
Abstract Anja Huber (University of Bern)  

Restrictions against Swiss nationals in England during the First World War 
 

The First World War brought fundamental changes not only to the societies of the belligerent powers, 

but also to those of countries not directly involved in military operations. In this context, the 

relationship of Swiss nationals to the authorities of the belligerent countries and the diplomatic efforts 

of the Swiss government to protect Swiss citizens abroad are important aspects that have so far been 

neglected by the research community, both in Switzerland and abroad. 

 

The contribution proposed here shall therefore focus on how Swiss citizens living in the nations at war 

were suspected of being «enemy aliens» and were drawn into the upheaval and the rapidly changing 

power structures and relationships. Anti-alienism expanded well beyond the category of the so-called 

«enemy aliens» and even targeted neutral aliens. Using the example of the restrictions against Swiss 

nationals in England, some problem areas with respect to the treatment of neutral nationals in 

belligerent countries are to be addressed. The central questions are: What did it mean to be Swiss in 

England after the outbreak of war? How (linguistic-cultural, state political) was national identity defined, 

and by whom (citizens, authorities)? The diplomatic efforts of the Swiss government to protect Swiss 

citizens abroad were in many ways linked to the humanitarian activities of the government itself. In this 

context, Swiss neutrality can be seen as an art of compromise, which demanded activity rather than 

aloofness of the Swiss government. This stems in particular from the fact that Switzerland was 

linguistically and culturally linked with all central European powers except England and was therefore, in 

comparison to the other European neutral countries, a special case.  

 

 

Abstract Eirik Brazier (Telemark University College) 

The stranger in our midst: Public discourses, constructions and representations 

of the “others” in Scandinavia, 1914-1918 

As the European continent was physically divided by war, the neutral Scandinavian countries became 

key transit hubs for the movement of people, information, trade and goods during the First World War. 

The relatively stable and homogenous societies of Norway, Denmark and Sweden experienced a rapid 

influx of migrants – political refugees, transient workers, and others – as thousands of people sought 

safety on the periphery of the continent. However, elements perceived as more sinister also arrived in 

form of draft dodgers, escaped prisoners of war, spies, criminals, radicals and revolutionaries. The 

impact of this human wave on these societies was reflected in a heightened awareness of the outsider 

or stranger in public discourse. Scandinavian governments scrambled to react and introduced new 

legislation intended to control and manage this influx of people. At the same time, public discourse in 

these countries also engaged with the arrival of so many foreigners. This paper examines the 

subsequent public debate and portrayal of these outsiders, as they were shaped by migration, war, 

racial stereotypes, and spy-mania until new interpretations of the stranger emerged. 



Public discourses on the outsider and the impact of a world at war also suggest that while neutrality 

might be the official policy of the state, large sections of Scandinavian societies were not. Individuals 

and groups where sympathetic, and some even collaborated, with the Central Powers or the Entente. As 

war raged on, Scandinavian societies became increasingly fixated on defining insiders and outsiders, as 

societal notions of neutrality was gradually replaced by ´us´ and ´them´. With that replacement came 

new interpretations of what it meant to be neutral and what needed to be protected from the perceived 

threat of the stranger in their midst. This transnational discourse of what threat the outsider posed to 

neutral society surfaced in Scandinavia forms the second theme of this paper. 

The nature of total war challenged society in both belligerent and neutral states to define and identify 

insiders and outsider. Consequently, the changing attitudes towards and perceptions of the stranger as 

seen in the case Scandinavia cannot be understood as an isolated example. In a broader European and 

global context, attitudes towards foreigners were changing due to the outbreak of war in 1914. It was, 

for example, reflected in the classification of friendly and enemy aliens, as found in such countries as 

Britain, Canada, and Australia, and the changing attitudes towards immigrants in the United States. 

Thus, the Scandinavian case is not exceptional and the findings in this paper will be held up against the 

backdrop of this broader trend and research literature. What is new, however, is that this study is 

focused on societies within states that were neutral.  

