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MICHAEL AUWERS

The Failed Coup of Belgian Diplomacy.
Diplomats and Foreign Policy Making in the First
World War

Brussels, Archives générales 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



security guarantees from the Allies and territorial
aggrandizement at the expense of Luxembourg
and the Netherlands. In the immediate post-war
months, this became the guiding principle of the
new Belgian international politics.

Michael Auwers’ book seeks to help us under-
stand why Belgium moved away from neutralism
to a much more pro-active, annexationist stance.
Auwers does not question the narrative of why
this short phase of Belgian expansionism, aimed
at gaining control over Luxembourg and the flows
of the Meuse and Scheldt rivers in Dutch Limburg
and Zeeland, came to nought, but how it came
to be seen as a viable foreign policy option. His
argument is, basically, that the authors of the
shift should not be found exclusively within the
government — the ministers at Sainte-Adresse,
the King at his headquarters in De Panne — but
within the wider sphere of Belgian diplomats. Far
from being simply executors of government pol-
icy, argues Auwers, a group of Young Turks within
the foreign office began, from the early twentieth
century onwards, to argue that the country should
abandon its strict and passive interpretation of
neutrality and pursue in Europe something akin
to Leopold IlI's more aggressive policies in Africa.

After the German invasion, these more activist
diplomats and civil servants gained in influence;
their firebrand ways deemed more compatible
with the increasing demands made of Belgium’s
international politics during wartime. Moreover,
their political agenda found a willing ear with
sections of the Belgian press, such as Le XXe Sie-
cle and, from 1917 onwards, the London-based
L'Indépendance Belge. In exile these diplomats,
civil servants, government ministers and the press
barons lived, as Belgian foreign minister Eugéne
Beyens wrote in 1916, ‘in a vile promiscuity’
(p- 70), uniting erstwhile political and professional
adversaries like Jules Renkin and Henri Carton
de Wiart, publicist Pierre Nothomb, press baron
Fernand Neuray, the more conservative Foreign
Ministry official Albert de Bassompierre and lib-
eral diplomat Pierre Orts, in common annexion-
ist cause. They had a hand in replacing neutral-
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ist-minded (including Beyens) with more forceful
and pro-annexationist diplomats and ministers,
in controlling access to and/or hoodwinking the
neutralist King Albert | in order to force through a
more annexationist political course, and therefore
in co-determining the foreign policy objectives of
the first post-war Cabinet. But their victory was
never complete: their annexationist aims never
seemed to have convinced significant support
either amongst the Belgian population or amongst
the Belgian party-political and bureaucratic elites.

This in itself would be subject enough for a book.
But Auwers is not content to leave it at that. Inter-
spersing his narrative are observations about the
role of Albert I in foreign policy making — which
he likens to a form of ‘personal diplomacy’, [llike
princes did in early modern times’ (p. 93), Belgian
diplomats’ deviation from the First World War-era
shift from ‘secret’ to a more open, democratic form
of foreign policy formation, and the importance of
the pursuit of ‘honor’ and the fear of ‘disgrace’ in
diplomats’ careers (p. 150). These interjections are
sometimes highly relevant — especially his read-
ing of how De Broqueville became the de facto
gatekeeper for contacts with the neutralist King
Albert. But others detract from, rather than add
to, the strengths of his argument. His asides on
the changing nature of diplomacy during the First
World War, for example, are out of touch with
contemporary debates: one would expect at least
a mention of ‘new diplomatic history” when Auw-
ers discusses the state of the field in the social-cul-
tural study of diplomacy and diplomats.

On the whole, Auwers’ narrative is strongest when
it focuses on the spatially and temporally bounded
area of the Belgian government-in-exile. There, lit-
erally out of touch with their publics, those who
argued for annexations did so with the support of
an imagined Belgian audience, even when evi-
dence from occupied Belgium showed that there
was no sustained public interest in either acquir-
ing Luxembourg territory or in antagonising the
Netherlands by staking a claim to parts of two of
its provinces. Even after the war, all signs suggest
that the public at large was much more interested
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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-ons could
slowly, but surely, gain an outsized influence on
Belgium’s disastrous political gamble at Versailles.

Samuél Kruizinga



