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Anticipating Total War? The United States and Germany, 1871-1914. 

 

Augsburg, July 27-29, 1994. Co-sponsored by the University of Augsburg. 

Conveners: Josef Becker, Manfred F Boemeke, Roger Chickering, Stig Förster. 

 

In 1992, the Institute inaugurated a series of conferences under the general theme of "The 

United States and Germany: National Experience in the Age of Total War, 1861-1945," 

to explore ways in which the phenomenon of armed conflict has shaped the history of 

both countries. Designed to frame a comprehensive comparison of the economic, social, 

political, and cultural causes and consequences of total war, the conferences were meant 

to address a wide range of issues—from strategic planning, economic mobilization, and 

the role of civilians to such background factors as nationalism, imperialism, mass 

politics, and social conflict, as well as the cultural dimension of modern warfare as ex-

pressed in art and literature, political theory, and the perceptions of warfare by various 

social groups. The first conference met in Washington two years ago and discussed in 

great detail the manifold problems pertaining to a comparison of the American Civil War 

and the German Wars of Unification, and the Augsburg conference pursued many of the 

same themes for the inter-war years from 1871 to 1914. 

At the first conference, the feasibility of a comparative approach and the analytical 

utility of the very concept of total war had emerged as the most difficult, if also the most 

interesting, overall questions. Thus, it was only fitting that the Augsburg conference 

opened with two programmatic papers on these issues, in order to set the stage for the 

ensuing discussions. In the introductory session, chaired by Josef Becker, Roger 

Chickering (Georgetown Univ.) analyzed the use and abuse of the concept of "total war," 

and he called on historians to employ it more self-consciously and with greater caution, 

discrimination, and sensitivity to its explanatory limitations than they had in the past. 

Total war, he argued, was best conceived in Weberian terms as an "ideal type" that could 

only be approximated empirically by the historical narrative. 

Irmgard Steinisch (York Univ.) addressed the major problems of comparison between 

the United States and Germany by focusing on militarism, navalism,
 
and questions of 

foreign policy. While pointing out the obvious divergences between the two nations, she 

emphasized 
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the value of a comparative perspective in probing the validity of national historical 

arguments and called for international comparative studies in order to advance foreign 

policy analysis beyond the historical affirmation of the nation state. 

The first topical session dealt with American and German "Experience of War and 

Genocide" in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by analyzing the 

encounters of expansionist and imperialist powers with allegedly inferior indigenous 

peoples. Robert Utley (Moose, Wyoming) presented a paper on what he characterized as 

"Total War on the American Indian Frontier," and Glenn A. May (Univ. of Oregon) 

discussed several aspects of total war that could clearly be discerned in the Philippine-

American War. In a similar vein, Trutz von Trotha (Universität Siegen) examined the so-

called "wars of pacification" in the African colonies of the German empire, and Sabine 

Dabringhaus (Düsseldorf) investigated the German imperialist wars in China. 

The next two sessions addressed the theme of "War in Memory and Anticipation." 

Michael Siedenhans (Schloß Holte-Stukenbrock) and Thomas Rohkrämer (Univ. of 

Auckland) addressed the role of veterans' and/or reservist associations in post-Civil War 

America and Imperial Germany, respectively; John W. Chambers II (Rutgers Univ.) 

talked about the relationship between cultural imagination and war in the United States; 

and Alfred Kelley (Hamilton Coll.) explored the "Tensions in the Memory of the Franco-

German War 1870/71." The same session also included an ambitious attempt by David 

Trask (Washington, D.C.) to reassess a century of American military history and a re-

examination by Stig Förster (Universität Bern) of the so-called short-war illusion in pre-

World War I Germany that subsequently created quite a stir in the German historical 

profession and the German news media. 

In Session 5, "Preparing Minds for War," David MacLeod (Central Michigan Univ.) 

and Derek Linton (Hobart and William Smith Coll.) discussed the role of education and 

youth organizations in socializing young people for war. Barbara Steinson's (DePauw 

Univ.) paper looked into the opposition of American women's organizations to war, while 

Jean Quataert (SUNY Binghamton) investigated the ways in which so-called "female 

rituals of care" were employed to mobilize philanthropy in the service of war in Imperial 

Germany. Gangoff Hilbinger (Univ. Freiburg) emphasized the importance of religion and 

religious images in making people embrace the need for war, and Charles R. Wilson 
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(Univ. of Mississippi) explored the phenomenon of the birth of an American civil religion 

in the South between the Civil War and World War I. 

"Preparing Nations for War" was the topic of the last session, during which Paul A.C. 

Koistinen (California State Univ., Northridge) and Gerald D. Feldman (Univ. of 

California, Berkeley) addressed, respectively, "The Political Economy of Warfare in 

America, 1865-1914," and economic preparations (or the lack thereof) for a major 

European war in Imperial Germany. Bruce White (Univ. of Toronto) examined the 

relationship between war preparations and racial and ethnic identity in the United States, 

while Volker Berghahn (Brown Univ.) pointed to the role that a new German national 

identity assumed in the preparations for war. The two final papers of the conference dealt 

with political and diplomatic questions. Raimund Lammersdorf's (Free Univ. of Berlin) 

presentation focused on the efforts by Theodore Roosevelt to prevent a major 

conflagration among the European powers, and Jost Dülffer (Univ. Cologne) charted the 

tortuous course of the Imperial governments from chancellors Caprivi to Bethmann 

Hollweg that led to increasing tensions among the major European powers and 

culminated in the outbreak of the war. 

There was a strong feeling by all the participants that a comparative approach of this 

kind, although not without its limitations, can illuminate and put into perspective many 

facets of national historical experiences. Similarly, the concept of total war, with all its 

ambiguities and problems of definition, proved a highly interesting and useful tool for an 

analysis of major developments in Germany and the United States in the era bounded by 

the momentous wars of the mid-nineteenth century and the outbreak of the first conflict 

that brought the two countries together as antagonists in the early twentieth century. This 

latter aspect we hope to be able to examine in detail at a conference in 1996. 

 Manfred F. Boemeke 

Race and Ethnicity: Relations between African Americans and Ethnic Groups in 

American Society. 

German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C. September 21-24. Co-sponsored by the 

Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of American History and National Museum 

of African-American History and the 


