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I
In his influential treatise Du contrat social (1762), the Swiss-born
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau outlined the key moral and legal
principles behind a more humane treatment of prisoners of war,
principles which later informed the Geneva Convention of 1864
(revised 1906) and the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907.
Fundamental to this was the notion that wars were fought between
states and not individuals, and that soldiers from the opposing side
could only be seen as ‘the enemy’ while they were in a position to
fight. Once disarmed and rendered harmless, they remained men in
uniform but not objects to be deliberately killed, starved, enslaved, or
forcibly converted to their captors’ religion or ideology. In other
words, they were to be treated with respect for their rights and dig-
nity as human beings.1 How far did these ideas, enshrined as they
were from the late nineteenth century in international law and, with
varying degrees of commitment, in the domestic military codes of the
European powers, determine behaviour towards military captives
during the First World War, the great conflagration which has often
been described as the Urkatastrophe of the twentieth century?
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Uta Hinz is not the first scholar in recent times to address this
question,2 but she is the first to do so with extensive reference to
German sources and German practices. In this sense her well-written
and factual exposition is an extremely important contribution to the
field, and helps to correct a number of confusions and misconcep-
tions which have informed previous works. The one thing that is
lacking, though, is an index, which I would have found very useful,
especially given the large volume of detailed empirical material con-
tained in the book.

Hinz’s thesis can be summarized as follows: Germany’s treatment
of the roughly 2.4 million enemy prisoners it held between 1914 and
1918 was, with some important exceptions, broadly in accordance
with the spirit of the Geneva and Hague Conventions. The picture is
admittedly complicated by the confused federal structure of Ger-
many’s wartime domestic military administration, and by the chaos
and improvisation which characterized the early months of the war,
when many more prisoners than expected were taken. Overcrowd-
ing and epidemics were indeed common in the winter of 1914–15.
Nonetheless, in the second and third quarter of 1915 in particular
Hinz sees a marked tendency towards a systematic organization and
‘Humanisierung’ (p. 136) of the conditions of captivity, a trend re-
inforced by attempts at standardization undertaken by the Prisoner-
of-War Department (Unterkunftsdepartement) of the Prussian Ministry
of War under its director, Colonel (later General) Friedrich.

The motives of Friedrich and the Unterkunftsdepartement had little
to do with humanitarian feeling, however, and much more to do with
what Hinz describes as the Gegenseitigkeitsprinzip, the utilitarian prin-
ciple of reciprocity. In short, the German government was anxious to
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ensure basic standards of care for the prisoners it was holding in
order to protect the interests of its own nationals in enemy hands. In
most cases this led to agreements to allow inspections of camps by
the relevant protecting power, access to relief parcels and post from
home, and provision of lists of prisoners to the specialist prisoner of
war agency run by the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) in Geneva. Material improvements and increased contact
with the outside world in turn gave rise to conditions in which a bur-
geoning Lagerkultur could grow and flourish, as seen in the emer-
gence of prison camp journals, theatres, sports, arts and crafts, edu-
cational courses, and so on among POWs of all nationalities.

Admittedly, there were times when the Gegenseitigkeitsprinzip
could work in the other direction, leading to reprisals against prison-
ers in response to alleged misdeeds committed by the enemy, as in
the case of the dispute with France over the treatment of German
prisoners in Morocco, Algeria, and Dahomey in 1915. However,
unlike the French historian Marc Michel, Hinz does not find evidence
of a widespread ‘brutalization’ or ‘intoxication’ with war in Germany
in 1914–15—at least on the home front.3 Reprisals, in her view, were
motivated by utilitarian, not irrational, considerations, even if their
impact on the prisoners concerned was harsh and inhumane.

Two further factors nonetheless gradually undermined the effec-
tiveness of the Gegenseitigkeitsprinzip as a restraining mechanism. The
first was the relationship between captivity and propaganda. As in
the case of the Belgian question, tales of German atrocities against
prisoners of war produced a series of loud denials and counter-accu-
sations. The British and French, it was claimed, were the ‘real’ bar-
barians, particularly in colonial contexts where they allegedly under-
mined racial solidarity by placing German men, women, and chil-
dren under black or Arab guards. The increasing effectiveness of the
Allied economic blockade further sharpened the political dimensions
of the POW question. Given the Allies’ intention to starve the
German civilian population into surrender, it was only proper—so
German propagandists argued—that diet and nutrition in German
prison camps should reflect conditions on the German home front
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3 Marc Michel, ‘Intoxication ou “brutalisation”? Les “represailles” de la
grande guerre’, 14–18 aujourd’hui today heute, 4 (2001), pp. 175–97.



more generally. Even so, news bulletins for domestic audiences did
not go as far as suggesting that individual Englishmen, Frenchmen,
or Russians were personally responsible for the actions of their gov-
ernments, and even more importantly, there was little ‘transference
of hatred and animosity on to enemy soldiers in captivity’, according
to Hinz’s findings (p. 362).

