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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

THESE eight lectures are directly related to the nine preceding lectures in From Symptom to Reality In Modern History* (CW 185) and the twelve following lectures in The Challenge of the Times† (CW 186). The contemporary historical background is formed by the revolutionary turmoil in Russia, the defeat of the Central Powers, the collapse of Austria-Hungary, the abdication of the Austrian Emperor Karl, the revolution of 9 November 1918 in Berlin—as a result of which the German Emperor Wilhelm II also abdicated—and the armistice negotiations that led to the Armistice of Compiègne on 11 November.


 

* Rudolf Steiner Press 2015.

† Anthroposophic Press 1979. (New edition in preparation by SteinerBooks.)



INTRODUCTION

WHEN Rudolf Steiner gave these lectures in November 1918, the First World War had only just come to an end. There was widespread social and political revolutionary turmoil in Europe and beyond. Steiner himself had long actively involved himself in the events of his time, moving both in prominent artistic and bohemian circles as well as among the working class, for example when he taught at the Workers’ Educational School in Berlin in the early years of the twentieth century. He was well aware of the implications of the social upheavals of his time.

At the same time he was developing his ideas on the social question. These were eventually to lead to his concept of threefolding, reforms for a healthy social order which Steiner went as far as to present to the German and Austrian administrations in 1917 through connections he had in an effort to make a positive contribution to bringing the war to an end and, looking ahead, steering its aftermath in a constructive direction.

It is against this background that these lectures should be seen. Although they start with his reflections on the deeper underlying causes of the war, they expand from there to an examination of the social and political conditions of the time, with an analysis of the thinking of Karl Marx and others, and looking at the class structure of society.

Particularly with regard to Marxist thinking, Steiner emphasizes, while praising the astuteness of Marx’s analysis, that a materialistic view of history is not enough for an understanding of the processes that are influencing events; rather, as he puts it, he is striving for a deeper spiritual-scientific, anthroposophical point-of-view, both with regard to the destiny of nations and as far as the social question is concerned.


In this context it is a recurring theme throughout these lectures that Steiner emphasizes the necessity of learning to distinguish between truth—which he also describes as a devotion to reality—illusions and lies. People love to live in illusions, he says, and in a striking image he adds that it is very easy to find the bridge from illusion into the realm of untruth over the narrow gulf that lies between illusions and untruths.

Steiner was speaking about obtaining a real understanding of the causes that led to the war, but also of the drivers that underlay the social upheavals of the time. However, a century on from the time when Steiner was speaking—with the increasing artificial intelligence-driven blurring of reality, illusion and powerful untruths in the real and online worlds—his words appear singularly prescient from a present-day perspective.

Steiner also argues that it is too simplistic to assign guilt for the war solely to Germany and to think that there was a powerful German government directing events. On the contrary, in excoriating language Steiner criticizes the utter incompetence, uselessness and dithering of the leading figures both in Germany and Austria-Hungary, from their emperors down, as being incapable of taking any sort of coherent action. In this sense, the title of historian Christopher Clark’s book about the causes of the First World War, The Sleepwalkers, describes more accurately how Steiner saw the competing big powers in Europe sliding into war.

The First World War was not inevitable, Steiner maintains, but failures of leadership and the actions of particular interests led Germany and Austria-Hungary to sleepwalk into war. Neither Germany nor Austria had any real war aims, and there was no objective as to what was to be achieved with the war. Decisions thus devolved to the army command which acted out of strategic military considerations, as a military command would, on the basis of decades of planning that was cumbersome and incapable of change. There was no overarching political goal, no political idea in central Europe.

What there was, on the other hand, he argues, were corporate and financial interests behind the scenes which sought to exploit and thought they could control the antagonisms and political crises for their own ends, which then slipped out of their control. In this sense we might paraphrase Steiner as there being the corporate and financial capture of politics. And by that he also meant the competing economic interests of the British and German empires.

In this context, discussing the social struggles of his time between the proletariat, which only had its labour power, and the entrepreneurial bourgeoisie as the exploitative owners of the means of production, Steiner describes imperialism as the ultimate form of entrepreneurship, representing a consolidation from the individual through the company or corporation to, ultimately, the state.

