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ALF LÜDTKE and BERND WEISBROD (eds.), No Man’s Land of
Violence: Extreme Wars in the Twentieth Century, Göttinger Gespräche
zur Geschichtswissenschaft, 24 (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2006),
284 pp. ISBN-10: 3 89244 825 6. ISBN-13: 978 89244 825 9. EUR 18.00

The study of war has historically been undertaken from the top
down: strategy and tactics, operations and command. Recent empha-
sis on the study of ordinary people—soldiers or civilians—tends to
present them in a context of victims, whether of war’s institutions or
war’s violence. The essays in this book reflect a fresh perspective: the
materiality of violence, in particular, extreme forms of violence.
Whether in regular or irregular war, civil unrest, or terrorism, vio-
lence constantly, and successfully, threatens to break through any
limits imposed on it, whether by religion, custom, or codes of hon-
our. Nor is that pattern restricted to its most frequently discussed
region and period: twentieth-century Europe. In 2003, the Göttinger
Gespräche zur Geschichtswissenschaft held its twentieth congress on
the theme of extreme wars in the twentieth century. The integrating
framework is provided by the editorial introduction. Extreme vio-
lence is an unknown area of meaning for perpetrators and victims
alike. At the same time, however, the act of violence embodies its
own logic. The nine essays in this volume seek that logic from a glob-
al perspective.

Alan Kramer begins the anthology with a survey of the Great War
as a ‘war of atrocities’. As the war progressed, he argues, all the bel-
ligerents increased the scale and expanded the scope of violent behav-
iour. The British and French bombarded civilian targets from the air.
The Russians and the Austro-Hungarians treated their prisoners with
contempt and neglect. Nevertheless the atrocities of the First World
War were as much a question of definition as fact. The Ger man killing
of six thousand Belgian and French civilians in the war’s early months
was not a product of extreme combat, but the reflection of a toxic com-
bination of irrational fear of partisans and lack of combat experience. It
did not set a pattern for either the front lines or the occupied zones. The
Turkish slaughter of Armenians and the mutual Greek–Turkish popu-
lation expulsions in the Middle East took place essentially outside the
war zones, and had the political goal, however perverse, of creating an
ethnically pure Turkish state. The Great War, in short, was a threshold
for the concept of extreme violence in modern war.
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Michael Geyer takes the concept of extreme violence a stage fur-
ther by discussing the concept of ‘fighting to the end’ that influenced
German military thought between 1918 and 1945, popularly associat-
ed with Adolf Hitler. The idea of an Endkampf actually grew from the
High Command’s aborted consideration in the summer of 1918 of
waging a final, all-out struggle in Germany itself. Geyer notes that
this projected struggle had an internal dimension. It involved the
eradication of all individuals and forces opposed to the idea of war
as self-sacrifice. As the Second World War approached its denoue-
ment, the Nazi leadership set out to destroy Germany even more
completely, hoping ‘to snatch memory from the jaws of defeat’ (p.
55).Yet even as the German people turned increasingly against this
cult of death, they continued to wage the war of self-destruction they
wished to avert, mobilizing themselves to match their enemies’
extreme violence. Not ideological or mythical ideals, but ordinary
hopes and fears turned Germans into the ‘ferocious fighters, relent-
less workers, and committed killers’ (p. 66) of 1944–5.

The extreme violence visited on Germany in the final stages of the
Second World War is the subject of Richard Bessel’s contribution. He
describes a ‘perfect storm’: a synergy of a desperate struggle with the
Red Army, increasingly fierce fighting in the West, the culmination
of the Combined Bomber Offensive, and not least the unprecedented
levels of domestic terror unleashed against foreign labourers and
Germans alike by the Nazi regime. A Wehrmacht no longer capable of
mounting effective resistance committed a kind of collective suicide,
fighting to a finish rather than accept defeat. This explosion of vio-
lence, according to Bessel, transformed the German people, in their
own minds, to a nation of victims. Ironically this led to a fundamen-
tal recasting of collective attitudes to war, violence, and the military.
Unlike the situation after 1918, the German public, East, West, and
reunited, no longer derived positive meaning at any level from war
experience in a nationalist or militarist context. Armed forces were
justifiable only as a deterrent, and then grudgingly. The recent wave
of publications openly asserting German victimhood may seem iron-
ic in the context of events from 1933 to 1945. In another sense, how-
ever, it is a sign of German normalization in a world where every
group and every nation glories in victim status.

