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MILITARY POWER AND HISTORI-
CAL LEGACY

by John Gilbert McCurdy

Last month, President Donald Trump and the House of Representatives sparred over military 
power. Following the assassination of Iranian General Qassem Soleimani, the president tweeted 
his willingness to escalate matters should Iran retaliate. In re-
sponse, Democrats in the legislature condemned Trump as a 
dictator and voted to curtail his war powers.          

This was not the first time this has happened in American 
history.

Since the founding, fears that one person will affect tyran-
ny by seizing control of the military has haunted our history. 
When George Washington became commander of the Con-
tinental Army, the British condemned him as the “dictator of 
America.” President Lincoln was upbraided by the Supreme 
Court for suspending the writ of habeas corpus, while the 
misadventures of Johnson and Nixon in Southeast Asia led 
to the War Powers Act.

Military power is one of the more complicated attributes of a republic. While soldiers are need-
ed “to keep freedom free,” history provides plenty of examples of people who embraced Cae-
sarism. In the United States, this dilemma is particularly acute. Because the country was birthed 
by patriots who decried standing armies and feared the tyrannical power of the state, the nation 

remains scarred by the fear that unfreedom at the 
point of a gun is just around the corner.        

In my book Quarters: The Accommodation of the 
British Army and the Coming of the American Rev-
olution, I examine an earlier version of the struggle 
over military power. In the eighteenth century, the 

most intimate version of unchecked militarism was quartering. When armies came to town, they 
seized buildings to provide a place for soldiers to sleep. Often, this led to quartering in private 
homes against the will of the inhabitants.

When the Americans declared independence in 1776, they listed among their charges against 

Since the founding, fears that 
one person will effect tyranny 
by seizing control of the mili-
tary has haunted our history.

The Article



King George III: “For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us.” Since 1763, Britain 
had stationed thousands of troops in North America. When colonial complaints about taxation 
turned violent, another 1500 soldiers went to Boston, ultimately resulting in the Boston Massa-
cre of 1770. To the Patriots, this proved that the king had become a tyrant.

Yet the story was more complicated. In my research, I focused on the Quartering Act of 1765, 
a Parliamentary law often implicated by historians for 
forcing soldiers into houses. To be sure, when Brit-
ish lawmakers first introduced the bill to Parliament, 
they allowed that soldiers could “be quartered upon 
private houses.” When he caught wind of this, King 
George III warned against it. The king was correct, 
and Parliament changed the law. Indeed, the Quartering Act made it illegal to quarter troops in 
private houses, and the British army faithfully complied with this prohibition for the next decade.

At the end of the American Revolution, the distaste for quartering remained palpable. When 
ratification of the US Constitution stalled, James Madison added, among other things, the 
Third Amendment. Henceforth, the new nation vowed that “No soldier shall, in time of peace, 
be quartered in any house without the consent of the owner, nor in time of war, but in manner 
to be prescribed by law.”

Curiously, the Third Amendment has never been the subject of a Supreme Court ruling as 
quartering in private homes has rarely been employed by the US Army. Indeed, the New Yorker 
has made light of the Third Amendment by citing the country’s lack of interest in it.

Perhaps this is the lesson that quartering provides for America today. Recently, the memory of 
Revolutionary-era quartering has surfaced in periodicals as politically diverse as The Hill and 
The Atlantic. Like the revolutionaries, we remain vigilant in our critique of military power and 
suspicious of the people who wield it. This provides a popular check on presidents and prevents 
them from becoming dictators. In this, we remain true to the spirit of the Revolution even if we 
misremember what actually happened.

In the eighteenth century, 
the most intimate version of 
unchecked militarism was 

quartering.
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“That noble city in the province of  Tuscany, 
built under the sign of  Mars . . . its citizens bold in arms, proud and combat-
ive, and rich with unlawful profits, distrusted and feared for its greatness by 
the nearby cities, rather than loved.”1 Dino Compagni’s (1264–1324) descrip-
tion of  Florence and its leading citizens during his lifetime paints the striking 
picture of  a city riven by violence and engaged in what must have seemed to 
contemporaries like perpetual warfare. Although Compagni’s emphasis on 
violence and war may seem, at first glance, incongruent with the popular 
conception of  the great proto-capitalistic Florentine republic, the epicenter 
of  humanism and cradle of  the Italian Renaissance, it is actually quite fitting 
for a city “built under the sign of  Mars,” the Roman god of  war. In fact, an 
ancient temple dedicated to Mars once towered over the city, and an eques-
trian statue of  the god magnificently accoutered in the arms and armor of  
a medieval knight stood prominently on a pedestal at the north bank of  the 
Ponte Vecchio from at least 1178 to 1333.2 Dino Compagni was not alone; 