Steiner does not spare the bourgeoisie in his critique of the social conditions of his time. He is very critical of its superficial understanding about the proletariat, as well as its patriarchal attitude. Interestingly in this context, he points out that he is well placed to understand proletarian thinking, having emerged from the proletariat himself. He emphasizes the need to engage with the thinking of the proletariat in the language it is using—to meet the proletariat where it is rather than where the entrepreneurial class would like it to be—something which the bourgeoisie had signally failed to do, let alone understand.

There may be differences of view, but you have at minimum to be able to speak a common language. And that possibility does not exist, Steiner says, due to the obduracy and superficial nature of bourgeois attitudes. Here he also very unfavourably compares the emptiness of conventional academic discourse with the sharpness of Marx’s thinking. Worst of all, the bourgeoisie has no insight at all into its own attitudes.

The theme of an economic struggle for supremacy is a thread that runs through these lectures. In this sense the battle between the Anglo-American sphere and central European influences was in essence no different on a global scale to the conflict between the entrepreneurial bourgeoisie and the proletariat on the factory floor. As Steiner puts it, the two camps are economically distinct, in that it was becoming more and more apparent that the English-speaking populace geographically and historically represented a kind of entrepreneurship as its ruling element, which in one way or another defeated the other world—central Europe, eastern Europe, the proletariat. Just as entrepreneurs and workers faced each other in the modern factory, so in the world, the entrepreneurship of the old Entente with America and the proletariat in the defeated powers faced each other.

Steiner’s prediction of the rise of the Anglo-American economic way of thinking (‘World dominance is passing into the hands of the English-speaking empires’), has indeed come to pass with the increasingly unfettered free-market, neoliberal political and economic ideology that came to dominate, particularly in the United States and Britain, towards the end of the twentieth century. This contrasts with the social market economic model of continental European countries with its greater emphasis on social policies and workers’ rights, such as employee representation on the boards of companies, for example.

This dominance of western neoliberal thinking was well illustrated with the fall of the Iron Curtain at the turn of the 1990s when the civil society movements that had driven that change in the countries newly released from Soviet dominance sought alternative economic models both to communism and western capitalism. Yet neoliberalism nevertheless quickly managed to establish itself, even if couched in the language of freedom. Once again, the words of Steiner in the early years of the last century are strikingly relevant today when, albeit in a slightly different context, he says, ‘“Freedom of nations” sounds better than saying: We need a market in the east of Europe, because where there is production, there must be consumption.’ And with regard to economic and financial interests seeking to exploit the course of events and determine government action, as raised by Steiner in talking about the First World War, today the influence of multinational corporations and financial institutions on government is greater than ever—and often not particularly veiled.

In these lectures, Rudolf Steiner warns against being taken in by misinformation or indeed disinformation that seeks to corrupt judgement, to blur reality and thus truth. Everyone should have their eyes open and follow events with an alert consciousness and without prejudice. Those words apply as much today as they did then.

Christian von Arnim

August 2026



FIRST LECTURE

DORNACH, 9 NOVEMBER 1918

IT is quite plausible, probably to you as well, that at this moment all sorts of significant things are taking shape that will have an impact on European development,1 that decisive changes are imminent, so to speak. This may perhaps be a justification if today we discuss episodically and at the same time—I must emphasize this, it is absolutely not possible to do otherwise in view of the development of the times—aphoristically and retrospectively some of what is connected with what has brought about the present catastrophic events. We will certainly try—because it is appropriate within our anthroposophical movement—to use what I will have to say as a kind of sum of aphoristic historical remarks, in order to then perhaps already tomorrow tie in more far-reaching spiritual scientific, spiritual scientific-historical considerations. However, it cannot be taken for granted that each of you will have the documents at your disposal for a wider perspective, insofar as it can be gained from spiritual-scientific fundamentals, the actual, outwardly manifest documents, and therefore I would like to discuss some of these actual documents with you here today without any assumptions. It is also necessary for a feeling to develop that humanity will gradually have no inner right to sleepily pass over contemporary events and allow what is happening just to happen, but the other feeling must assert itself in our age of the development of the consciousness soul, that everyone should have their eyes open and at least follow the events that are happening with an alert consciousness, without prejudice. It is only natural that not everyone is in a position to make use of such knowledge in some way. But none of us can know when they might be called upon, on a small or large scale, to advise on or influence this or that, for which they will need open-minded, unbiased knowledge of events.