Joanna Bourke eloquently describes the cultivation during the
twentieth century of ‘killing frenzy’ in combat soldiers. The physical
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and emotional traumas engendered by war’s random terror have
become familiar enough to be almost a cliché. The language used to
describe them, however, has changed over time, shifting in particu-
lar from tropes of hysteria to tropes of anxiety. The emotions evoked
by modern war, according to Bourke, are less liable to be linked to
fear based on threats to survival, and more to anxiety caused by the
loss of agency. Remaining constant, however, was the relief of ten-
sion when men were able to act against the immediate enemy they
perceived as the author of their dismay. Bourke offers the provoca-
tive insight that the often-cited ‘dehumanization’ of the foe in mod-
ern war actually increases anxiety by enhancing his mystery, his ‘oth-
erness’—a fact long recognized in war movies. The result could often
be indiscriminate killing when soldiers came face to face with an
enemy who was, after all, human. At the same time fantasy and
story-telling were used to construct killing as an ‘act of carnival’ (p.
121), a kind of Saturnalia that at once set participants apart from soci-
ety and enabled them to re-enter it without being brutalized, at least
in public contexts.

Alf Luedtke presents another way of coping with the stresses of
twentieth-century war: contextualizing it with industrial society. The
factory system and its spin-offs—schools, businesses, hospitals—fea-
ture compartmentalization of tasks in an environment of stress, not
exactly a counterpart of the battlefield, but not the worst preparation
for it either. The alienation from one’s work, noted by so many social
commentators, further enhances the comparison. A dirty job in civil-
ian life and a dirty job in combat are both things to be endured, then
either forgotten or processed into the general sense of anomie. At the
same time, Luedtke argues, responses to industrial work at the point
of production are ambivalent. Workers appropriate the settings of
work, establish personal niches, and adjust systems. The same
process occurs in non-industrial settings organized on industrial
models. Even the comradeship, the small-group fellowship so often
described as characteristic of twentieth-century war, replicates to a
significant degree the characteristics of the industrialized workplace.
It features a code of conduct separated from that of the controlling
institution, featuring acceptance in return for conformity, and having
a short way with dissenters who go beyond the limits of consensus.
Building on the work of Thomas Kühne, Luedtke argues that sol-
diers, needing to belong in order to survive physically and mentally,
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seek out and affirm the collective’s values to a point where they will-
ingly participate in acts of extreme violence—and process them as all
in a day’s work. Doubts, scruples, and inhibitions are experienced
before and after the collective behaviour that affirmed the group
against external challenges.

The first counterpoint to the volume’s male orientation is provid-
ed by Gyanendra Pandey. She begins by establishing a paradox. On
the one hand, extreme violence creates a zone where no rules apply.
On the other, that zone exists in an environment where community,
in the sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’, is particularly strong. Focusing on the
Indian experience in 1947–8, Pandey describes women as central to
the processes of extreme violence. Brutalization, rape, abduction, and
murder were part of a male discourse: revenge for past wrongs by
degrading the enemy’s women; humiliating the enemy by demon-
strating his inability to intervene; and sealing the defeat by taking his
women as booty. Underlying that behaviour was the concept of
women as property—a concept so strongly reinforced by religious
and social pressure that it was internalized by many women as well
as for practical purposes all men. While some attempts were made
between India and Pakistan to recover stolen women, Pandey cor-
rectly states that no punishments have been imposed for the rape,
loot, and murder. ‘A wind blew’: the wind of partition. But at a time
when imperialism is denounced as the unforgivable Western sin, it
might be appropriate to remember a British Raj that for a century
controlled collectively sanctioned violence in a climate of impunity
that is the theme of Pandey’s essay.

