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This review looks at the first two volumes of Mark Hewitson’s pro-
jected trilogy, which deal with the violence of war in Germany from
1792 to 1888. The third volume has not yet been published, but has
already been announced under the title The Violence of War: Germany,
1888–1968. The trilogy argues that wars and the violence associated
with them played a crucial part in transforming German states and
societies in modern history. Although peacetime clearly outweighed
wartime in the period covered, warlike conflicts in the German lands
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries generally had a wide-rang-
ing and long-term impact, and often represented a turning point for
Europe as a whole. The attitudes of soldiers and civilians towards
violence and war as shaped by the violence of war at that time, as
well as contemporary concepts of war influenced by these attitudes,
Hewitson argues, were directly connected to Germany’s changing
readiness to go to war and the policies this inspired. 
The first volume, Absolute War: Violence and Mass Warfare in the

Ger  man Lands, 1792–1820, investigates the impact of the Revo lu -
tionary and Napoleonic Wars on the millions of people directly
affected in the German lands. Hewitson covers both Prussia and
Austria, as well as the middling and small German states. His analy-
sis is based on a large variety of published sources (neither volume
draws on archival documents), including letters, diaries, memoirs,
official correspondence, press reports, pamphlets, essays, plays, and
cartoons.
Hewitson uses the term ‘absolute war’ with reference to Clause -

witz and in contrast to ‘total war’, which he reserves for the twenti-
eth century. According to Hewitson, the term ‘absolute war’ indi-
cates that conscription, which was practised by all German armies
during the Napoleonic Wars, made these wars into ‘people’s wars’.
Conscription, which resulted in 60 per cent of men in the period 1813
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to 1816 being called up—an even higher percentage than at the begin-
ning of the First World War, when the figure was 55 per cent—he
suggests, turned war into a mass experience. Added to this was that
many German states were theatres of war, which meant that large
numbers of civilians shared the experiences of violence, killing, and
dying associated with war. Another factor in intensifying the war
experience, Hewitson suggests, was that survival rates during the
Napoleonic Wars were similar to those in the First World War, clear-
ly lower than in the other nineteenth-century conflicts. The direct
involvement of a majority of the population, he argues, means that
the period was essentially shaped by war. Hewitson rejects the view
put forward by Ute Planert, Leighton James, and others that the mil-
itary conflicts of the Napoleonic era were essentially a continuation
of early modern warfare and the state-building wars of the time as
they had little national charge and the practices of war and their con-
sequences had not fundamentally changed. On the contrary, Hewit -
son suggests that in the period from 1792 to 1815 the majority of
German states underwent a military revolution.
In support of his views Hewitson outlines in detail the new forms

of violence that developed during the conflicts. Warfare, he claims,
had changed fundamentally since the eighteenth century as a result
of conscription, quicker movement, and the greater weight given to
battles. He also describes comprehensively how the war experiences
of violence, killing, and dying, shared by many soldiers and civilians,
influenced broader debates about military conflict, armies, and mili-
tary policy during both wartime and peacetime. He argues that the
Napoleonic Wars had changed the parameters within which the
Germans saw military conflict, as the images of war in the public dis-
course responded to contemporary experiences of war. Hewitson
points out that this insight is often dismissed in the research as self-
evident, but suggests that its consequences have not yet been ade-
quately considered. Fear, terror, and disgust were the formative emo-
tions during war. Despite their instinctive rejection, however, the
majority of people had got used to their circumstances. Their ongo-
ing experience of war meant that people’s hopes of a lasting peace
had dwindled. As a result, ‘people’s war’ was now seen as a danger-
ous but necessary means by which sovereign states conducted poli-
cy. Consequently, attempts to restructure armies into mass armies
were widely accepted in almost all German states.