1. Dino Compagni’s Chronicle of  Florence, trans. Daniel Bornstein (Philadelphia: University of  
Pennsylvania Press, 1986), 5; Dino Compagni, Cronica delle cose occorrenti ne’ tempi suoi, ed. Gino Luz-
zatto (Turin: Giulio Einaudi editore, 1968), 2.

2. For the myth of  Mars, see Robert Davidsohn, Storia di Firenze, trans. Eugenio Dupré-These-
ider, 5 vols. (Florence: Sansoni, 1956–68), 1:1114–19; Charles T. Davis, “Topographical and Historical 
Propaganda in Early Florentine Chronicles and in Villani,” Medioevo e Rinascimento 2 (1988): 33–51; 
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well-known contemporaries like Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) and Giovanni 
Villani (ca. 1276–1348) also connected Mars to the violence that plagued 
Florence.3 This association was so powerful in the common imagination of  
Florentines up through the end of  the fourteenth century that the famous 
humanist Leonardo Bruni (1370–1444) found sufficient cause to push back 
against the idea. Bruni did not deny or minimize the bloody history of  elite 
violence in the city, but rather he sought to explain it through a more prag-
matic discussion of  social, economic, and political catalysts.4

While most modern historians tend to privilege the same forces when 
seeking to explain the root causes and prevalence of  conflict in late medieval 
Florence, the purpose of  this book is to illuminate the central role played by 
chivalric ideology in strongly encouraging and valorizing violence among 
a sizable segment of  the Florentine elite, and its connection to the violence 
that loomed so large in that culture.5 Chivalry, an ideology infused with vio-
lence, was the dominant ethos of  the lay elite in late medieval Europe but 
one that has received little attention from historians who study Florence dur-
ing the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Before discussing chivalric ideol-
ogy as it manifested in Florence during this period, the concept of  ideology 
requires some explanation. It can be defined as what an individual or group 
holds to be true and serves as the prism that shapes how one sees and thinks, 
how one puts thoughts into actions. It is the linkage between theory and 

and Richard Trexler, “Florentine Religious Experience: The Sacred Image,” Studies in the Renaissance 
19 (1972): 7–41. The statue of  Mars is discussed in Brendan Cassidy, Politics, Civic Ideals and Sculpture 
in Italy, c.1240–1400 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 101–2.

3. Dante Alighieri, “Inferno,” canto XIII, lines 148–50, in Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, 
trans. Charles H. Sisson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 101: “Those citizens, who built 
the city again / Upon the ashes which Attila left, / Would have carried out all that work in vain.” 
Giovanni Villani, Nuova Cronica, ed. Giuseppe Porta (Parma: Fondazione Pietro Bembo, 1991), 215. 
Péter Bokody discusses vendetta and the statue of  Mars in “Florentine Women and Vendetta: The 
Origin of  Guelf-Ghibelline Conflict in Giovanni Villani’s Nuova Cronica,” Source: Notes in the History 
of  Art 37, no. 1 (Fall 2017): 5–14.

4. Gary Ianziti, Writing History in Renaissance Italy: Leonardo Bruni and the Uses of  the Past (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 140–41, discusses Bruni’s efforts to push back against 
the connection between Mars and violence. Bruni may have been motivated in this regard by Franco 
Sacchetti, a famous late fourteenth-century writer and satirist, who blamed the influence of  Mars for 
the violence of  the Florentine people. For Sacchetti, see Luca Gatti, “Il mito di Marte di Firenze e la 
‘Pietra Scema,’ ” Rinascimento 35 (1995): 201–30.

