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This volume, which presents the fruits of a conference at L’Historial de la Grande Guerre in Peronne, 

confronts an important problem. If one grants that the First World War was a »total war«, it did not begin 

as such in the summer of 1914. The essays that make up the volume accordingly focus on the transition, 

the »turning point of 1914–1915«, during which the face of warfare mutated »toward something else« 

(S. 31), as John Horne writes in his introduction. The essays that follow examine the problem along the 

two analytical axes that have conventionally organized discussions of total war. These are the 

intensification of battlefield combat and the growing violence against noncombatants. As a special 

instance of the latter phenomenon, a third group of essays treats the Armenian genocide.

Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau’s essay, which begins the first group, draws attention to »the irruption of 

extreme violence« onto the battlefield, the resort to »incredible brutality« that was »without historical 

precedent« (S. 35). After noting the German atrocities of the war’s first weeks in Belgium and northern 

France, which affected soldiers and civilians alike, he dwells on the use of flame-throwers and poison gas 

as instances of the war’s new brutality. In parallel essays, Anne Duménil and John Horne then examine 

respectively the experience of German and French soldiers during the period 1914–1915. Duménil writes 

of the novelty of trench warfare, the realization that the war of movement had come to an end and the 

adaptation to a »complete break with all the familiar bearings« (S. 56). In these paralyzed circumstances, 

artillery represented the principal vehicle of the »radicalization of battlefield violence«, as the German 

military leadership groped towards new, more flexible infantry tactics – a »radical change« (S. 74) that it 

introduced finally in 1916–1917. Horne likewise emphasizes the »totally unexpected« (S. 77) face of 

combat that emerged in the winter of 1914–1915. Of French soldiers, no less than German soldiers, it 

demanded a break with traditional understandings of combat, a wrenching mental adjustment to the brutal 

realities of industrial war. The »extreme character of this violence« (S. 89) Horne then examines in 

connection with the great, indecisive battles of 1915 on the western front. Anne Rasmussen turns in her 

essay to the mobilization of technology and scientific knowledge in the service of the battlefield. As 

markers of the new industrial war, she too emphasizes gas warfare, as well as military aviation, which, she 

argues, itself underwent a tactical and strategic turning point in 1914–1915. Hardly less important, 

however, was the appeal to both the principles and the leading figures of science, as societies mobilized 

for industrial war. The uncritical engagement of scholars in the national cause, she writes, reached »its 

apogee in the years 1914–1915« (S. 116).

The second group of essays analyzes violence against noncombatants. Sophie de Schaepdrijver 

recapitulates her earlier work in an essay on occupied Europe in 1915, with an emphasis on Belgium. She 



prefers to speak of a »long year 1915« as a »specific phase« in this story (S. 149), as the occupying 

powers – particularly the Germans – sought to impose order and to establish a degree of legitimacy for 

their rule. This »relatively moderate« interlude (S. 151) ended with the deportation of Belgians to Germany 

in the spring of 1916 and the Austrian deportations of Serbs in the fall of the same year. Annie Deperchin 

and Laurence van Ypersele arrive at a similar conclusion in their essay on legal aspects of the German 

occupation of Belgium and northern France. They write of an occupation that was mitigated to a degree in 

1915 by the rule of law, although the occupiers and indigenous populations proceeded from contradictory 

understandings of this law. The Germans appealed to the law in order to protect themselves, the French in 

order to resist the occupation regime. 

In any event, the authors conclude that by early 1916 the diminishing hope of a quick end to the 

occupation had combined with the growing burdens of the Allied blockade to bring the period of 

»occupation moderated by law« to an end (S. 172). Thereafter, arbitrary force ruled. This conclusion finds 

confirmation in Gerd Krumeich’s essay on the Allied blockade and German submarine warfare. He argues 

that the blockade was »one of the decisive factors in the intensification of warfare« (S. 177). It brought the 

war directly home to civilians in Germany, as well as to civilians in German-occupied Europe and 

prisoners of war in German custody. The blockade also provided the German government with a 

convenient foil to explain every unhappy development on the home front, and it led directly to the decision 

to attack civilians on the high seas with submarines – a decision that, in Krumeich’s words, represented 

»an important acceleration in the totalization of warfare« (S. 180). 