A second and much more important factor accounting for devia-
tions from the Gegenseitigkeitsprinzip, in her view, was the ‘econo-
mization’ (Ökonomisierung) of German military strategy from 1915
onwards. Gradually concern for reciprocity gave way to growing
pressures for the integration of enemy prisoners of war into the
German war economy, particularly after the costly battles at Verdun
and on the Somme had revealed the superiority of the Allies in ma-
terial and organizational terms. Disciplinary measures, policy to-
wards the Red Cross, and even the provision of food and medical
facilities were henceforth increasingly directed towards countering
the problems of low productivity, Arbeitsverweigerung, and Sabotage
on the part of captive enemy soldiers and civilians. Ökonomisierung
also undermined the coordinating role of the Prussian Ministry of
War and its equivalents in Bavaria, Saxony, and Württemberg, espe-
cially as increasing numbers of prisoners were attached to Arbeits-
kommandos living and working outside the perimeters of the main
camps or Stammlager. This was a trend which increased significantly
in 1916–17 after the emergence of the third Oberste Heeresleitung
(High Command) under Hindenburg and Ludendorff, and the
founding of the new Kriegsamt (Supreme War Office) headed by
General Groener, but its origins were in 1915 and the early part of
1916, when labour shortages first began to appear (pp. 269–70).

Even so, the move towards the mobilization of POW labour did
not automatically entail a departure from international conventions
except in specific, localized contexts. Agricultural Arbeitskommandos,
in particular, could be quite pleasant, and often entailed access to bet-
ter quality food and even opportunities for fraternization with the
local population. Industrial Arbeitskommandos were usually much
tougher, especially those involving work in mines and quarries, and
the rules governing exemptions on medical grounds became ever
tighter as the war progressed, but here, too, there was a great deal of
variation depending on the attitude of employers and local military
commanders. Prisoners who objected to being deployed in war-relat-
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ed industries and/or to working on Sundays were sometimes pun-
ished and sometimes not.

The two really important exceptions were the fate of enemy pris-
oners allocated to work details in occupied territories, and the treat-
ment of Russian POWs after the signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk
in March 1918. In the first case neither the Prussian Ministry of War
nor the Kriegsamt exercised any control over the more than 250,000
prisoners held in occupied areas, who came under the direct author-
ity of the High Command. These same prisoners were also not
allowed visits from the protecting power or the ICRC, so there was
nothing to prevent large-scale abuses, including the organization of
forced labour battalions just behind the front lines (pp. 296–7). In the
second instance, the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 clearly
stated that after the restoration of peace, prisoners were to be repa-
triated to their country of origin ‘as quickly as possible’. However,
the German war machine was reluctant to let go of such a rich labour
resource and so hung on to many of its Russian prisoners, who were
forced to live and work in increasingly desperate conditions until the
November 1918 armistice and beyond (although the last of them
remained in Germany until 1921, the new republican government
nonetheless made strenuous efforts to send most of them home in the
winter of 1918–19). The irony here is that western propaganda did
not dwell on the poor treatment of Russians; instead it focused on the
alleged abuse and torture of British, French, and Belgian prisoners,
often using shocking images of soldiers tied to posts and other ‘bar-
baric acts’ which reveal more about the cultural war and attempts to
cast Germany in the role of illegal aggressor than they do about the
real experience of enemy captives. Indeed, as John Horne and Alan
Kramer have also shown, this was a battle which continued into the
post-war era, when at one point the Allies demanded the surrender
of more than 800 named German war criminals, including 150 who
were accused of offences in relation to the mistreatment of POWs.4

What are the broader implications of these findings for the ques-
tion of continuity of German policy towards POWs between the First
and Second World Wars? Hinz’s conclusions are nuanced and subtle,
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(New Haven, Conn., 2001), pp. 341–3.