Hewitson divides the volume Absolute War into five chapters.
Chapter one looks at developments from cabinet warfare to mass
armies. He takes a critical look at the concepts of ‘total war’ and ‘mil-
itary revolution’, and investigates the impact of the levée en masse and
compulsory military service on the conduct of war in terms of tactics
and strategy, and its ideological transformation. Chapter two analy-
ses public opinion about the war and contemporary justifications.
Hewitson cites philosophers, artists, and journalists, and considers to
what extent the people at the time participated in the public dis-
course. Chapter three looks at the role played by violence in civilian
life during the period under investigation. Here Hewitson highlights
the significance of the internal pacification of the German states since
the eighteenth century which, by the beginning of the nineteenth,
had clearly altered attitudes to pain, injury, and death. Chapter four
looks at the lifeworlds of soldiers during the Revolutionary and
Napoleonic Wars, drawing primarily on soldiers’ memoirs. Hewit -
son stresses the escalation of violence during the Napoleonic Wars,
which was also reflected in ego documents. After 1805 in particular,
soldiers’ war reports were characterized less by heroism than by
mourning for the suffering of war. The final, fifth chapter looks at the
culture of remembering the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars in
the period of peace that followed up to 1820, at the ideas and patterns
of interpretation that were predominant at the time, and at connec-
tions with the existing post-war order.
Hewitson’s study of the impact of the Napoleonic Wars on the

German states convincingly presents the experience of combat and
conscription as the central parameter in the thinking of contempo-
raries. Drawing on many examples, he demonstrates that the threat
of violence in war and the high human and financial costs of war
between mass armies was of central importance in contemporary
thought. The connection between warfare and patriotism and nation-
alism, by contrast, was only of secondary importance for contempo-
raries.
In his second volume, The People’s War: Histories of Violence in the

German Lands, 1820–1888, Hewitson presents a longitudinal study of
how warfare was perceived in the German lands during the nine-
teenth century. His starting point is the argument that as the most
violent military conflicts in European history up to that point, the
Napoleonic Wars had a long-term impact on individuals and on
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political developments that has so far been underestimated and hard-
ly researched.
The most remarkable thing about the military conflicts and inter-

national crises since 1848, he suggests, is that conscripted soldiers
and volunteers were always extremely willing to go to war, regard-
less of whether the conflict was seen as part of the national move-
ment or not. Hewitson explains this by pointing out that the aims or
origins of a conflict were not a decisive factor in shaping soldiers’
ideas of a legitimate war. As a result, the role of nationalism in main-
taining morale among the soldiers was limited. Rather, war and the
army were generally accepted by wider society as integral, legitimate
components of policy as conducted by sovereign states. Contempor -
aries accepted the necessity of conscription and ‘people’s wars’ as a
political means, and obediently performed their military service—a
notion that had become established during the Napoleonic Wars, as
Hewitson shows in the first volume of his trilogy. The social accept-
ance of war and the army in the nineteenth century represented a
fundamental change by comparison with the eighteenth century,
when resistance to military recruitment and mobilization had been
much more common. This insight has not, as such, been discussed in
the historiography so far.
Hewitson investigates German attitudes to the violence and suf-

fering of war in the wake of the mass warfare of the years from 1792
to 1815, and the ideas and expectations of future military conflicts
derived from them. He takes a long overview of the years from 1820
to 1888, which were marked by long periods of peace, and shorter
phases of warfare. He justifies this by pointing out that only by look-
ing at several generations is it possible to work out how the contem-
porary image of warfare changed as the result of the interplay and
transformation of memory, emotions, experience, politics, institu-
tions, events, and media.
In this case Hewitson’s sources are contemporary press reports,

war literature, paintings, lithographs, and photographs. Drawing on
them, he asks how ministers, journalists, academics, artists, and ordi-
nary people in the German states imagined war during the nine-
teenth century. Hewitson evaluates contemporary memoirs of the
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars and relates them to press
reports about wars that took place elsewhere in Europe and overseas,
to political debates about compulsory military service and military
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reforms in the German states, to experiences of revolution and count-
er-revolution, and to individuals’ everyday experiences of violence
and death. In addition, he analyses the reactions of soldiers and civil-
ians to military conflicts in which their own states were involved dur-
ing the period of investigation. It becomes clear that for most of the
population of the German states, memories of past wars were also
connected with expectations, hopes, and fears relating to the future.
Hewitson divides his volume The People’s War into two sections,

