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Conference and Workshop Reports 

"How Total Was the Great War? Germany, France, Great Britain, and the 
United States, 1914-1918." 

Conference at Schloß Münchenwiler, Bern, October 9-12, 1996. 
Cosponsored by the German Historical Institutes in Washington, 
London, and Paris; the Swiss National Foundation; and the Max and 
Elsa Beer-Brawand Foundation. Conveners: Roger Chickering and 
Stig Förster. 
 
The third conference in the series "Germany and the United States on 
the Road to Total War, 1860-1945," convened in the Swiss canton of 
Bern's conference center last October. Some fifty scholars from Europe 
and North America addressed the question that has inspired this series 
of conferences: does the concept of "total war" offer a useful way to 
understand the history of war and society in the modern West? For the 
first time in the series, however, the object of deliberation was a conflict 
to which this label has been commonly affixed. 

The conference explored the various dimensions in which the 
"totalization" of warfare might be registered. Papers by Wolfgang 
Mommsen, John Keiger, John Grigg, and John Milton Cooper examined 
the ways in which the visions of major political leaders adjusted to the 
vast new scope of warfare, while the evolving strategies and tactics of 
the western front were the subjects of papers by Wilhelm Deist, David 
Stevenson, and Russel Weigley. Dennis Showalter, Martin van Creveld, 
and Rolf-Dieter Müller extended the analysis of combat into questions of 
technology, logistics, and chemical weapons. The war against 
noncombatants occupied an important place in the discussions, for it 
appeared to represent a central point of access to "total war." Christian 
Geinitz explored the strategic bombing of German cities, John Horne 
analyzed the German atrocities against civilians in Belgium and France, 
and Gerd Krumeich considered the 
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systematic devastation of civilian areas that accompanied the German 
retreat to the Hindenburg Line in early 1917. 

Another central point of discussion was the importance of economic 
warfare. Avner Offer's paper dealt with the British blockade of Germany, 
Holger Herwig's with German submarine warfare against Allied 
commerce, and Marc Frey's with the dilemmas that this great-power 
confrontation posed to neutrals like Holland. The obverse of commercial 
war was the mobilization of economies and finances, and the papers 
devoted to this subject stimulated a great deal of debate. Gerald 
Feldman considered Hugo Stinnes and the German business community, 
and Elizabeth Glaser examined American aid to the Entente. The papers 
by Niall Ferguson, Keith Grieves, and Gregory Martin then raised issues 
of effectiveness in mobilization, as they argued that the British effort 
was a great deal less efficient than the German. The conference then 
considered the mobilization of societies from a number of perspectives. 
Richard Bessel offered his thoughts on what he called 
"hypermobilization" in Germany. Wolfgang Eckart spoke on the reaction 
of German doctors to the challenge of emotional breakdown in war. Jörg 
Nagler examined war hysteria in the United States, and Arthur Marwick 
spoke on war and the arts. Papers by Rudolf Jaun and Jean Quataert em-
phasized the centrality of women in any concept of total war. 

The conference culminated in a stimulating roundtable discussion, in 
which Michael Feldman, Robert Toombs, Jay Winter, and Stig Förster 
participated. The conference produced no incontrovertible conclusions 
on either the definition or the utility of the concept of total war. It did, 
however, provide a great deal of clarity about the kinds of issues that 
the concept must address. Agreement appeared to reign that World War 
I marked significant, if not revolutionary, changes in the extent of social 
and economic mobilization, the active involvement of civilians in the 
prosecution (and suffering) of war, and the way that moral mobilization 
led to radical war aims. 

A fourth conference will meet in 1999. It will examine the interwar 
period, in which the agenda was set by the need to assimilate the 
experience of one "total war" and to anticipate another. 

 Roger Chickering 


