of victory.
All hope for victory and are confident of winning. Perhaps even the
governments are in good faith, to a certain extent.
I for my part look upon the increasing national hatred that is
splitting Europe as a sign of an immense reaction. You want me to
look forward to the Allies' victory. The problem is too complex. I
could, as I say, not rejoice at Russia's victory and still less at Japan's.
Not that I have any prejudices or any feeling against Japan. I admire
the great qualities of the Japanese, whose form of religion, to begin
with, is much superior to that of Europeans. But the Japanese, who
are racially kin to the Chinese, will probably as a result of such victory
eventually dominate the white race, after having wrenched away all
its Asiatic colonies. And as Japan's culture is not founded on Greece
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and Rome like ours but is different and foreign to ours, I would
consider such an issue intensely tragic.
You will cry: "And you would expect good results from an
Austro-German victory!" Not for a moment. The organisation
of which Germans are so proud has been obtained by crushing
individualism, which is essential and precious to me, and their unity
has been obtained by oppressing the Danes and the French who are
now obliged to fight and bleed for a state to which they belong against
their will. The Prussian Government has shown that nothing is to be
hoped from it. The Reichstag during a recent session refused to amend
the exceptional laws governing annexed territory just as it refused to
amend the medieval electoral laws of the Prussian Diet.
But what if neither side were to win a decisive victory? Suppose
that all these horrors lead to nothing but a partie remise as every
indication seems to show?
In regard to England I look upon her in the same light as one of
Great Britain's ablest men, E.D. Morel, very popular in France, where
I have heard him speak. He has a French mother and an English father
and is therefore half French. Be it said to his honour that he lost his
seat in Parliament because at a time when no one cares for anything
but flattery, he dared speak the truth, and stated that certain high
officials had not told Parliament the truth regarding the origin of the
war, for which every country blames its opponent.
I should like to bring this discussion between two men equally
intent on seeking truth, back to one fundamental question.
In my opinion, statesmen are not inspired by ethical considerations
but by political expediency. Even if they speak in the name of morality
and assure us that they are fighting to further ethical issues their object
is not moral but political advantage. In fact, I am inclined to think that
as the world is constituted to-day, it is their duty to be inspired by
political and not ethical motives.
When France conquers Morocco the object is not moral but
political. When England and Russia divide Persia between them,
their object is not moral-the action itself is, indeed, highly immoral.
I look upon the German invasion of Belgium in the same way-as
an outrageous injustice-a political expedient. The two are often
synonymous. As this move had been long foreseen, however, and
discussed in the military periodicals of many nations, foreseen even
by a layman like myself (who spoke of it in lectures in February,
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1914), one is less surprised that it occurred than that France had not
prepared the slightest defence. The English recently presented King
Albert with a beautiful book, to which prominent English authors and
many foreigners contributed. Would rather they had prevented the
fall of Antwerp!
You, my dear Clemenc;eau, have turned this quite objective
discussion into such a personal issue that I feel obliged to add a few
words as to my personal feelings.
I am indebted to Germany because, when forty years ago, I was
obliged to leave my country for five years' exile, she welcomed me
with the greatest hospitality and never let me feel I was a stranger.
German opinion turned against me only when I protested regarding
Schleswig. Since then it has been rather unfavourable to me.
I am still more indebted to England, where I have been received
as in no other country, and where I have been met with the greatest
kindness and cordiality. I could not forget or go back on England
without being guilty of the vilest ingratitude.
I am most of all indebted to France, however. For my whole
education is French. Although I have sought and culled knowledge
in many places, everywhere I could, the form in which it has been
absorbed, my intellectual processes, that is, my entire mentality, I owe
to France. In no country have I lived as willingly. I do not lack feeling,
as you infer that I do, nor is it true, as you advance, that I do not care
what happens to France. My entire sympathy is with her. I believe you
are the only one of my French friends who has ever doubted it.