but ultimately she comes down against the views of Annette Becker,
Ulrich Herbert, and others who have seen the First World War as
providing a direct ‘fund of experiences’ or Erfahrungsfeld for the
extreme brutalities of the Nazi era.5 Her detailed investigation of the
application of German military law to POWs, for instance, shows that
here, too, the principle that enemy soldiers had ‘obligations, but also
rights’ was rigorously adhered to (p. 359). This applied even to the
Russians, who, at least until March 1918, were not subjected to sys-
tematic ill-treatment or legal discrimination on the basis of their
country of origin. The variation in survival rates between the differ-
ent nationalities is put down by Hinz largely to the difference in atti-
tude and financial means of their own governments rather than to the
behaviour of the German military authorities, and here her findings
are in line with other recent studies.6

To put this another way, the German treatment of prisoners of
war showed ‘traces of a total war ideology’ (‘Züge einer totalen
Kriegsideologie’, p. 363), including the quasi enslavement of Russian
POWs after March 1918, but did not, in the end, lead to a total break-
down of traditional norms and values. Instead, Hinz talks of an ‘eco-
nomic totalization of war’ (‘ökonomische Totalisierung des Krieges’,
p. 359) which she links to a ‘gradual removal of restraints’ (‘Prozeß
der Entgrenzung’, p. 361) driven above all by rational calculation
rather than by specific national or racial hatreds. The idea of a direct
continuity with German atrocities in the Second World War is there-
fore ultimately unsustainable, in her view, even if there were some
pointers in the direction of a greater exploitation of prisoners in the
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future on the basis of Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg’s dictum ‘Not
kennt kein Gebot’ (necessity knows no law, pp. 315–6).7

II
Hinz’s main conclusions are certainly convincing and well docu-
mented. However, her study also leaves open a number of important
questions which remain to be answered. For instance, she says rela-
tively little on the transportation of prisoners from the battlefield to
their final place of captivity within Germany, although, as Heather
Jones has recently shown, this is an issue which can be very reveal-
ing in terms of the development of ‘war cultures’ in the belligerent
nations in 1914 and beyond.8 Secondly, she makes only brief mention
of the existence of so-called propaganda camps, in which particular
national/religious minorities were given preferential treatment with
a view to recruiting them to the Central Powers’ cause. Those target-
ed (with very modest results) included Irish prisoners, Muslims from
the Russian, French, and British Empires, Poles, Ukrainians, and
Flemish-speaking Belgians.9 Finally, although Hinz devotes a few
pages to Lagerkultur, she says nothing at all about what might be
termed the ‘intimate’ dimensions of wartime captivity, namely the
hidden world of friendships and personal rivalries among prisoners,
as well as the impact which their absence had on families and com-
munities back at home.10

Some, but not all, of these issues are addressed in the second book
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7 Bethmann Hollweg famously used this phrase in relation to the German
invasion of Belgium in his Reichstag speech on 4 Aug. 1914. Cited in Alan
Kramer, ‘Kriegsrecht und Kriegsverbrechen’, in Gerhard Hirschfeld, Gerd
Krumeich, and Irina Renz (eds.), Enzyklopädie Erster Weltkrieg (Paderborn,
2003), p. 282.
8 Heather Jones, ‘Encountering the “Enemy”: Prisoner of War Transport and
the Development of War Cultures in 1914’, in Pierre Purseigle (ed.), Warfare and
Belligerence: Perspectives in First World War Studies (Leiden, 2005), pp. 133–62.
9 This aspect of German war aims and strategy was already given a great deal
of emphasis in Fritz Fischer’s Griff nach der Weltmacht: Die Kriegsziele des kaiser-
lichen Deutschland, 1914/18 (Düsseldorf, 1961). For more recent studies see e.g.
Gerhard Höpp, Muslime in der Mark: Als Kriegsgefangene und Internierte in
Wünsdorf und Zossen, 1914–1924 (Berlin, 1997) and Reinhard R. Doerries, Prelude
to the Easter Rising: Sir Roger Casement in Imperial Germany (London, 2000).
10 One study which does look at prisoners’ families is Abbal, Soldats oubliés,
pp. 169–80.



under review, a volume of essays by leading experts in the field, edit-
ed by Jochen Oltmer. The first section offers an overview of the treat-
ment of POWs in the five main European powers involved in the
war: Austria–Hungary, Germany, Russia, Britain, and France. The
common theme here is the fragmentation and decentralization of poli-
cy caused by the growing demand for labour on the part of agriculture
and industry, as well as by the political instrumentalization of the pris-
oner issue. The one country that stands out as exceptional is Great
Britain; here (as far as Panikos Panayi’s contribution tells us) there
were no propaganda camps and only very limited attempts to exploit
POWs as an economic resource until very late in the war. Admittedly
this was partly because most of the POWs held in the British Isles were
officers or civilians; rank-and-file prisoners were usually kept behind
in transit camps in France. Yet another factor was the opposition of
British trade unions, who feared competition from cheaper labour and
therefore demanded equal wage rates and preference for native work-
ers over ‘foreign’ POWs (and Belgian refugees) (p. 144).