5. The scholarship on conflict in late medieval Florence is extensive: Katherine Jansen, Peace 
and Penance in Late Medieval Italy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018); Silvia Diacciati, 
Popolani e magnati: Società e politica nella Firenze del Duecento (Spoleto: Centro italiano di studi sull’alto 
Medioevo, 2011); John Najemy, A History of  Florence, 1200–1575 (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008); 
Francesco Bruni, La città divisa: Le parti e il bene comune da Dante a Guicciardini (Bologna: il Mulino, 
2003); and Carol Lansing, The Florentine Magnates: Lineage and Faction in a Medieval Commune (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991).
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practice. In this way ideology is similar to the concept of  habitus, a sociologi-
cal idea articulated by Pierre Bourdieu, that explains how societal forces act 
on the individual, which has informed the work of  historians David Crouch 
and Sarah R. Blanshei.6

Thus, the central argument in this book is twofold: first, that chivalry 
exercised a powerful influence on a sizable segment of  the Florentine elite 
during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (a time frame necessitated by 
the evidentiary limitations discussed below); and second, that chivalric ideol-
ogy shaped the identities these men claimed and the ideas, values, and beliefs 
that informed their worldview or mentalité. This chivalric mentalité in turn 
directly impacted their behavior, especially the various forms of  violence 
they committed with striking regularity.7 Indeed, we should acknowledge up 
front that chivalric practitioners in Florence were violent, that they recog-
nized they were violent, and that they embraced an ideology that rendered 
this violence not only licit and praiseworthy but also purposive. As a result, 
examining Florentine elite culture through a chivalric lens helps us to make 
better sense of  the penchant for violence, brash lawlessness, and deeply en-
trenched resistance to the growing public authority of  the communal gov-
ernment demonstrated by many individuals and lineages. In other words, if  
the city of  Florence was built under the sign of  Mars, Florentine chivalry was 
forged in Mars’s shadow.

The connection between chivalry, honor, and violence has been the topic 
of  significant debate among scholars working on northwestern Europe, 
where chivalry has long been recognized as the animating ideology of  the 
lay elite.8 Currently the scholarship on medieval chivalry is dominated by 
two schools of  thought. The first, Richard Kaeuper’s influential work, em-
phasizes the practical nature of  the ideology, with a particular focus on the 
overt valorization and promotion of  violence as a central aspect of  chivalric 

6. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of  a Theory of  Practice, trans. R. Nice (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1977), 78–86; David Crouch, The Birth of  Nobility: Constructing Aristocracy in England and 
France, 900–1300 (London: Pearson-Longman, 2005), 52–57; and Sarah Rubin Blanshei, Politics and 
Justice in Late Medieval Bologna (Leiden: Brill, 2010), especially 210–16, and Blanshei, “Habitus: Identity 
and the Formation of  Hereditary Classes in Late Medieval Bologna,” in Bologna, Cultural Crossroads 
from the Medieval to the Baroque: Recent Anglo-American Scholarship, ed. Gian Mario Anselmi, Angela De 
Benedictis, and Nicholas Terpstra (Bologna: Bononia University Press, 2013), 143–57.

7. Franco Cardini, L’acciar de’ cavalieri: Studi sulla cavalleria nel mondo toscano e italico (secc. XII–XV) 
(Florence: Le Lettere, 1997), 76–110, conceives of  “chivalric mentalities” as the intersection of  the 
values and ideas promoted in literature with actual behavior.

8. Important studies of  honor include Julian Pitt-Rivers, “Honour and Social Status,” in Honour 
and Shame: The Values of  Mediterranean Society, ed. Jean Peristiany (Chicago: University of  Chicago 
Press, 1966), 19–77, and Frank Stewart, Honor (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1994). See 
chapter 1 for a more detailed discussion of  honor in Florentine chivalric culture.
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4    IntroductIon

identity.9 For Kaeuper, there was little space between chivalric ideals and 
reality: the violence rampant in works of  imaginative literature and cele-
brated in chivalric biographies, among other types of  evidence, echoed the 
same practice of  violence in the historical world. As Kaeuper eloquently 
argues “chivalry was not the broadly protective and altruistic force of  roman-
tic dreams.”10 This view sharply contrasts with the second, that of  Maurice 
Keen, who conceives of  chivalry as an uplifting and civilizing force, promot-
ing ideas about courtliness and refined manners, and relegating violence to 
the battlefield, where it was controlled by “laws of  war.”11 For Keen, true 
knights were moral exemplars, not violent thugs intent on the destruction 
of  society and one another in the pursuit of  honor.