But I wish to state that I have a very high regard for the writer's
calling. If he is not truth's ordained priest he is only fit to be thrown on
the scrap heap. The writer dare not, in order to ingratiate himself with
a people or class, even with his own people, go back on his ideals,
no matter how unpopular they may be, nor let down on them, nor
pretend that he sees them realized where they may be only hazily
guessed. It is not the writer's duty to speak at all times in order to
remain in the public eye. It is not his business to applaud, protest,
condole, when he knows his words have neither weight nor influence.
He must remain silent where silence is golden. And if he speaks,
he must look truth in the face, --that same truth which is smothered
by stupidity in times of peace, and drowned by the thunder of cannon
in times of war.
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"Will this be the last war?" (August, 1915)
The three Scandinavian countries are forcedly neutral. Any
participation in the war would jeopardise their national existence, and
no compensation could be offered for such a risk. But they do not look
upon the war from the same angle.
Norway, because of her old relations and sympathies with
England and France, is most drawn to the Allies. Yet a few Norwegian
intellectuals, whose books are published in Germany, have placed
themselves passionately on Germany's side.
As Sweden fears Russia -with reason, for Russia abolished the
Finnish constitution and flooded Sweden with Russian spies-the
Swedish upper classes are pro-German to a certain extent.
It is self-evident that Denmark must maintain an absolute
neutrality. The distance between Kiel and Danish territory is covered in
two hours, and we could have the German fleet outside of Copenhagen
within two hours after a declaration of war. Denmark could not
provoke a power like Germany without committing suicide. Half a
century ago Denmark was assailed by the united forces of Austria and
Germany, and resisted a whole year without the slightest assistance
from any European Power. This example (quite superfluous, it is
true) shows the incredible short-sightedness of English and French
diplomats who, without protesting in any way, allowed Germany to
acquire the port of Kiel and to annex two-fifths of Denmark's territory.
Since that time these provinces have been ruled as the Germans rule
all conquered territories. Danish must not be spoken in churches or
schools; Danish colours must not be displayed, not even in women's
clothes; expulsions and vexations are the order of the day. For years
parents were deprived of their children if the little ones were brought
up in the respect of Denmark and Danish traditions. The Reichstag
has voted appropriations for buying up Danish land in Schleswig,
and Polish land in Posen. Young Schleswigers are obliged to fight and
bleed in the German ranks for a fatherland in which they are treated
like outcasts.
For weighty reasons, therefore, Denmark cannot sympathise with
Germany. Yet Germany's organization inspires respect. If, beyond
this, Danish intellectuals are not unreservedly for the Allies, the
reason is simply that they cannot look upon the Allies as forming one
solid block. In spite of all attempts to gloss over the differences in the
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nations of the Entente, the neutral observer cannot regard them as
imbued with identical ideals.
For it is absolutely impossible for a human being who knows
something besides what he reads in the papers, or for any one who
has travelled, studied or acquired some knowledge of European
conditions, to sympathise with England, France, and Russia at the same
time. The very things which inspire his feeling for England and France
make him turn away from Russia - and vice versa. The reactionary
and conservative elements throughout the world -those who hate
democracy and worship autocracy, not enlightened autocracy, but the
insidious, dark one- naturally hope for Russia's victory. On the other
hand, all who value constitutional liberty, humane government and
real enlightenment sympathise with France and England.
But only those who have been blinded by national fanaticism can
sympathise with both the East and the West. The very elements for
which Germany is hated are even more exaggerated in Russia-the
East- while Germany, on the other hand, has many of the attributes
which impel one to sympathise with the West-England and France.
Of course ignorance and falsehood have formed an alliance to
explain away the Russia Government's most hideous crimes, just as
Germany's violations of law and justice are painted as something
absolutely unheard of, the like of which no civilised power has
ever been guilty of. Such explanations impress only those who
are as ignorant as new born babes (although it is not to be denied
that the majority in most countries undoubtedly are in this state of
semi-intentional ignorance). The sound sense of the masses and
their intuitive conception of right have never been anything but a
democratic legend.