In the other countries, however, the integration of prisoners into
the wartime economy began at a much earlier period, usually from
the spring of 1915 onwards, and became one of the key determinants
of conditions for rank-and-file POWs. Those who worked in mines or
some branches of the armaments industries were exposed to the
harshest treatment. But their experiences were not necessarily typi-
cal. For instance (and here all of the studies seem to agree) large num-
bers of prisoners worked in relatively small groups in agriculture,
where the food was usually better than in the main camps and where
they were frequently able to develop friendly or at least cordial rela-
tions with their employers. As well as being paid, they were often
trusted to work without being permanently guarded, and could
therefore enjoy the illusion of partial freedom. Officers, on the other
hand, while enjoying many privileges including exemption from war
work and access to well stocked relief parcels, were also left to their
own devices when it came to finding methods of battling the bore-
dom and emptiness of life in captivity. This made them more vulner-
able to ‘barbed wire disease’, the name given to the symptoms of
chronic depression and feelings of worthlessness experienced by
long-term prisoners across Europe.11
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The second section of the book considers the tensions between the
selective principle of nationality and the universal principle of
humanitarian action in the treatment of prisoners. Reinhard
Nachtigal shows that while both France and the Central Powers tried
to exploit national/ethnic divisions among POWs for propaganda
purposes, this process went furthest in Russia. Here both Serb and
Czech divisions (and smaller Romanian and Italian ones) were
recruited on a partly voluntary, partly compulsory, basis and de-
ployed directly in military offensives against the Habsburg army as
‘liberators’ of their respective nations. Even so, the process was far
from being smooth and was held back by opposition from various
quarters, including the POWs themselves (some of whom remained
staunchly loyal to the Habsburgs or were simply unwilling to fight),
elements in the Russian government and armaments industry (who
feared losing a vital labour resource), and neutral bodies like the
ICRC and its Swedish and Danish counterparts (who were concerned
to prevent abuses of international law).

Meanwhile, Giovanna Procacci examines the situation in Italy,
where the army and political leadership followed a deliberate policy
of refusing state aid to the majority of their own soldiers who fell into
enemy hands on the false grounds that they were all ‘cowards’ or
‘traitors’ who had ‘deserted’ their units. As a result, 100,000 out of
600,000 Italian POWs died in captivity, a much higher percentage
than their French, British, Belgian, and even Russian counterparts (p.
196). Uta Hinz, on the other hand, looks at the minor triumphs and
larger failures of the International Committee of the Red Cross in its
quest to gain recognition as an impartial player in the enforcement
and enhancement of international conventions. As she shows, the
belligerent governments circumvented the ICRC wherever possible,
relying instead on national Red Cross societies and neutral countries
like Spain and Switzerland when it came to negotiating bilateral
agreements with the enemy over the treatment of prisoners and the
implementation of exchange deals (p. 231).

One final issue, covered by several contributors to the volume, is
that of prisoner repatriation after the war. In the months following
the signing of the Treaty of Versailles Britain, the USA, Belgium, and
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Italy sent practically all of their prisoners home, but France and
Bolshevik Russia, for different reasons, held on to their captives for
longer than this. In the French case, as Bernard Delpal shows,
German prisoners were sent to work in clearance and reconstruction
projects in the newly ‘liberated’ départements of the north and north
east, both as a form of reparation and in order to impress upon the
German people at home that they had lost the war and would have
to pay the price (pp. 162–3). In Russia, according to Reinhard
Nachtigal, up to 100,000 former POWs were recruited into the Red
Army during the Civil War (1918–20), some of them voluntarily, but
others under duress (p. 253). 

