
  myth america                                             by martin zamyatin                         

   

 Basket Case 
This is not peace. It is an armistice 

for twenty years. 
Ferdinand Foch, June 28, 1919

A S THE INK WAS STILL DRYING ON 
the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919, a 
French general made a chilling prediction, 
declaring that the terms of the Treaty would 
lead to another war in only twenty years. 
   He was right almost to the day.
   Twenty years after the Treaty was signed 
ending the ‘Great War,’ Germany was 
occupying Austria and had invaded parts of 
Czechoslovakia. Just two months later, 
Hitler would invade Poland, triggering the 
start of the Second World War.
   The French general, Ferdinand Foch, was 
no armchair critic, having devised the final 
strategy which won the land war in Western 
Europe and having personally accepted the 
German request for an armistice in 1918.  

           British soldiers listening to news of the war, 1918.

   Ironically, however, Foch’s prediction of 
another war was based on his view that the 
Treaty of Versailles was too lenient on 
Germany. In fact, Fochs called the Treaty 
‘a capitulation, a treason,’ believing that 
only permanent occupation of the Rhineland 
would grant France security against a future 
revitalized and rearmed Germany. 
   In reality, it was not a famous soldier but 
rather a famous economist who correctly 
predicted the primary cause of a militant, 
resurgent Germany two decades later.
   In his The Economic Consequences of the 
Peace—published just five months after the 
Treaty of Versailles was signed—John 
Maynard Keynes warned that the harsh 
terms and steep, unrealistic war reparations 
imposed on Germany by the treaty would 
lead to the financial collapse of the country. 



Keynes predicted that this would have dire 
economic and political repercussions not 
only in Germany but throughout Europe. 
Forcing Germany into “economic servitude,” 
he argued, “will sow the decay of the whole 
of civilized life of Europe.” 
   To avoid this fate, Keynes proposed 
cancelling the debt which the Allies owed to 
one another, making it possible to impose 
significant but considerably less draconian 
reparations on Germany itself.
   Ironically, Keynes also proposed imposing 
long range punative reparations on 
Germany, and by leaving the amount subject 
to an annual reckoning, he essentially  
undermined his more lenient plan. In the 
end, the best parts of his proposal were 
rejected, thanks to America and a revenge-
ful France, and the worst parts adopted.
   While spared having to face worse short 
term consequences, the indefinite ‘blank 
check’ nature of long range reparations 
gave the Germans an unlimited theoretical 
liability, causing them to justifiably feel 
condemned to indefinite slave labor.
   The rise of Hitler was in large part a direct 
consequence of his ability to capitalize on 
the suffering of the German people which 
arose out of the hyperinflation of the 
Weimar years—itself largely caused by the 
country’s inability to pay war reparations. 
(Keynes estimated that the burden would 
take until 1988 to discharge, but it actually 
ended only in 2010, when Germany finally 
paid off the last interest on the bonds taken 
out by a desperate Weimar government.)   
   Hitler was swept into power by a resentful 
nation under the pretext of restoring dignity 
to Germany and punishing the ‘traitors of 
1918’, who had willingly signed what the 
German people considered vengeful and 
humiliating surrender terms at Versailles.  

   As Keynes predicted, the crisis was not 
contained within Germany, but spiraled out 
of control, sending the world tumbling into 
the depths of the Great Depression. 
   Tragically, not only was the Second World 
War probably avoidable, but arguably, the 
First World War which set the conditions for 
it was also unnecessary. Although President 
Woodrow Wilson campaigned for reelection 
in 1916 on the slogan “He kept us out of 
war,” he’d already made a secret pact with 
the Allies to bring the U.S. into the conflict.    
   Despite being at the time the world’s 
greatest financial power, Britain couldn’t 
finance the Allied war effort on its own, and 
borrowed enormous sums from the U.S. to 
lend to other Allied countries. U.S. bankers 
and industry stood to make huge profits on 
these loans, and demanded Wilson guarantee 
repayment by ensuring an Allied victory.
   By the time Wilson asked Congress to 
declare war in early 1917, the war was a 
virtual stalemate, the exhausted belligerents 
close to negotiating peace. Wilson applied 
enormous pressure on the Allies and 
succeeded in persuading them to continue 
fighting, a disastrous policy that ultimately 
cost 117,000 American lives, as well as 
about half of all Europe’s war casualties.
   The term basket case arose during the 
First World War—describing a soldier who 
had lost both of his arms and legs, requiring 
him to literally be carried around in a 
barrow or ‘basket’. But in time it came to 
simply mean a state of utter hopelessness, 
an apt description of the devastated 
condition of Germany after the war.
   Rather than being “The War to End All 
Wars”—as H.G. Wells had hoped in his 
1914 book of that title—World War I was in 
many ways just the prelude to an even more 
deadly conflict a mere two decades later. ◾