Now, however, much of what is currently recent history will quickly become outdated in the context of the rest of historical development; some of what are the most recent, significant events will be of little relevance to the further course of even the external history of humanity in the civilized world. Nevertheless, in the future it will be necessary to approach what is happening with open eyes and alert awareness. Therefore, it will certainly be beneficial, in order to gain a feeling, a sense of how we should approach such events, to follow some of the past events.

By way of introduction, I would just like to say that in the course of the time during which these catastrophic events have been outwardly visible, clearly visible even to the sleepy ones, in the form of the so-called war of the last four and a half years, I have spoken many a word to you, in this or that direction, to shed light on this or that. And that is why I would like to say by way of introduction that now, when decisive facts are unfolding, even if they do not bring about a conclusion—I would certainly not want to evoke the belief that we are on the verge of a conclusion—but when facts that are in a certain sense decisive for the assessment of the whole situation are unfolding, I would like to emphasize explicitly at this moment that I occupy exactly the same position with regard to the illumination of events that I occupied at the beginning of the outbreak of the so-called war catastrophe. For one of the most significant facts that humanity has been able to observe over the last few years is this: how infinitely strongly, how immeasurably strongly it has been possible to corrupt human judgement on all sides, to lead this human judgement down wrong paths, and in particular to lead it down wrong paths by constantly endeavouring from various sides to draw the principles of judgement, the directions of judgement, out of erroneous corners. You see, over the years, judgements have been made coming from a wide variety of spheres of interest. After all, every so-called nation had its own sphere of interest and made judgements with more or less, mostly with less knowledge of the facts that happened. And authoritative bodies, at least questionably authoritative bodies—but we might say: where have others been in the last four and a half years?—often fed and often used the wrong direction, in which these judgements were moving, to achieve one thing or another.

Above all, from the outbreak of this so-called war up to the present day, the so-called question of guilt2 in these events has always played a great role from the most different points of view, one could say, from the most different interests. In the judgements people made here and there, this so-called question of guilt played an important role. But we cannot say that this so-called question of guilt played any kind of beneficial role. It is precisely this question of guilt and the way in which this question of guilt has guided public judgement that has had such a tremendously corrupting effect on people’s intellectual and moral judgement. And infinitely much will have to be made good, and will only be able to be made good by means of spiritual science, if the corruption that has occurred over the entire civilized world in terms of intellectual and moral distortion of judgement is to be put right again, even to some extent. Here, we cannot omit to emphasize one thing. Among the many judgements that have been made are those that have been made in so-called good faith, even if not always with a real conscience, with a real conscience that is aware of its responsibility towards the word. These are such that have been made in so-called good faith, also on the basis of what was known at the time, so that no accusation should be made against one or the other direction of judgement. But above all, the course of events itself will not initially have a decorrupting effect on the judgement. The course of events is perhaps more likely to influence judgements in an unfavourable sense, and it would be appropriate for an anthroposophically oriented spiritual movement in particular to correct some things in itself and in others simply by moving the whole level of judgement, the whole level of evaluation, out of those spheres in which judgements about the whole world have been made so far and putting them in a completely different light.

Above all, it is a question of the fact that, favoured by the course of events, a large number of people will now certainly agree with those who can say: We have always said that the European Central Powers started a war without being provoked in any way. The Central Powers must be blamed. Well, steering the judgement in this direction doesn’t make the slightest bit of sense when compared to the real facts. And if we wanted to start from the immediate—I am now talking about an immediate—question of guilt, we would certainly not be able to deal with the question from the point of view I have just touched on if we were to make a fair judgement. The question: Were the Central Powers to blame for the outbreak of this war?—this question in reality has no serious meaning at all. And if we oppose it, we oppose it mainly because taking the judgement in this direction has no actual tangible content or meaning.

