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Peace on earth and human rights: these are the burning 
issues of the Twentieth Century. Both had been profoundly 
affected during 1914-1918, especially through events that had 
taken place in those years in East Central Europe and Russia. 
Some of these developments are discussed in ten papers collected 
in this volume. 

The first part of this book is entitled The Origins of World 
War I Reconsidered. It contains essays by Paula Sutter Fichtner, 
William Jannen, Jr., Michael Palumbo, as well as Professor S.R. 
Williamson, the editor of this section. Professor Fichtner, to 
take the papers in no particular order, deals with the wartime 
roots of the conservative revolution of the 1920s, particularly 
in Austria. Dr. Palumbo explains how Austrian misconceptions 
about Italian loyalty to the Triple Alliance contributed to 
Vienna's decision to embark upon what was expected to be a 
"local war" against Serbia. Professor Jannen outlines an even 
broader basis for miscalculation on the part of the Viennese 
leaders. Using the approach of psychoanalytical history, he 
asserts that by July of 1914 Austrian leaders were so frustrated 
with the Serbian terrorist onslaught on their Balkan provinces 
that they came to the conclusion that military action was the 
only way out of an untenable political situation. Up to July of 
1914, the Austrian leadership had always considered Russian 
sensitivities, but after the assassination of Archduke Francis 
Ferdinand, it abandoned this policy of caution. Hungarian 
Minister President Istvan Tisza warned against the "terrible 
calamity of a European war," but his peers among the Austro-
Hungarian elite were determined to risk a war lest their country 



would be considered weak both by other powers and by their 
own minorities, especially the South Slavs. The peculiarly 
"blinkered approach" of these men, Jannen argues, was shared 
by other European leaders at the time who "repeatedly perceived 
themselves as having no choice but to issue an ultimatum, or 
to mobilize, or to fight, while they saw their opponents as free 
to back down, to compromise, or to pursue some alternative 
line of action." (p. 59). Where the Austro-Hungarian leaders 
differed from the other European leaders was that in July of 
1914 they paid even less attention as to how other countries' 
governments might react to their decisions. The responsibility 
for the calamity of the war then lies heavily with the Viennese 
leadership, a conclusion that editor S.R. Williamson also en-
dorses in his own study. His essay, based on a more traditional 
historiographical approach, examines among other things the 
increasingly hawkish attitudes to the question of Austro-Serbian 
relations of such men as General Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf, 
Count Leopold Berchtold, and even the aging Francis Joseph. 
It is an irony of history, that the very man who could and 
probably would have opposed this trend effectively, Francis 
Ferdinand, was killed by the Serbian terrorists themselves. 

The second part of the volume, edited by Professor Peter 
Pastor, is entitled Case Studies on East Central European 
Prisoners of War in World War I. It contains six papers as well 
as a list and a map of prisoners-of-war camps in the Russian 
Empire (1914-1917). Most of the essays deal with one or more 
Central or East European national groups in Russian captivity 
after 1914. 

In his introduction to this half of the book, Professor Pastor 
suggests that the Soviet tradition of the gulag, a network of 
concentration camps stretching from Poland to the Far East, 
had its roots not so much in Stalin's time, but in the prisoners-
of-war camps of World War I. Most of the two million POWs 
held by the Russians during the war came from the Habsburg 
army, and were made up of various nationalities. Tsarist Russia 
was not prepared for their reception. Arrangements for their 
transportation, care and housing often had to be improvised 
under adverse conditions. According to Professor Pastor, the 
Russian military leadership's "callous handling of its own troops 
also extended to the prisoners of war." (p. 114). 

The POWs were often neglected, manipulated, exploited 
and, after the revolution, were increasingly subjected to political 



propaganda and were dragged into the country's nascent civil 
war. Ethnic divisions and national animosities among the POWs 
were exploited and exacerbated to the extent that within the 
Russian civil war there developed a civil war of East Central 
Europeans as well. 

The most comprehensive paper in this collection is Gerald 
M. Davis' "The Life of Prisoners of War in Russia, 1914-1921." 
Its author assigns responsibility for the misfortunes of many 
POWs not so much to the callousness of the Russian command, 
but to the harshness of Russian conditions — both climatic and 
economic — as well as to administrative ineptitude. With in-
efficient transportation, and inadequate medical services, 
sanitation, housing and food supplies, coupled with hostility 
from the local population, it is not surprising that hundreds 
of thousands of POWs failed to survive their ordeal. Those that 
did, found their lives further complicated by the Russian 
Revolution and the Civil War. During 1917-1921 POWs "became 
actively involved in every aspect of the struggles and in every 
geographical area." (p. 185). The process of final repatriation 
was undertaken only in 1920. 

The essay that is of most interest to Hungarian specialists 
is Professor Pastor's own paper, "Hungarian POWs in Russia 
during the Revolution and Civil War ." The study points out 
that under the Provisional Government of Alexander Kerenskiy, 
discrimination against non-Slavic POWs increased. Among the 
revolutionary parties only the Bolsheviks paid attention to the 
plight of the prisoners-of-war, and promised peace with the 
prospect of return home. These and other factors induced many 
Hungarian captives to hope for Bolshevik victory. In the 
meantime most Slavic POWs pegged their hopes on the triumph 
of the Kerenskiy government in Russia and an Entente victory 
in the war. The stage was set for conflict among Hungarian 
subjects among the POWs within the larger civil war brewing 
in Russia. Indeed, many Hungarians did end up fighting on 
the Bolshevik side. Professor Pastor argues that their motive 
for joining was not so much ideology but the fact that in 
Bolshevik victory they saw a "new chance to return home." 
(p. 152). 

Collections of essays can often be criticised for not including 
enough papers to cover most aspects on their subject. In 
connection with this particular collection it might be said that 
a few more papers on each of its main subjects would have 



justified the printing of two books rather than one, yet such 
criticism should not be made lightly. Editors and publishers 
are limited in what they can offer at a given time, and for them 
to wait until more, and more suitable papers become available 
might mean the demise of their publishing project. If this had 
happened to the volume under review, students of history would 
have been deprived of a collection that offers much that is new 
and one that is helpful for the understanding of the roots of 
our days' most profound issues. 