Peter Holquist then turns to a well documented episode on the eastern front, in which the Russian army 

expelled thousands of Jews from Galicia and other areas under its control in 1915. Holquist contends that 

the wholesale nature of these expulsions represented a turning point in the army’s long-standing anti-

Semitism. The goal of the army’s leadership was now to rid these areas of their entire Jewish population. 

The plan was frustrated, however, by fears elsewhere in the Russian government about opinion in the 

Entente countries, as well as by the lack of the infrastructure necessary to implement such a vast 

ideological project. In the final essay of this group, Heather Jones treats another well publicized incident in 

1915, the outbreak of typhus in prisoner-of-war camps in Germany. The Entente powers, whose nationals 

were the victims of the disease, exploited this episode in the propaganda war, denouncing it as yet 

another German atrocity. In a balanced analysis, Jones finds no evidence of a German design to kill 

prisoners. She does blame German neglect, the failure to respond early to the outbreak of the disease, 

and a preoccupation with protecting German civilians from infection. Alone of the essays in this volume, 

Jones’ describes a development for the better in 1915, »a major turning point at the heart of the German 

camps« (S. 242).

The final three essays deal with the year’s most terrible event. Donald Bloxham situates the Armenian 

genocide in the context of the war. He argues persuasively that several processes culminated after 1914 

that did not owe their origins to the war: serial invasions of the Ottoman Empire and the regime’s 
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obsession with ethnic security and internal enemies. The result, the decision to remove Armenians from 

locations where they could abet the empire’s enemies in the Great War, was taken with full heed to the 

likely brutal consequences. The decision did not, however, reflect a plan for extermination »strictly 

speaking«, but rather the outcome of »a cumulative logic that led to the elimination of an entire people, 

which was perceived by those in power as a threat to national survival« (S. 270). Hamit Bozarslan’s essay 

concurs. His reconstruction of the »discourse of Armenian extermination« takes note of the growing 

radicalization of the language, the images and metaphors, in which ethnic questions were debated in the 

CUP. The war did not cause the genocide, he writes, but it did offer the government an opportunity to 

resolve the Armenian problem »in a radical way« (S. 274), which amounted to the ethnic homogenization 

of Anatolia. The final essay, by Annette Becker and Jay Winter, examines selected images in which the 

genocide was represented outside Turkey during the war. Like Heather Jones, the authors show how in 

the Entente lands the events in Anatolia were enlisted into the propaganda war against Germany. 

Armenians and Belgians were quickly conjoined as victims, the Kaiser and the Sultan as monsters.

As a group, these essays make a convincing case for the importance of events in 1915. The face of war 

was significantly different in 1916 from what it had been in the opening phases. Particularly on the western 

front, the stalemate encouraged the introduction of grizzly new means of killing, while civilians on all fronts 

became increasingly the objects of military violence. In the latter respect, events in Anatolia represented 

the extreme and most portentous example. However, as persuasive as the volume is, it remains entangled 

in some of the very questions about »total war« that it seeks to clarify. As Jean-Jacques Becker’s 

concluding remarks make clear, little that was introduced during the »turning point of 1914–1915« was 

unprecedented. How does one measure the intensification or radicalization of military violence in any 

circumstances, even when it featured gas and military aircraft, perhaps the most innovative weapons of 

this phase of the Great War? Trench warfare was not new, nor were naval blockades, oppressive 

occupations, atrocities against civilians, military applications of science and technology, the killing of 

prisoners of war, anti-Jewish violence in Imperial Russia, and the mass slaughter of Armenians in Anatolia. 

This volume makes questions of innovation central to the analysis of the Great War, but it leaves open the 

broader questions of continuity and change that the concept of »total war«–putatively the great historical 

innovation of twentieth-century warfare–makes inescapable.
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