At first glance Janet Cherry might seem reckless in her proposal to
compare South Africa and Northern Ireland. Racial violence on the
one hand and sectarian violence on the other might seem to have lit-
tle in common beyond surface manifestations. Cherry, in fact, makes
a solid case that both feature localized, low-intensity conflict in per-
manent environments of violence. She argues as well that the state
she describes is a state of war, whose personalized cruelties are the
more painful for being marginalized by the global media. She pres-
ents a context of state repression of unarmed civilians, which in turn
leads armed groups to mobilize support against the state and against
each other. Noteworthy here are the limitations of public security
forces in controlling the kinds of violence that, again paradoxically,
results from their disproportionate technical and material superiori-
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ty. In both South Africa and Ulster the ability of the opposition to
implement their struggle even by direct terrorism was so limited that
they turned to the people, their own community as opposed to the
‘others’, religious and ethnic rivals who increasingly became the
direct antagonists in place of a state power too relatively strong to be
challenged. The problem of governing societies riven by this kind of
violence remains an open issue despite the apparent successes of
South Africa’s reconciliation programme. 

Wolfgang Höpken uses the Balkans as a case study on a major
twentieth-century development: the replacement of politics as a
motivator of violence by ethnic or religious identity. Beginning with
the Balkan wars of 1912–13, states and armies lost much of their roles
to paramilitary groups and similar non-state entities. ‘Ordinary peo-
ple’ were drawn into the dynamic, both as victims and participants.
Killing became arbitrary, increased in scale and randomness, and
was strongly sexualized. Restrictions protecting noncombatants—
children, the elderly, and, above all, women—were inverted, making
them prime targets because of their helplessness. All this may sound
distressingly familiar form recent headlines. Höpken is, however,
reluctant to generalize from the Balkan experience. Instead he asserts
that in particular the fluid boundaries between regular armies and
armed civilians reflect specific historical traditions, as opposed to
prefiguring a new post-modern type of violence. In that he is perhaps
the most optimistic of the contributors. 

Bernd Weisbrod’s concluding essay uses the strategic concept of
‘shock and awe’ to link extreme acts of violence and religious funda-
mentalism. The intention in each case, he argues, is the same: to com-
pel unconditional compliance by an overwhelming display of power.
Fundamentalism is not inevitably violent, but when its world-trans-
forming impulse is changed to world-conquering through ‘apocalyp-
tic urgency’, all bets are off. Violence becomes a religious act confer-
ring eternal values, even in the secular forms advocated by George
Sorel and Franz Fanon. It confers ‘holy status on not so holy men’ (p.
276).

Weisbrod’s concluding aphorism epitomizes the thrust of this
anthology. The essays individually and collectively depict not mere-
ly the breakdown of restraints on violence, but the affirmation and
legitimation of that process. To this devolution of ‘hard power’, ‘soft
power’ offers at best limited, post facto alternatives: amnesties,
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apologies, reconciliation commissions, and perhaps war crimes’ tri-
bunals. None of the contributors address the prospect of rehabilitat-
ing or reconfiguring hard power. Yet a light may possibly exist at the
end of the tunnel constructed in this book. In 1998 Michael Ignatieff,
among the West’s leading public intellectuals, published a now for-
gotten book, The Warrior’s Honour. In it he advocated challenging
extreme violence in failed states and societies by inculcating and
appealing to a sense of honour: there are things a warrior does not do
precisely because he is a warrior. This concept, in many ways as old
as civilization itself, may seem eclipsed by the factors described in
these essays: industrialism, fundamentalism, ethnicity, and the rest.
Talk of reviving it may be idealistic, even Quixotic. Yet there are
worse beginnings to a way out of the abyss that is so eloquently
described here. 
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