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DIETMAR SÜSS, Tod aus der Luft: Kriegsgesellschaft und Luftkrieg in
Deutschland und England (Munich: Siedler, 2011), 717 pp. ISBN 978 3
88680 932 5. €29.99

Stumble into a German bookshop this autumn, and no doubt you
will see Dietmar Süß’s new book on the air war between 1940 and
1945 prominently displayed. This is no mean feat for a volume which
grew out of a Habilitation thesis, a type of work that is not common-
ly known to be a page-turner. The publication of Tod aus der Luft is to
be highly welcomed, not least because it breaks into a market that for
too long has been dominated by popular accounts on the one hand
and official histories on the other.1 Süß’s extraordinary book com-
bines the virtues of both genres: delivered with great panache, it is
also based on a scrupulous examination of archival records. Potential
buyers of Tod aus der Luft can expect multiple ‘two-in-one’ deals: not
only is this book both sophisticated and accessible, written by an aca-
demic historian with a background in journalism, it is also a stimu-
lating synthesis of the social, political, and cultural history of war,
and a thoughtful comparative study of Britain (or ‘England’, as Süß
has it) and Germany in the era of the Second World War. 

The success of any work of comparative history hinges ultimately
on the choice of an appropriate tertium comparationis, for the units of
comparison must be distinct and yet not too disparate to yield sig-
nificant contrasts. Thus historians of this period have traditionally
favoured juxtaposing Nazi Germany with other ‘totalitarian’ or ‘fas-
cist’ regimes. A comparison between British and German societies
during the Second World War is a much bolder, methodologically
riskier undertaking, and one can think of at least two good reasons
against such a bipartite project: firstly, and most fundamentally, that
the different political regimes preclude any meaningful comparison,
that the outcome of the analysis is a foregone conclusion; and, sec-
ondly, that the author is comparing apples with oranges, that the tim-
ing and intensity of the German Blitz on Britain and the British stra -
tegic air campaign against Germany were simply too different to
yield any telling contrasts.

Süß is fully aware of the potential pitfalls of the comparative
design of his book, and he resoundingly rejects both these objections.
1 See Nicholas Stargardt, ‘Victims of Bombing and Retaliation’, German
Historical Institute London Bulletin, 26/2 (2004), 56–70.
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At the centre of this comparative study are not the political systems
(even though Süß has a great deal to say about their institutional
structures) but the emergence of a Kriegsmoral (war morale) at the
inter section of individual experiences and political mobilization.
Moreover, this hefty tome is not meant to be a comprehensive ac -
count of the British and German bombing campaigns of the Second
World War. Rather, the author’s approach might be described as a
history of the air war ‘from below’: one that is focused on the fear, ex -
perience, and memory (of people on the ground) of death and
destruction. That said, the book spans an impressively wide range of
topics, from pre-war anticipation to post-war commemoration, from
administrative measures to theological discourses, from air-raid pre-
cautions to the disposal of corpses, and from political propaganda to
private testimony.

The ways in which people lived through air raids were neither
unfiltered nor immediate. Süß painstakingly dissects the administra-
tive structures and air-raid precautions that framed personal experi-
ences of the air war. Predictably enough, at this level of comparison,
the contrasts between British democracy and Nazi dictatorship are
most striking: the reordering of and bickering over responsibilities in
Britain pale into insignificance when compared with the spiralling
de-institutionalization and Führerunmittelbarkeit of decision-making
in Germany. Even though the introduction of Regional Com mis sion -
ers to oversee (and, if necessary, to overrule) county and borough
councils amounted to a significant intervention in regional and local
affairs, conflicts tended to be resolved in a consensual manner. Also
the new coordinating body at national level, the Civil Defence
Committee, did not, according to Süß, fundamentally depart from
pre-war administrative practice. 

While the new structures and procedures introduced in Britain at
the beginning of the conflict remained more or less unchanged for the
remainder of the war, German ones evolved in increasingly radical
ways in the second half of the war. Führer decrees of March 1942 and
December 1943—giving great leeway for interpretation (and the
political ambitions of Joseph Goebbels)—led to the creation of an
Inter-Ministerial Air War Damage Board and a Reich Inspectorate of
Civil Defence Measures respectively. Control of both these special
authorities gave Goebbels far-reaching powers at the home front,
often bypassing the competences of ministers, Gauleiter, and munici-
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pal authorities. The latter faced additional competition from local
branches of the Nazi party and its welfare organization, the NSV,
which tried to muscle in on support for bomb victims.