It makes no sense at all in the face of the facts, which must by all means be made public, to talk about the Central Powers wanting to wage a pre-emptive war, that a so-called pre-emptive war was to be waged. This view, which would mean that the Central Powers would have said: the war must come at some point, then it would come under less favourable conditions for us, so we’d better start it earlier, because then we’ll have a certain advantage—this view doesn’t make the slightest sense in the face of the facts. There can be no question of reaching a judgement on the situation if the judgement is steered in this direction. In such a case, it really is a matter of looking the facts in the eye without prejudice. And here, of course—and I’m doing this aphoristically today—we have to point out details, details that are serious as symptoms. Of course, I can’t go all the way back to Adam and Eve. You are always tempted to do this, so to speak, when you give a historical account to convey something. Nevertheless, I can’t go all the way back to Adam and Eve. I will only say a few things to begin with and extend my observations over a short period of time.

It is a kind of disposition of our aphoristic considerations that the starting point, I would like to say the basic impulse for this so-called war came from the ultimatum fabricated in Austria and sent to Serbia.3 It may therefore be a good idea to link the historical symptoms to this starting point of the so-called warlike events under consideration. Well, it is precisely this starting point that leads back to the seventies of the nineteenth century. One cannot look at what happened between the former Austria and Serbia without going back to the so-called occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary in 1878. This occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary in 1878 signified the introduction of a certain Austrian policy, which actually led in its further course to what can be called the Austro-Serbian ultimatum. After all, the so-called Berlin Congress had emerged from the turmoil in Europe caused by the Russo-Turkish War4 in the seventies. And this Berlin Congress,5 among other acts, primarily also under the influence of the English policy of the time, gave Austria the mandate to occupy Bosnia and Herzegovina for the time being.

Basically, much of what has happened in the Balkans is connected to this occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary. The question must therefore be asked: How did it actually come about that Austria could be induced to occupy Bosnia and Herzegovina? It even has something to do with the causes of the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish war. Balkan Slavic peoples border Austria-Hungary to the south-east. But Austria-Hungary itself has a Slavic population towards the south-east. It has the southern Slavs, it has the Croats, it has the Slavonians, who, especially the latter, the Croats and Slavonians, feel very close to the Serbs. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, which until the seventies were in a somewhat dubious but nevertheless subordinate relationship with Turkey, the Slavic and Turkish populations were mixed up. Unrest arose,6 which at first seemed to the European world to be unrest directed against the rule of the Turks. Of course, I would have to go into much more detail if I wanted to do more than provide an outline, but I just want to sketch a few things out for you. Now it is interesting to learn how this unrest, the final suppression of which was to consist specifically in the occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina by Austria, actually came about. The way in which this unrest came about is of extraordinary significance in terms of contemporary history.

If the Herzegovinians and the inhabitants of Bosnia, the Bosniaks, had been left to their own destiny at that time, it is unlikely that unrest would have broken out that would have particularly alarmed Europe. But such things were often, you could say, fabricated under the old regime, which is not just the old regime in this place, but was basically the old regime over the whole civilized world until now, such unrest was often fabricated under the old regime. Certainly, unrest had broken out among the Bosniaks and the Herzegovinians; they were not happy with Turkish rule. But if they had been left to their own devices, this would not actually have needed to cause external turmoil or unrest in Europe. What happened, however, certainly took place at the instigation of numerous meetings held in Vienna by generals and junior generals of various nations, especially Slavic ones. For those who mainly took part in the insurrection which preceded the Turco-Russian war in those provinces in question were mostly people from neighbouring Austria and Dalmatia,7 that is, Dalmatians and Dalmatian-Austrian Montenegrins who were sent to Bosnia and Herzegovina. Things were twisted from Vienna in such a way that the Dalmatian population was sent over to neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, causing concern. The necessary ammunition and war material was also transported through the numerous passes. At that time, the government behaved in such a way that, in order to appear vindicated in the eyes of Europe, it set up gendarmes at a pass to intercept some person who happened to be travelling through the pass to Bosnia with a little ammunition, at the same time as people were sent over from Dalmatia and also from Trieste and allowed to pass quietly through other passes with ammunition and war material.