Germany, by contrast, was extremely anxious to ensure a rapid
and orderly removal of the 1.2 million Russian prisoners it still held
at the time of the November 1918 armistice, not least because of a
widespread panic about Bolshevism which infected all political cir-
cles, including the Majority Social Democrats. All but around 300,000
had indeed been conducted across the new demarcation line by the
beginning of February 1919, where they were more or less left to fend
for themselves. However, according to Jochen Oltmer, the new
republican government’s repatriation plans were henceforth thwart-
ed by a variety of factors, including an Allied veto on further prison-
er transports to the east, the continued need of German agriculture
for prisoner labour, the hostile attitude of the Baltic states during
1919, and later still, complications caused by the Polish–Soviet war
(1920–1). When official repatriations finally ceased in 1921, 4,500
Russians were given leave to stay on in Germany indefinitely as for-
eign workers, and thousands more did so illegally (p. 291).

Meanwhile, even those POWs from the west who were repatriat-
ed fairly quickly from Germany continued to suffer from the psy-
chological consequences of their wartime internment and accompa-
nying feelings of stigmatization. In France, for instance, as Odon
Abbal shows, returning prisoners were marginalized in official com-
memorations of the war in favour of an emphasis on the heroism and
sacrifice of those who had fallen in battle and on the grief felt by their
families. A campaign for greater financial compensation for ex-
POWs was launched in the late 1920s by the Fédération Nationale des
Anciens Prisonniers de Guerre, but barely got off the ground before it
collapsed in 1931–2. In the discourse of the right in particular, pris-
oners of war did not deserve to be honoured alongside former army
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veterans who had given their lives in defence of the nation; by
‘choosing’ to surrender rather than fight on to the bitter end they had
put themselves outside the ‘social contract’ and were therefore not
entitled to official recognition. 

III
What directions might future research take in order to develop and
build on some of the themes raised in the books reviewed above?
Firstly, there is a pressing need (as Hinz acknowledges) to integrate
civilian internees and deportees into the story of wartime captivity
between 1914 and 1921. Their fate was both different from, and sim-
ilar to, that of combatant prisoners of war. Interestingly, only two of
the contributors to Oltmer’s volume, Panayi on Britain and Delpal on
France, so much as mention this category of POWs. Yet the combined
figure for non-combatants interned in these two countries (32,440
and c.60,000 respectively) cannot compete with the 111,879 civilian
POWs detained in Germany, and the even larger numbers held in
Austria– Hungary and Russia. Overall, at least 300,000 civilians were
interned in western and central Europe between 1914 and 1918, a fur-
ther 300,000 in Tsarist Russia, and probably around 50,000 to 100,000
in the rest of the world.12 We still know relatively little about them.

Secondly, there is a need for more detailed studies of particular
regions and localities along the lines suggested by Jochen Oltmer,
Benjamin Ziemann, and others,13 but with greater reference to possi-
ble continuities and discontinuities with the Second World War, not
just in relation to official policies but also with respect to unofficial
contacts between civilian populations and foreign prisoners. Indeed,
one of the disappointing features of Hinz’s book, which relies partic-
ularly heavily on German military records from the Württemberg
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region, is that she makes no reference to the recent work done by Jill
Stephenson on the presence of foreign workers/POWs in the same
part of Germany during the years 1939 to 1945. Further investigation
here may indeed provide some interesting results.14

Thirdly, more research needs to be done at a comparative level,
particularly in relation to the different manifestations of Lagerkultur
(that is, the cultural and recreational life inside prison camps) and the
subjective or personal experience of captivity more generally. Is it
really the case, for instance, that prisoners and their families were
only able to judge the war and their own experiences through the
lens of an unremitting ‘friend or foe’ mentality, as Annette Becker has
suggested in her contribution to Oltmer’s volume (p. 29) and else-
where?15 How can this be squared with conflicting evidence of
friendly relations between POWs and their guards/employers, or of
prisoners’ representatives exerting pressure on their own military
and political leaders not to instigate reprisals against enemy captives,
but instead to arrange reciprocal exchanges on humanitarian or util-
itarian grounds? What significance should we attach to the Italian
experience where, according to Procacci’s evidence, prisoners’ fami-
lies were often denied state financial support on the grounds that
their relatives had deserted their posts and were no longer serving
the nation (p. 203), or to the situation in post-war France where, as
Abbal shows, repatriated POWs fought in vain for recognition of
their suffering in a country which refused point blank to accept them
as war heroes? Finally, how were returning POWs received in the
defeated nations, namely Germany, Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria and
Turkey? Until we have answers to some of these more challenging
questions, we will not be in a position to judge the true social and cul-
tural significance of captivity during the First World War.
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