entitled ‘The Romance of War, 1820–64’ and ‘The Horror of War,
1864–88’. Both sections contain five chapters. He explains the divi-
sion into two by pointing out that the wars between 1805 and 1815
had a fundamentally different impact from those between 1864 and
1871. After 1815 a romantic, heroic narrative of the Napoleonic Wars
established itself. It was spread by the authorities and the press, and
also shaped ideas about a future war right up to the wars of unifica-
tion. This did not have much to do with German nationalism, or the
connection between warfare and nationalism, although research has
so far concentrated on this connection. Rather, it can be attributed to
the fact that in the years after 1815 the liberal myth of the ‘wars of lib-
eration’ was widely accepted by the reading public. This myth over-
laid painful memories of the war partly because after 1815, as a result
of censorship, the testimonies of veterans which focused on the suf-
ferings of war were less visible in public than the later testimonies of
the veterans of the wars of unification. The late publication of most
war memoirs also played a part here, as did the fact that many sol-
diers did not return from the war of 1812, which meant that they
could not shape the discourse of memory.
The section entitled ‘The Romance of War, 1820–64’ starts with a

chapter on contemporary narratives about military conflicts. The
next chapter deals with daily life in the German armies in peacetime.
In chapter three Hewitson analyses the significance of violence in the
lives of civilians at the time, while in chapter four he investigates acts
of violence and military operations connected with revolution and
counter-revolution. In the final chapter of this section Hewitson
examines war reports about the military conflicts during the period
1820 to 1864.
The second section, entitled ‘The Horror of War, 1864–88’, points

to the fact that the romantic images of war dominant before 1864 had
little in common with the brutal realities of war during the wars of
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unification. In addition, while civilian life was increasingly pacified,
military technologies of killing were becoming ever more destruc-
tive. This contrast reached a peak during the wars of unification.
After they had experienced modern war in practice, many soldiers
were clearly much less willing to continue fighting, or to go to war in
future. While the press continued to disseminate heroic images of
battles along with national justifications of the war, veterans left tes-
timonies in which the horror of war was a leitmotiv and romantic
notions of war were rejected. Unlike in the years after the Napoleonic
Wars, in the decades after the Franco-German war of 1870–71, the
reports and memoirs of veterans in which fear, disgust, sorrow, and
grief were openly expressed as the formative experiences of war
were juxtaposed with the narrative of a heroic national struggle,
which dominated the press. This meant that in Imperial Germany,
post-war discussions about the military conflicts were characterized
by controversial interpretations and consisted of contradictory
expectations of a future war. Thus until 1914, ambivalent ideas of war
dominated Imperial Germany, uniting hopes of a national confronta-
tion with scepticism about romantic notions of war.
Hewitson begins the second section with chapter six, in which he

investigates political mobilization and public campaigns during the
wars of unification. Chapter seven looks at contemporary justifica-
tions of military conflicts and wartime violence. Chapters eight and
nine each deal with the experiences of war and violence in a specific
armed conflict, the wars of 1866 and 1870–71 respectively. The final
chapter turns to the culture of remembrance relating to the wars of
unification, and the violence perpetrated at the time.
These two volumes are clearly structured, fluently written, and

open up a broad panorama of contemporary German views on vio-
lence and warfare. In addition to historical analysis, Hewitson pro-
vides a treatise on classical and current theories of violence, critically
reviewing the ideas of sociologists, philosophers, psychologists, and
historians. Beyond this, the volumes provide a good survey of the
older and more recent historiographical debates on the wars of liber-
ation, the meaning of the concept of the citizen–soldier, and military
and political continuities and discontinuities from the eighteenth to
the nineteenth century. In all this, Hewitson reveals the potential
inherent in approaching a general history of Germany via the histo-
ry of wartime violence. As far as developing his argument goes,
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Hewitson is less interested in regional differences than in presenting
an overall picture which reveals large developments and major
changes. This means that at times, regional differences in the German
states do not get as much attention as they perhaps deserve. But
Hewitson makes up for this by presenting clear opinions which any
future studies on the subject will have to address.
An index of names, places, and subjects completes each volume.

To conclude on a positive note, it should be said that instead of a sim-
ple bibliography, The People’s War contains an annotated and themat-
ic review of current literature, which provides easy access to the state
of international research. We can look forward to the third volume in
the trilogy.
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