Then the unrest was staged, and the corresponding stock market telegrams kept being sent from Trieste to Europe about the course of this terrible unrest. And when the journalists from the Neue Freie Presse—as you know, journalists don’t just want to interview great personalities, but also events—came over, they were shown the events. They were positioned in a place where it was possible to present large rebellious masses, many more than had been sent there. But that’s how it was organized, you see—I’m drawing the layout [he draws]—the good journalists are standing here, and the insurgents are passing by here. But it was arranged in such a way—you know, like in the theatre: they go out this way and come back that way—that they were led past three times. This is how such a world-shaking uprising was staged! Of course—the journalists were able to state the enormous numbers they had seen there—what else could the European public, which does not believe in authority but does believe in newspapers, do but know that there are enormous numbers of insurgents and that something had to happen?

Well, things then led to military involvement, led to the Berlin Congress. So then Austria-Hungary was given the mandate to establish order in these provinces, where everything is so turbulent, where there is always the fear of unrest breaking out. And it was not delegated with annexation—it was already a time when people could not bring themselves to make radical decisions—but with occupation. It’s a half or quarter thing. This was the beginning of something that, in a certain sense, came about with a certain necessity in central Europe as a result of the previous differences that had broken out between the central European population, the north German population and Austria, the southern German states in 1866, and which had led to a certain tendency in Berlin politics to push Austria as a Habsburg Empire more to the east, to the Slavic side. And believe me, a man like me, who was right in the middle of it, just when the crucial feelings of the Germans in Austria were developing about these events, he knows how to talk about this matter in an unbiased way, now after so many years, I can almost say decades. The point was that as a side effect of the Habsburg Empire being driven over to the Slavic east, it was necessary to accept that the Germans of Austria were being pushed up against the wall. This was of course in the spirit and style of Berlin politics, again because there cannot be two empires in central Europe with a decidedly German colouring; that is why Austria was to be given a more Slavic colouring.

However, this created certain preconditions which actually, if they had been channelled in a healthy way, would have been suitable, would have been extraordinarily suitable, to turn this so-called Danube Monarchy into a European entity with a great mission. One could think of nothing better than if, in this tendency to slowly drive the Habsburg Monarchy eastwards, to push the Austrian Germans against the wall—but they would have been able to set themselves their own task—if a proper mission had been decanted into this framework, which thus arose as a result, at the right moment in world history. It is fair to say that this would have been of tremendous importance not only for Europe, but for the entire civilized world. Because there was good material in this part of Europe. Because the following must not be disregarded. The Germans of Austria themselves are so predisposed—I have already pointed out some of their characteristics8 recently—that any imperialist impulse is as far removed from them as possible. It is perhaps not even too much to say, if people thought to hold a vote on it, not just on the word but on what imperialism is as an impulse: you would truly find very few people among the real German-Austrian population who have any notion that you might turn to such a thing. That’s why this German-Austrian population fought tooth and nail against the occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which, however much of a sham it may have been, nevertheless represented a kind of paroxysm for an Austrian imperialist policy that was actually a historical impossibility, because Austria is not of such a nature that it could ever have developed an imperialist policy out of its own nature. This German-Austrian population lived, as I said the other day, corrupted by clericalism, in many respects a kind of plant existence. But out of this plant existence there is the possibility that strong individualities will develop. And it is true that not a little spirituality has developed in individualities from these German areas of Austria, even at the time when German Austria was pushed up against the wall by Germany because the Habsburg Empire was to be made Slavic.