At present, only Keen’s chivalric lens has been employed when studying 
Florence and Tuscany, most notably in the prodigious work of  Franco Car-
dini.12 Like Keen, Cardini’s chivalry, although neither he nor any other ita-
lophone scholar uses the term, is defined predominantly by its ceremonial 
and courtly aspects. Knights were first and foremost courtly gentlemen who 
participated in civic-patriotic and spiritual rituals and institutions. Further-
more, chivalry encouraged them to restrict their violence to the battlefield, 
where they utilized their military skill in the service of  the “state.” In fact, 
Cardini associates any other form of  violent behavior, especially the violence 
that is central to this present book’s conceptualization of  chivalry, with either 
“antiknights” or young elite men ( juvenes/donzelli) who had not yet had their 
violence redirected by participation in brigata or compagnie.13 In other words, 
Cardini believes that knights who engaged in the type of  violence Compagni 
and other Florentines associated with the malevolent influence of  Mars are 
the opposite of  chivalric. This understanding of  chivalry is largely congru-
ent with contemporary civic or popolani ideas about what noble or knightly  
(i.e., chivalric) culture should be but not what it actually was. As we shall see 
in the chapters that follow, the very same works of  imaginative literature 
Cardini draws on to support his view of  chivalry are inundated with acts of  

9. See Richard Kaeuper, Medieval Chivalry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), and 
the studies cited therein.

10. Kaeuper, Medieval Chivalry, 56.
11. Maurice Keen, Chivalry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 219–37; Keen, The Laws of  

War in the Late Middle Ages (Toronto: University of  Toronto Press, 1965).
12. Franco Cardini, Alle radici della cavalleria medievale (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1981); Cardini, 

Quell’antica festa crudele: Guerra e cultura della guerra dall’età feudale alla grande rivoluzione (Florence: 
Sansoni, 1982); Cardini, Guerre di primavera: Studi sulla cavalleria e la tradizione cavallersca (Florence: 
Le Lettere, 1992); and Cardini, L’acciar de’ cavalieri.

13. For the antiknights, see Cardini, Guerre di primavera, 209–12. Cardini discusses the brigata and 
compagnie in L’acciar de’ cavalieri, 129–33.
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violence. Rather than being condemned as not chivalric or unbefitting of  a 
knight, however, this violence is valorized and praised as honorable.

Beyond Cardini, scholars working on Italy have spilled comparatively 
little ink discussing the powerful ideology. This is striking because anglo-
phone scholars ranging from Maurice Keen, John Larner, Philip J. Jones, 
and Ronald Witt to John Najemy, Carol Lansing, and Sarah Blanshei have all 
acknowledged chivalry’s presence and influence in Italy, including in cities 
like Florence, although these references and the few discussions of  them 
remain incidental.14 Similarly, italophone and francophone scholars work-
ing on Florence and other Italian communes, especially Jean-Claude Maire 
Vigueur, Erminia Crimi, Guido Castelnuovo, and Silvia Diacciati, have dis-
cussed the existence of  a noble or knightly ideology (habitus) and have pub-
lished important studies of  various aspects of  the associated culture, but 
without fully engaging with the general scholarship on chivalry.15 Still other 
scholars have sought to trace the influence of  a foreign (i.e., French and 
German) noble culture on the communal Italian elite, leaving little space 
for a domesticated or even native chivalric culture.16 Therefore, the history 
of  chivalric practitioners, ideas, and action in communal Italy very much 

14. Keen, Chivalry, 17, 38–40; John Larner, “Chivalric Culture in the Age of  Dante,” Renaissance 
Studies 2, no. 2 (1988): 117–30; Ronald Witt, In the Footsteps of  the Ancients: The Origins of  Humanism 
from Lovato to Bruni (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 55, 61, 64–65, and passim; Witt, The Two Latin Cultures and 
the Foundation of  Renaissance Humanism in Medieval Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), 438, 450, 471, 484; Blanshei, “Habitus”; Blanshei, Politics and Justice in Late Medieval Bologna; 
Lansing, The Florentine Magnates, 155–56, 160–62, 226; Najemy, A History of  Florence, 11–20; and 
George Dameron, Episcopal Power and Florentine Society, 1000–1320 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1991), 13, 146, 151, 198.

