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MICHAEL AUWERS 
The Failed Coup of Belgian Diplomacy. 
Diplomats and Foreign Policy Making in the First 
World War 
Brussels, Archives generales du Royaume/ 

Algemeen Rijksarchief, 2022, 228 p. 

During the First World War the Belgian govern­

ment, in exile at St. Adresse near Le Havre, pur­

sued a cautious foreign policy, declining to for­

mally ally itself with Germany's enemies in case 

doing so might interfere with its key war aim of 

restoring Belgian territory and statehood. How­

ever, a section of Belgian politicians, including 

prime minister Charles de Broqueville, felt that the 

war presented an opportunity to gain, following 

the war's successful conclusion, financial com­

pensation for the invasion from Germany, but also 

l





in the issue of financial reparations than in an 

expanded Belgium-in-Europe. Auwers' conclu­

sion, however, is by that time there was scarcely 

any real political debate on Belgian foreign pol­

icy or the position it should take at the Versailles 

peace talks, and that initiative had by now shifted 

mainly from politicians (and the King) to diplo­

mats. Their 'coup', successful but short-lived and 

unable to deliver its intended results, was thus 

both a success and a failure. 

Auwers' account often reads like an investigative 

report: exhaustive and formidably researched, 

but in constant danger of losing the plot. It adds 

to, rather than supplants, what we already know 

about Belgian international relations during the 

war, but largely fails to connect its narrative to a 

wider analysis of Sainte-Adresse political culture 

or the international environment in which these 

ideas operated and could be acted upon. But it 

does provide fascinating glimpses in the inner 

workings of Belgian international-relations-in­

exile, and suggests that, in relative isolation in 

France, a small group of diplomats, press barons, 

ministers and governmental hangers-ans could 

slowly, but surely, gain an outsized influence on 

Belgium's disastrous political gamble at Versailles. 

Samuel Kruizinga 
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