Now we must not forget that within this territory, however, there is an extraordinarily strong chauvinist element that bears the specific character of chauvinism: this is the Magyar element, which has always sought to realize its chauvinism in the most ruthless way and has also known how to do so. This has always been a very bad addition, and would also have been if the Austrian framework had somehow been filled with a mission. But then the most diverse Slavs, the most diverse Slavic population, must be considered for Austria, and this Slavic population of Austria has not in the least had any imperialistic policy in its disposition during the time in question for the preparation of the present catastrophic events, in which it has certainly played a very large part. The Slavic population, including the Polish part of the Austro-Slav population, was completely removed from any kind of imperialist policy. And I shall always remember the speech which Otto Hausner,9 the then Polish Liberal deputy, made in 1879 against the occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, precisely from the standpoint of condemning an imperialist policy.

What the Slavs were doing in Austria was actually always essentially a national—that’s the bad thing about it—but a national cultural policy. By cultivating their nationality, not in a chauvinistic way—that is what distinguishes them, or at least always distinguished them, from the Magyars—they wanted to advance as peoples, to develop as peoples what lies in their disposition. If it had been possible to unite in a mission everything that was there in the dispositions of the various peoples of Austria and that was encompassed by the framework of Austria, then something truly great and significant could have emerged. For the Slav population of Austria was never inclined to enter into any kind of confederation with the Slav population of Russia, not even at the beginning of this military world catastrophe. The Slav population of Austria, perhaps with the exception of the Poles, who would like to have their own unified empire, but the other Slav population of Austria was, without a doubt, not at all pro-Russian long into this time of war—this time of war has different phases that are not yet taken into account and differentiated. What the Slav population of Austria wanted, as expressed by their leaders, was precisely a Slav cultural policy of the Austro-Slav peoples, perhaps with some extension beyond the Balkan Slavs, but directed in a pronounced way against Tsarism. Certainly, individual phenomena deviate from this, but that is not what matters on the whole; but that is basically why the rapid and great turn of the Austrian Slavs towards Russia only happened with the fall of Tsarism. The fall of Tsarism had a tremendously decisive effect on Austria, because the Slavs of Austria could never have been united with a Tsarist Russia, in their sympathies I mean, and that was what mattered; because the Czechoslovak question became one of the most important in the whole course of events.

Now in Austria they didn’t understand how to see all this and unite it into one mission, and that was Austria’s tragic fate. This was not understood at all. Now, of course, there was a great ferment among the Slav population of Austria, which aimed to realize what I have just indicated: liberation of the Slavs as a nation so that they could develop their talents freely within the framework of Austria. Instead of a great cultural mission, in Austria under the influence of the power politics of the House of Habsburg and under clericalism all this was unfortunately forced into a policy which Moriz Benedikt10 has not unjustly called a ‘state policy’. You can’t really call it anything else. It is a policy that is such a hodgepodge of a sloppy soldier organization, even sloppier bureaucratism, a pedantism that is not quite perfect but also tends towards sloppiness, and so on.

That’s mainly the element of which I was able to say the other day: it was part of what really didn’t concern a person. But we must not forget: such fermentations, which then know no territorial boundaries, are material for future events. Is it not true that if somewhere, let us say, among the Czechs, there is ferment, if they want something there, then some great powers may, so to speak, compete for the sympathies of such a national community—also for the real sympathies which then lead to something. Great powers that have no business there seize such territory. This creates unnatural conditions in the world. So in the example I have chosen, the Czechs sympathize with a great power that they hope will further their aspirations, with a great power with which they could not otherwise develop any sympathy at all. As a result, with these preconditions in place, there are numerous opportunities for those who are clever, for those who understand politics in the old sense, to rummage around if they want one thing or another. Fuel for conflict is created, which can then be utilized. Well, the long-serving Austrian prime minister Count Taaffe,11 who was charged with bringing about a so-called policy of reconciliation between the different peoples of Austria, has himself described the basic character of his own policy as ‘muddling along’. Well, it’s perhaps difficult to translate, ‘to muddle along’; so perhaps it means continuing in such a sloppy way without forming an idea of how to proceed. You do, do, do until the cart grinds to a halt. ‘Muddling along’ is what Count Taaffe called what was at the heart of his own policy. Then others came to replace Count Taaffe, but they continued to muddle along. They always looked at reconciliation as on one occasion granting one nationality a university, on another occasion granting the other nationality some national committee or something, founding a bank or something like that. In doing so, they caused even more confusion among the nationalities and alienated them from a real mission that could have been found and would have been understood if only it had really been delivered.