15. Jean-Claude Maire Vigueur, Cavalieri e cittadini: Guerra, conflitti e società nell’Italia comunale 
(Bologna: Il Mulino, 2004); Erminia Maria Crimi, “Cortesia” e “Valore” dalla tradizione a Dante (Ro-
vito: Marra, 1993); Guido Castelnuovo, Être noble dans la cité: Les noblesses italiennes en quête d’identité 
(XIIIe–XVe siècle) (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2014); and Diacciati, Popolani e magnati. Lansing, The 
Florentine Magnates, 212–28, provides an important overview of  contemporary debates about the 
nature of  true nobility.

16. For the “German” origin of  knightly and “chivalric” ideology and rituals in Italy, see Stefano 
Gasparri, I milites cittadini: Studi sulla cavalleria in Italia (Rome: Istituto storico italiano per il Medio 
Evo, 1992). Larner, “Chivalric Culture in the Age of  Dante,” 118–19, examines the French influ-
ence. For chivalry and the Angevin Court in Naples, see Richard Trexler, Public Life in Renaissance 
Florence (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996); Paola Ventrone, “Cerimonialità e spettacolo 
nella festa cavalleresca fiorentina del quattrocento,” in La civiltà del torneo (sec. XII–XVII): Giostre e 
tornei tra medioevo ed età moderna (Rome: Centro Studi Storici, 1990), 35–53; Jean Dunbabin, Charles 
I of  Anjou: Power, Kingship and State-Making in Thirteenth-Century Europe (London: Longman, 1998); 
Dunbabin, The French in the Kingdom of  Sicily, 1266–1305 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011); Elizabeth Casteen, From She-Wolf  to Martyr: The Reign and Disputed Reputation of  Johanna I of  
Naples (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015); and the forthcoming dissertation by Jacob Tucker 
Million, “Worthy Lords and Honorable Violence: Chivalric Kingship in Angevin Naples, 1250–1382” 
(PhD, University of  Rochester).
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6    IntroductIon

remains to be written.17 The purpose of  this book is to fill this lacuna for 
late medieval Florence.

defining the Florentine chivalric elite

Who were the Florentine “chivalric elite”? Did they form a group definable 
in socioeconomic or legal terms? If  so, did that definition change over time? It 
is a relatively straightforward task to identify members of  the Florentine chi-
valric elite in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, as most belonged 
to the knightly consular aristocracy or their rural aristocratic counterparts, 
although the latter group is outside the scope of  this study.18 The lineages of  
the knightly consular aristocracy proudly distinguished themselves through 
the dignity of  knighthood (identified in Italian by the title messere), member-
ship in the societas militum (1189–1237) that represented their interests, and 
participation in tower societies (società di torre).19 They dominated the politi-
cal and economic hierarchies of  the city through their claimed monopoly of  
violence and their close association with the church.20 They regularly went 
to war as strenuous knights (in the sense of  the Latin term strenuus or active; 
i.e., miles in armis strenuus) and mounted men-at-arms (gens d’armes), securing 
in the process wealth and social prestige that translated into political power.21 

17. Peter Sposato, “Chivalry in Late Medieval Tuscany: Current Historiography and New Per-
spectives,” History Compass 16 ( June 26, 2018): 1–14, offers an overview of  the extant scholarship for 
the Florentine and Tuscan contexts.

18. For Florence and its contado during this period, see Enrico Faini, Firenze nell’età romanica 
(1000–1211): L’espansione urbana, lo sviluppo istituzionale, il rapporto con il territorio (Florence: L. S. 
Olschki, 2010), and Maria Elena Cortese, Signori, castelli, città: L’aristocrazia del territorio fiorentino 
tra X e XII secolo (Florence: L. S. Olschki, 2007). Peter Coss, The Aristocracy in England and Tuscany, 
1000–1250 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), examines the Tuscan rural aristocracy up to the 
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3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

I get curious anytime I see studies of war and 
its practitioners that examine questions about 
human behavior, motivations, and experienc-
es that transcend strictly defined military 
parameters.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

As historians, we are trained to ask questions 
about our sources. I was surprised how much 
the process of engaging with my sources made 
me question my questions. Many of the ques-
tions I ultimately asked in this book were very 
different from the ones I pursued when I first 
embarked on this project.

“I was surprised how much the process of engaging 
with my sources made me question my questions.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
ALEXANDRA LOHSE
author of Prevail until the Bitter End

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

I became a historian for my love of storytell-
ing, and I am most interested in the stories of 
ordinary people under extraordinary circum-
stances. “Listening in” on ordinary Germans 
as they told their own stories of the war was 
a confounding and enlightening experience.

