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Niklaus Meier’s dissertation provides new evidence of the challenges that cultural history offers to military 

history. Meier, a student of Rudolf Jaun in Zurich, explores understandings of war in Germany during the 

era of the nation-state, from 1870 to 1945. To this end, he attends to the »proliferating [herumwuchernden] 

discourses of war« (p. 14), primarily as they found expression in writings by German soldiers in 

monographs, journals, newspapers. professional handbooks, and memoirs. The guiding understanding of 

»discourses« draws heavily from the ideas of Achim Landwehr; it emphasizes the historicity and power of 

discourse – the fact that it establishes »realities, truths, and forms of knowledge« (p. 18). This approach is 

not, Meier insists, to be confused with »Ideengeschichte«, which seeks to establish the subjective 

intentions that underlie ideas. Instead, discursive analysis emphasizes the »positivity [Positivität] of 

statements« and seeks to analyze how these statements »appear at the surface of a text or object« 

(p. 19). Accordingly, the book focuses on the »synchronic and diachronic intertextual linking [Vernetzung] 

of individual discursive models and argumentative tropes [Argumentationsfiguren]« (p. 23). The result, the 

author argues, will identify not only the dominant conceptions of war in Germany, but also the discursive 

repertoire that made war meaningful.

Meier identifies four principal discursive models for understanding war. The first, the »politische und 

machtstaatliche« interpretation, received its classic formulation in Clausewitz’s famous dictum about war’s 

being the continuation of politics by other means. Into this category Meier places interpretations that 

emphasized the instrumentality of war in the interests of state. Here he documents the frequency with 

which Clausewitz was cited in this connection, as well the inflated definitions of »interests« that soldiers 

subsequently embraced. The second order of discourse was »bellicism« (Bellizismus), a term that Meier 

adapts from the work of Jörg Leonhard and others to comprehend understandings of war as a medium of 

historical progress, revitalization, or the activation of moral virtues. The classic statement of this 

understanding was the Elder Moltke’s retort to the Swiss jurist, Johann Kaspar Bluntschli, that perpetual 

peace was a »dream, and not a pleasant one at that«: »Without war, the world would wallow [versumpfen] 

in materialism.« So popular was this citation, notes Meier with a lot of evidence, that it developed »a 

remarkable dynamic of its own« (p. 128). Meier’s third discursive category includes a broad variety of 

interpretations that appealed to Darwin in emphasizing the biological imperatives of warfare. Under this 

rubric, the author discusses the problems of racism, colonial warfare, and war in the thinking of Hitler. The 

final category Meier labels the »existential or apocalyptical« interpretation of war, in which the alternative 
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was commonly posed as »Sein oder Nichtsein«. Under this rubric he writes about theories of total war and 

the »apotheosis of the heroic downfall,« particularly as it became a theme during the Second World War.

The author thus presents a comprehensive discursive taxonomy of war, and with it he sorts through an 

enormous corpus of military literature, some pieces of which are familiar, others less so. The survey yields 

much intelligent commentary and insight. The analysis is most interesting in documenting the way 

discursive categories intersected, overlapped, and interacted in the writings of many authors. In the Elder 

Moltke’s observations on war, for example, one finds a mixture of »power political [machtpolitisch], 

bellicistic and social Darwinist ideas«, supplemented by a religious explanatory model« (p. 128). Efforts to 

make sense of colonial warfare as racial struggle, the author explains, can be »located on different, albeit 

connected [miteinander verschränkten] semantic levels« (p. 234) – »power political [machtpolitisch], 

historical-philosophical, and social Darwinist«.

The discursive overlap symptomizes at the same time the methodological problems that lurk in Meier’s 

approach to his subject. It produces, in the first place, a great deal of repetition, as authors – Clausewitz, 

Hegel, and Moltke in particular – make multiple appearances as protagonists of different discourses, all of 

which the author discusses in parallel (and with frequent disdain for chronology) across the full time-span 

of the study. More basically, the taxonomic approach seems calculated to obscure the central historical 

question. Why did discourses combine as they did and when they did? At the root of this problem, which is 

admittedly common in the work of cultural historians, is the author’s emphasis on the autonomy, 

»Eigendynamik«, and active agency of discourse in historical change, as if ideas were important alone by 

virtue of their enunciation and circulation. Meier’s study leaves questions of causation, reception, and 

influence largely unremarked. Addressing them would push his approach in the direction of what he 

evidently understands by »Ideengeschichte«, toward questions of the authorial subject and other non-

discursive circumstances, such as the social backgrounds, political inclinations, and institutional affiliations 

of those who participated in the discourses under review – the people who, in other words, composed, 

popularized, and consumed these ideas. Can one assume that the attitudes expressed by military 

publicists represented even the views of soldiers in all agencies or arms of the service from 1871 to 1945?

To be fair, Meier appears to recognize these problems. In the disarming paragraph that concludes the 

book he alludes to »aspects and questions« (p. 317) that would reward further study. Among these he 

mentions the »relationship between discourse and subject«, the question of which discourses were 

associated with different personalities (and, he might have added, different social groups), comparisons 

with other countries, and the »discursification« of war in other disciplines and institutions. Should he 

pursue this agenda, he will perform a great service.
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