And so it went until the unfortunate year 1914 approached. It cannot even be said that this assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand12 was much more than an external trigger for what was then issued as a so-called ultimatum by Austria-Hungary to Serbia. This is because things had long since passed the stage where events such as those that have now occurred were directly decided by the existence of these or those antagonisms. These or those antagonisms were only used to achieve far different things. Now, to answer the question: Did anyone in Austria want the war that then came?—we would be taking the question in completely the wrong direction if we wanted to accuse one or the other of Austria’s peoples, or even if we wanted to accuse the Austrian government. For the Austrian government in 1914: an emperor well over eighty years old, no longer able to think,13 who really did not care about waging a war; a foreign minister, Count Berchtold, who was incapable to the point of pathological incompe-tence,14 who was probably suited to be pushed this way or that, but who could not be presumed to have had the initiative to unleash any kind of war. And those who surrounded him as creatures, especially in his immediate office, were certainly not very suitable for igniting the war either. So anyone looking for blame for this war within the Austrian government or within the Hofburg in Vienna is actually pointing the question in the wrong direction, because such incompetence does not decide on wars. I am not saying this out of any emotion, nor am I saying it to judge anything, but as a summary of facts.

But you must not forget something else. After all, you can still look in other directions. We must be clear that in the background of everything that has happened in recent years there was a possibility of war, a possibility of war that could develop in a variety of directions. And this possibility of war lies, I would say, in a historical development itself. I have often spoken about it here.15 It simply lies in the fact that the English-speaking population of the world is striving for world hegemony based on certain premises. This is a fact that must be accepted as a fact. But the truth is, not all people who are not part of the endeavour for world hegemony are completely passive in the face of such a fact, but they have all kinds of aspirations, and many things can happen as a result. So that simply through the existence of English imperialism, which has developed more and more visibly in the twentieth century in particular, a whole host of opportunities for war have naturally arisen. These possibilities of war were for those people, who needed wars, of course always something that could be used. Now the situation for Austria was that there were financial circles in Vienna and Austria who would have liked to have been able to help their economy through a war for several years and who were interested in bringing about a war. And it can be said that it is of course incredibly easy for the Entente governments to prove that they did not cause the war. Nothing easier than that, but it doesn’t mean much, because that’s not what it’s about. The real instigators of war at that time in particular were not the rulers on any soil, but the powers behind them. A year ago, I spoke at length here about significant powers that were now fully behind it.16 But then again, there were the forward positions, and these were essentially financial circles and entrepreneurs, big business circles.

Now these big business circles could use all kinds of differences and disharmonies that existed to steer world history in their direction, so to speak. Of course, there were also such consortia in Vienna. They were actually the driving forces there. I wouldn’t even like to investigate the origin of such consortia. Such consortia do not even have to be from their own country, they can be from elsewhere. But territorially there were certainly such consortia. In a certain sense, they were the driving forces. And since it was always possible to utilize what was fermenting in the Slav population of both Austria and the wider East, and the entire non-existent mission of Austria could be utilized, it was of course possible for anyone to exploit such existing tendencies if they wanted to contribute to bringing about any kind of war. It is certainly true that among the driving forces that made it possible for this war catastrophe to find the expression it did, the distinctions and aspirations of the Slavic peoples of Austria and the East were very, very strongly involved, but basically only as objects that were used, as something that was utilized.

If we want to consider who gave the next push, they are actually basically financial powers, capital powers, less in the usual sense than major capital powers, founding capital powers and the like. That was what stood behind it. Of course, they have been dominant in contemporary humanity for decades. More than anyone who is asleep can believe, the international financial world, the world of founders on a large scale, is behind the events of the last few decades. You see, the powers I have spoken of here, they in turn used the financial world, but the financial world delivered the next pushes. And this world of finance was also the source of what had already existed in Austria as a spark for years. So they pushed. A favourable time had come for the possibility that financial powers that were very clear about their profit opportunities, but otherwise very, very much fishing in murky waters, could come to some sort of arrangement. A favourable time had come. And the way in which this catastrophe came about shows that an extraordinarily favourable time had arrived for these powers. They also knew how to make the most of this favourable time. You just have to think about what it means when it is possible to set the machinery of entire empires in motion in order to achieve something purely commercial. Such things have been in preparation for a long time in recent times, and the timing was particularly favourable at the outbreak of our military catastrophe. A lot of things have been stirred up that were lying in the depths of the nations, but you can’t really think of anything more diabolically ingenious than this exploitation of the global economy by international financial powers in recent decades.