The comparison between administrative responses to the spectre
and actuality of the war from the air produces interesting, but per-
haps not altogether surprising contrasts. Most revealing is the
author’s intricate discussion of the social construction of a wartime
community where we see both cultural convergences and national
peculiarities. The notion of a People’s War in Britain, he argues, was
to some degree a response to the Nazi utopia of a Volksgemeinschaft.2
Both held out a social promise and relied on mechanisms of exclusion
and inclusion, on punishments and rewards. Looters were seen as the
ultimate threat to Kriegsmoral and became outcasts from the national
collectives. Politically motivated amendments to the criminal law
prescribed severe penalties for the offence. However, the Nazis came
down much harder on looters, many of whom were sentenced to
death by special courts. While the prosecution of looters paved the
way for a complete erosion of the rule of law in Nazi Germany, the
British state neither encroached on the autonomy of the judiciary nor
dispensed with the statutory right of appeal. Significantly, British
legal terminology had no equivalent to the Volks schädling that cast the
criminal as the nation’s ‘vermin’.

Under the conditions of aerial bombardment, air-raid shelters
became the incubators of the national community at risk. In both
countries, access to the official shelters and bunkers was seen as a
privilege that had to be earned through a display of virtues such as
self-help, discipline, duty, and a readiness to make sacrifices. Aliens
and particularly ‘Jews’ occupied a precarious position in these col-
lective safe havens. A thorn in the side of many a Londoner,
(German) Jews were blamed for the crowded conditions, the tempo-
rary eruptions of violence, and, more generally, the moral decay in
the shelters. Anti-alien sentiments were, for instance, in evidence in
the small bulletins edited by representatives of the shelter communi-
ties. However, the mere existence of these grass-roots organs is illus-
trative of the multivocality of the People’s War and its bottom-up
dynamics. Conformism and coercion played a much greater role in
2 See also the conference report ‘German Society in the Nazi Era: Volks -
gemeinschaft between Ideological Projection and Social Practice’, German
Historical Institute London Bulletin, 32/2 (2010), 120–8.
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transforming the Volksgemeinschaft into a Luftschutzgemeinschaft, and
yet it was initially the peer pressure of the Hausgemeinschaft rather
than official regulations that kept the Jews out. 

From the authorities’ point of view, the mass deportations from
the Reich resolved this issue. What is more, the deportations provid-
ed an opportunity for municipal authorities to strengthen morale at
the urban home front in a material way, for the possessions the
deported left behind were re-distributed to bombed-out Volks ge nos -
sen. German municipalities became first opportunistic profiteers and
eventually active agents of repression. As the air raids intensified,
local authorities came to rely on the slave labour of concentration
camp inmates to clear up the rubble. In cooperation with the SS, a
number of municipalities established satellite camps in the very heart
of cities. Thus city centres became sites where urban society inter-
sected with the camp system. The connections between the air war
and Nazi racial policies were all too obvious for anyone who both-
ered to enquire about the source of bargain furniture, or who cared
to observe that bunkers were built on the sites of former synagogues. 

The bombs on German cities were ‘a retribution for what was
done to the Jews’ (p. 272), according to the Protestant bishop of
Württemberg, Theophil Wurm. While there was broad agreement
among Catholic and Protestant churchmen alike that the havoc
wreaked on German cities was part of a divine punishment, few were
as explicit as Wurm about the actual sins committed. Instead they
implored their flock to accept His judgment unquestioningly and to
endure the ordeal. The air war or the churches’ response to it did lit-
tle to attract new followers, but at least it strengthened the faith of
believers (a similar development could be observed in Britain during
the Blitz). Süß points out that the churches’ message allowed German
Christians to reconcile an increasing alienation from National
Socialism with a renewed commitment to the Volksgemeinschaft.
Whereas the churches in Germany eschewed going beyond a merely
theological interpretation of the air war, their British counterparts
openly confronted its political and ethical implications. Here, Süß
attaches much importance to the interventions made by the Anglican
bishop of Chichester, George Bell, who emerged as a chief doubter of
the strategic bombing campaign. 

The People’s War could accommodate nonconformist behaviour
and critical voices—in stark contrast to the absolute project of the



Volksgemeinschaft. Nevertheless, Süß concludes that ‘the pressure of
ritualized collectivization and the imposition of norms of social
behaviour are characteristics of both dictatorship and democracy, of
the politics of war morale in “total war” ’(p. 580). The construction of
a Kriegsmoral became the central preoccupation of both societies dur-
ing the air war. This book offers an intriguing exploration of the com-
parative method; the author’s discussion of British society during the
Blitz throws many aspects of the German experience of the air war
into much sharper relief (and vice versa). This monograph is a must
for those interested not only in the comparative history of Britain and
Germany but also the socio-cultural and political history of modern
warfare. Covering two countries in equal depth and sophistication,
this excellent book should also appeal to British readers very much
accustomed to the idea of ‘buy one, get one free’.

STEFAN GOEBEL is Senior Lecturer in Modern British History at the
University of Kent at Canterbury. His publications include The Great
War and Medieval Memory: War, Remembrance and Medievalism in Brit -
ain and Germany, 1914–1940 (2007) and, as co-editor, Cities into Battle-
fields: Metropolitan Scenarios, Experiences and Commemorations of Total
War (2011). He is currently working on a comparative study of Cov -
entry and Dresden in the aftermath of the Second World War.
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