 

Abstract Marjet Brolsma (University of Amsterdam) 

In search for an ‘ardent neutrality’: The Great War and the European revolt 

against rationalism among Dutch intellectuals 

In his famous work Die Welt von Gestern (1942), the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig remembered 

perceiving the outbreak of the First World War as the tragic result of an ‘Überschuss an Kraft’ that had 

accumulated in the past forty years of peace and in 1914 suddenly sought a violent release. Zweig - who 

soon came to support his friend Romain Rolland’s efforts to restore the intellectual fraternity in Europe - 

initially regarded the war frenzy as exposing ‘eine tiefere, eine geheimnisvollere Macht’, that had 

liberated the unconscious drives and hidden instincts of men and was capable of helping the Europeans 

to escape the boredom and wearisome routine of their everyday lives. Many contemporaries shared 

Zweig’s view and welcomed the war as an overwhelming ‘catharsis’ or an opportunity to cure the 

barren, decayed and ‘lifeless’ European civilization. They regarded the outbreak of the conflict as the 

ultimate revolt against the assumed dominance of rationalism and positivism, that in their view was 

imposed by the modern, industrial capitalist society in the second half of the nineteenth century. This 

widespread idea that the war could save Europe from cultural decay contributed considerably to the 

notion of the war as not merely a military and economic conflict, but as a clash of cultures and also helps 

to explain why in the belligerent states the artistic and academic elites played such a notorious leading 

role in the cultural mobilization of 1914. 

 



This paper seeks to explore the perception of the Great War as a regenerative force in the neutral 

countries and the ways in which it urged intellectuals to reconsider the nature of the conflict and their 

nation’s role and ‘identity’ as a neutral. As in the belligerent states, the assumption that the war was the 

result of the crisis of modernity found much resonance in the Netherlands. Despite the fact that the vast 

majority of the Dutch intellectuals were shocked at the outbreak of the First World War and at the same 

time relieved that their country was spared an involvement in combat, many authors envisaged the war 

as a harbinger of renewal. This view that the conflict would purify European civilization was often 

accompanied by a preference for one of the warring parties. However, a large number of Dutch 

intellectuals combined the expectation that the misery of war would eventually lead to a cultural 

regeneration, with a refusal to take sides in the war and a desire for a European reconciliation. One of 

them was the, at the time, well-known art critic Just Havelaar (1880-1930), who in his volume Strijdende 

onzijdigheid (1915) tried to redefine and affirm the Dutch neutrality and ‘national character’ - two 

phenomena which in the view of many contemporaries seemed inseparably linked. In his book Havelaar 

hailed the possibility of a cultural rebirth, tried to clarify the war-fever of German and French 

intellectuals, and strove to convince his readers that in order to benefit from the supposed ‘therapeutic’ 

effects of the war - like the warring nations did - the Dutch should give expression to an ‘ardent 

neutrality’.  

 

Havelaar was strongly inspired by the Lebensphilosphie, an irrational, neoromantic school of thought 

that in the warring nations was harnessed as an important source for nationalist propaganda and in the 

view of many French and German intellectuals seemed to underpin the essentialist perception that their 

native country exceeded its enemies in strength, energy and moral vitality. Henri Bergson for example, 

by far the most popular philosopher in France at the time, claimed in pamphlets like La signification de 

la guerre (1915) that Germany fought with a brute and impressive material force, but lacked the moral 

spirit and therefore inevitably would be defeated by the overwhelming ‘moral energy’ of France that 

had the capacity to rejuvenate the whole of Europe. In Germany Max Scheler propagated in his Der 

Genius des Krieges (1915) that the war embodied the liberating and creative principle of ‘life’ that could 

repel the perverse, calculating rationalism of modern society. Havelaar - like Bergson and Scheler - 

turned to Lebensphilosophie in 1914 and harnessed it to characterize and reinforce the ‘national 

identity’ of his homeland, but - unlike Bergson and Scheler - subsequently didn’t encourage to wage war 

and used the ‘philosophy of life’ to legitimize Dutch neutrality instead. By analyzing Havelaar’s Strijdende 

onzijdigheid from a transnational perspective it becomes clear that the concern about European 

civilization made intellectuals in the neutral countries too susceptible for the perception of the war as 

catharsis and urged them to rethink their nations ‘neutral identity’.  