You see, the power of the central European empires and actually also of the Russian Empire—for England, not the power of the empire but the power of finance—has actually gradually become impotent. The empires actually meant nothing special, nothing that brought about decisions in the course of world history. Decisions in the course of world history were brought about by the transactions of the great capital powers, the international great capital powers, which used the empires as instruments. And for this purpose, the global economy was extraordinarily favourable just as 1914 was approaching. Austria gradually came to be merely the instrument of financial consortia. But also Germany, so-called Germany, came to be only the instrument of financial consortia. This was brought about by the fact that an old gentleman was sitting on the so-called throne in Austria, who was actually barely able to take in what was going on around him, who no longer knew what was going on around him, who could be persuaded to do anything that was made outwardly plausible to him; that only through these conditions, as I have described them to you, through this muddling along, it gradually became possible to bring the most absolute incompetence into the ministries. Because if you wanted a menagerie of incompetents, all you had to do was assemble it from the various Austrian ministries of recent times. This was a good field that could be used as an instrument. All that was needed was to steer things in such a way that a respectable army organism was used in such a way that a financial consortium could promise itself a corresponding global transaction through this use. Behind what happened in Austria in July/August 1914, there were definitely financial powers that may not even have originated in Austria itself, but for whom this Austria was an instrument to achieve certain things. You could really move Count Berchtold wherever you wanted, like a chess piece, if you were a real financial chess man. That was one thing.

The other was that the unfortunate circumstances of recent decades had gradually turned the German Empire into an instrument for financial and industrial operations. The most erroneous thing one can do when raising questions of guilt or other issues on this occasion is to believe that a German government was a powerful government, that it wanted something of its own accord. It really didn’t want anything in particular. Because most of those in power in Germany, in so-called Germany, could be put in with the others I have just mentioned, and they would not be so different from them, especially in terms of their political qualities. In addition, there was another circumstance. In addition there was the circumstance that particularly within the German Empire the fact that a very insignificant ruler,17 in fact one whose whole intellectual quality was extremely insignificant, was staged in a kind of—we may use the word again, which has been used many times today—theatrical politics, was of great importance for putting the general consciousness to sleep. And to no less an extent than the old Emperor of Austria, the Emperor of Germany, who many people quite wrongly regarded as significant, was the suitable instrument within the world economy that I have alluded to and characterized. The greatest error to which civilized humanity has succumbed is that the German imperial throne—we cannot speak of a German imperial throne in terms of constitutional law, well, but you know what I mean—was occupied by some significant, eligible person. That was certainly not the case. So that here, too, the industrial world, which was more behind it, but in conjunction with the financial world, supplied the actual movers.

The third thing to be considered is, of course, that the ruler of Russia18 was no less insignificant, who was just as much an instrument and could now be used for all kinds of not only financial and industrial powers, but also for some other dark powers. In addition to all this, the expansion of the imperialism of the English-speaking empires stood behind everything that found expression in the world economy. This must not be overlooked. For in all these antagonisms which I have now enumerated, other antagonisms play a part, such as that European impasse which may be called the Alsace-Lorraine19 question, and the like. That plays into it in a certain way. But the thing that could have led to causes of war in every respect, if that is what was wanted, is the transformation of English politics, which had become so liberal in the middle of the nineteenth century, into the English imperialism of the twentieth century.

Now, of course, all this produced all kinds of, let’s say, powder kegs into which you only had to throw a light. It also generated those peculiar ideas that the financial movers of the chess pieces count on so much. You see, you
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