For the masses believe, as a rule, every lie that is cleverly
presented to them. They believe, as "eye witnesses" claim to have
seen, a Russian army passing through England in September, 1914.
They believe what a few Danes insist they saw, Belgian children in
Copenhagen, with their hands cut off. Of course there were no such
children in Copenhagen. The English minister, J.F. Matthews (Baptist
Church, Sheffield), declared from the pulpit in March, 1915, that a
Belgian girl whose nose had been cut off and whose body had been
ripped open by the Germans, had now recovered and was living in
Sheffield. The whole affair proved to be a flight of imagination, but it
was given general credence.
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The affair may be classes with the telegraphic report that Kaiser
Wilhelm decorated the Almighty with the Iron Cross as reward for
His invaluable assistance in Belgium, Northern France, and in East
Prussia.
To a certain extent the European press is not entirely to blame. No
one is allowed to speak the truth about the political situation.
The belligerents-none of them-allow truth to find expression.
Every time Truth tries to rise out of her well, an ever-vigilant censor
immediately ducks her head under water again. Truth is smothered
as one smothers an unwelcome kitten. The object of the censorship
is to prevent the publication of any material which might convey
information to the enemy. But it has another mission: that of stifling
criticism of the army or the Administration, no matter how justified
they may be, and to present everything in a rosy light to the native
reader.
Even in small neutral countries laws have been passed to prevent
the publication of remarks which might imperil neutrality by
offending a belligerent country.
The United States constituting a great power, beyond reach, and
in no danger of attack, is the only country where a neutral writer can
say what he believes to be true.
I witnessed the War of 1870-71. I was in France and Italy at the
time and read the French papers carefully. They never spoke the truth,
of course. The truth was too sad. One of the duties of the press was
to infuse confidence into public opinion and to stimulate it during
reverses. Finally, however, part of the truth leaked out, and the losses
had to be admitted. But all the articles were characterised by one
phrase, "At least we may be consoled by the thought that this is the
last war."
Since then there have been a dozen bloody wars, and now the
worst of them all has lasted a year. And still the imbecile refrain rings
in article after article, in all countries, "At least there is consolation in
the thought that this will be the last war."
That is to say, from next year on humanity will change its very
nature. Its boundless stupidity will become reason; its unlimited
ferocity will tum into gentle and peaceful good will.
The Germans deny the atrocities in Belgium; the Russians deny
the atrocities in East Prussia; the Austrians deny the atrocities in
Serbia.
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Even if many reports of the atrocities may be imaginary or
exaggerated - and this has been proved - there is enough left. And I,
for my part, do not doubt the brutality of all sides. I know the Germans
are civilised, the Russians good-natured, the Austrians smart. But war
brutalises every one. If murder of the so-called enemy is made the
order of the day and the destruction of his cities and fields a holy duty,
then all the worst instincts are given free reign everywhere. From
under the varnish of civilisation the cave man rushes forth, and his
status is that of the Stone Age.
A pessimist once remarked that humanity is "a gang of brutes."
He was mistaken. Humanity is divided into a series of different gangs,
all fighting each other, and each one trying to beat the others.
As this motive is never admitted, all nations purport to be fighting
for ideals. Each of the warring parties is fighting for right, truth,
order, or liberty. Even a despotic country like Russia is fighting for
liberty, even for the liberty of Poland, which it has systematically and
relentlessly crushed by means of the most ingenious tortures during
the last half century.
In short, every state proclaims the high ideals it is fighting for. All
without exception are fighting for their own defence-to protect right;
their right.
Of course they do not feel impelled to make right prevail. My
country, right or wrong! suffices. Each nation fights for itself. In these
days when patriotism is praised as the highest virtue, the scorn of
world citizenship is the object of deepest scorn.
In the lulls between wars, humanity imagines it is at peace at
last and that no more wars will arise. Humanity does not want and
does not dare to look truth in the eyes. If war breaks out, in spite of
optimistic assertions, humanity reacts and cries that after this war
justice and peace will reign. Every war is to be the last war.
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