 

 

Abstract Tessa Lobbes (Utrecht University) 

Negotiating neutrality: Intellectuals, belligerent propaganda and cultural 

identities in the Netherlands during the First World War 



The evolution of neutral identities during the Great War requires to be studied from a geographically 

broad perspective, by incorporating the belligerents’ visions on neutrality. After all, neutrality was 

(re)shaped in a transnational dialogue between neutral and belligerent nations. ‘Neutrality’ should not 

be interpreted as a monolithic, static or purely nationally organized concept. Within a neutral nation, 

divergent narratives of neutrality were circulating, such as legal, political, economic, military and cultural 

ones which did not necessarily correspond. Governmental neutrality went hand in hand with inhabitants 

picking sides. Moreover, during the war, neutrality lost its undisputed character. In 1914, the Entente 

labelled neutrality as a value worth fighting for. As the bloodshed continued, neutrals became equated 

with ‘weak profiteers’. The evolving foreign perception of neutrality was one of the factors urging 

neutrals to redefine their identity. This transnational dialogue on the identity of neutral nations is 

especially visible in the world of belligerent propaganda. The files preserved in French, German and 

British archives reveal propaganda as a contact zone between neutrals and belligerents, where 

neutrality was challenged, negotiated and reinterpreted.  

In this lecture, I focus on the often neglected cultural narratives of neutrality. I will examine how the 

interactions between Dutch intellectuals and British, French and German cultural propaganda 

encouraged a significant number of Dutch writers, artists and scientists to become engaged neutrals and 

to rethink the character and the orientation of the Dutch nation. These intercultural contacts triggered, 

to a considerable extent, a rise of an internationally-oriented patriotism in The Netherlands. After all, 

the reframing of Dutch identity was largely influenced by the common interpretation of the war as a 

clash between German and Latin culture, which prompted Dutch intellectuals to reinforce their 

reflections on race and language as elements of cohesion and on the exact relationship between the 

‘Dutch self’ and ‘foreign influences’. Many Dutch intellectuals eagerly demarcated their culture as ‘being 

national’, claiming that a reinforcement of a ‘specifically Dutch’ culture required either a German or a 

French orientation in order ‘to become more itself’. These cultural debates testify of a broader shift 

from neutrality as a key element of Dutch identity towards a focus on national self-preservation and 

characterization. By focusing on the French cultural society Nederland-Frankrijk and the German policy 

in the field of theatre and literature in 1916 – when the propaganda machinery fully expanded – I will 

show how belligerent agents from both sides closely monitored, influenced and organized these debates 

on the interpretation and orientation of the Dutch nation. 

 

Abstract Anne Rosenbusch (Royal Irish Academy) 

Spain’s relief effort during the First World War 

In Spain the First World War coincided with a period of great domestic turmoil amidst the rapidly 

decreasing importance of the country on a global stage. The various competing factions within Spain 

aligned themselves with either one of the belligerent blocs, causing a split amongst Spanish society 

which in turn allowed the Entente and the Central Powers to exert their influence on the country. While 

the Allies often resorted to putting economic pressure on Spain, Germany engaged in a campaign that 

included widespread press propaganda and active sabotage. German diplomats tried to influence 



important power brokers in Spain such as King Alfonso XIII. This was done by entertaining the king’s 

ambitions of hosting a peace conference at the end of the conflict.  

During the First World War the Spanish monarch played an important part in the relief effort for POWs. 

Spanish emissaries across Europe were responsible for the inspection of prison camps and acted as 

representatives on behalf of the belligerent powers. This, however, did not mean Spanish diplomats 

always maintained a position of absolute neutrality in their own political convictions and ambitions for 

Spain. The Marquis de Villalobar, Spain’s ambassador to Belgium, for example, was one of the most 

important collaborators of the German administration in Spain. With the help of Baron Oscar von der 

Lancken, chief political advisor to the German governor general in Belgium, the Spanish diplomat tried 

to persuade Alfonso XIII to follow a pro-German course in his policies. Villalobar had no difficulty 

reconciling his support for Germany with his relief effort for refugees and POWs.  

The paper will highlight Spain’s contribution to the war effort and explore the role of neutral agents as 

intermediaries between the belligerents. Spain’s active participation in the relief effort enabled the 

country to keep up communication and diplomatic relations with other neutrals as well as the 

belligerents. The close relations that were maintained between the Spanish ambassador and the 

German administration in Belgium demonstrate how Germany used its diplomatic ties with neutral 

countries, such as Spain, in order to pursue its war aims. It further underlines the difficulty for neutral 

agents to maintain an outward neutrality while, at the same time, pursuing their own political agenda. 

An examination of neutral activity in relation to belligerent war aims allows us to question strict 

concepts of neutrality and belligerency and opens up a discussion on the nature of wartime neutrality. 

 

Abstract Carolina García Sanz (EEHARome-CSIC) 

The Marginalia of the History of Neutrality in the Great War: Southern Europe in 

Comparative Perspective. 
 

Neutrality did not seem to be a suitable guarantee for surviving the war intact in the South of Europe. 

Geography was certainly a key factor in its failure as a feasible option. The overwhelming naval 

hegemony of France and Great Britain in the Mediterranean as well as the political and economic 

dependency of local societies towards those great powers made neutrality become an exception to the 

rule. Officially, only Spain stayed out of the conflict, as opposed to the Portuguese, Italian and Greek 

belligerencies alongside the allies.  

Against this context, academia has tended to see neutrality as a preparation phase either for war or for 

revolution (even for both). We have respectively learnt from political actors and social mediators who 

stood for neutrality but mainly in terms of internal bargains. However, there are very few national 

studies that comprehensively deal with the subject, and almost none compares political interpretations 

of neutrality on a regional scale. Moreover, national historiographies have neglected the study of issues 

like transactional models of power and the role played by shared political, social and economic 

responsibilities either in peace or in war. For instance, much more research needs to be done on the 



public discourses on the shift from neutrality to belligerency in Portugal, Italy and Greece, addressing 

specifically individual and collective interests behind them.   

Even though domestic tensions played a decisive role in the maintenance/abandonment of neutrality, it 

is clear that this primary approach tends to neglect a completely different dimension of the question: 

neutral roles and regional transferences within a context where allied pressures made negotiating 

neutrality very strenuous. Actually, we do not know much about the way in which the so-called “third 

option” was publicly articulated against the regional dichotomy between ‘those at war’ and ‘that not at 

war’ or that ‘unable to go to war’. This is rather interesting since there is hardly any research on mutual 

perceptions between neutral and belligerent societies in Southern Europe. 

The objective of this paper is to reflect on neutrality in form of a preliminary study that is still in 

progress. We intend to assess the extent to which small and medium powers could keep an autonomous 

foreign policy consistent with their own national interests against a context marked by profound 

dynamics of inter-dependency. In particular, we focus on two countries that were traditionally involved 

in the regional games of international equilibrium: Italy and Spain. On the one hand, Italy was the first 

state to abandon neutrality; on the other, Spain was the only one that maintained the status of 

neutrality until the very end of the conflict. Overall, we are addressing two very different ways of 

politically interpreting a country’s international position in terms of its relations with other regional 

powers.  

Starting with the state-of-the-art in the study of neutral roles in the Mediterranean region, we will 

discuss not only why or why not neutrality but how neutrality was experienced at societal levels. Thus, 

we look forward to exploring dimensions of long-lasting forms of power in the European periphery as 

well as the role of collective responsibility in the politics of neutrality and belligerence in the 

Mediterranean. The discussion will consequently revolve around two lines: (1.) the examination of 

representations of neutrality from a transnational perspective (reviewing and comparing contemporary 

discourses and practices); and (2) the assessment of how scholars can shed light on different cases 

incorporating social and cultural variables into their research proposals on the subject.  

 