 



THE CLEAN WEHRMACHT:
MAKING A MYTH

by David A. Harrisville

The year 2021 is the eightieth anniversary of Operation Barbarossa, the largest military cam-
paign in modern history. Soldiers of the Wehrmacht—the armed forces of Nazi Germany—
stormed into the Soviet Union, where they would spend four 
years attempting to destroy Joseph Stalin’s communist re-
gime. Their efforts proved unsuccessful. The overwhelming 
might of the Red Army would eventually turn the tides of war 
in the Allies’ favor and precipitate the Third Reich’s ultimate 
downfall.

The Wehrmacht may have lost the war, but it won the battle 
of postwar memory. Few of its members were ever prosecut-
ed for war crimes. Instead, the German public remembered 
the army as an honorable institution whose men had behaved 
decently and avoided any involvement in Nazi atrocities. Pol-
iticians, former generals, and ordinary veterans all contrib-
uted to this popular narrative, which today has come to be 
known as the myth of the clean Wehrmacht.

Scholars have dismantled the myth over the last several decades. The war the Wehrmacht 
waged on the Eastern Front, we now know, was more a criminal campaign than a conventional 
one. Soldiers murdered millions of civilians—including Jews—despoiled the region of economic 

resources, burned tens of thousands of villages to 
the ground, and starved millions of POWs. All this 
was in service to the Nazi regime’s ideological goal 
of destroying “Jewish Bolshevism” and killing or en-
slaving the USSR’s “subhuman” inhabitants.

In recent years, scholars have tallied the army’s crimes and investigated the motives behind them 
but some crucial questions remain unanswered. What did soldiers think about the atrocities 
their side committed, and how did they emerge from the war insisting that they had remained 
innocent? What ideas of good and evil influenced the army and its men?  Finally, where did the 
Wehrmacht myth come from and why did it have such a powerful hold over the German public?

The Virtuous Wehrmacht reconstructs the moral history of the Wehrmacht to provide answers to 

The Wehrmacht may have lost 
the war, but it won the battle 

of postwar memory.
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these questions. I find that although many of them took part in atrocities, German soldiers uni-
formly considered themselves the “good guys”—honorable men who embodied virtuous ideals. 
Through the billions of letters they wrote to their friends and family back home, they portrayed 
themselves in a positive light and cast the campaign as a just war waged against an evil enemy.

To promote this image, some relied on Nazi ideology. Many others, I argue, fell back on more 
traditional moral concepts such as justice, freedom, and the value of all human life to make 
the case that their side was in the right. In their 
writings, they portrayed themselves as upstanding 
men, good comrades, pious Christians, or sup-
porters of a righteous cause. When they admitted 
to acts of brutality, they found ways to rationalize 
their conduct. To reinforce this self-image, sol-
diers took small actions such as handing out candy to children, offering economic assistance to 
the local population, or reopening churches the Soviets had closed. In an effort to preserve the 
army’s reputation and win over Soviet civilians, their commanders sometimes instituted concilia-
tory occupation policies and issued orders reminding their men to behave decently.

Words and actions like these paled in comparison to the devastation the Wehrmacht visited 
upon the USSR and its inhabitants, but they helped soldiers to morally reconcile themselves to 
their participation. They also helped the army and its men convince members of the German 
public back home that they retained the moral high ground. I argue that the origins of the clean 
Wehrmacht myth are to be found in these developments, rather than postwar events. Its authors 
were not prominent figures but ordinary soldiers wielding the power of the pen to create a 
façade of honor and decency even as they fulfilled Hitler’s wishes.

When they admitted to acts of 
brutality, they found ways to 

rationalize their conduct.





Soviet Union.

Use of individual biographies to access broader 
social history.

3. What about your book will attract colleagues 
in the field?

New data on controversial topic of repatriation 
to the Soviet Union that shows that not all re-
turnees went to the Gulag.

New arguments about the role of World War II 
in shaping notions of Soviet-ness.

Use of Soviet police archives from Ukraine.

Connection of Stalinist handling of migration 
to contemporaneous practices outside of the 

2. How will your book make a difference in 
the field?

Most readers in the English-speaking world 
think of Soviet repatriation as a campaign of 
repression that resulted in millions of Soviet 
displaced persons being executed or impris-
oned upon return to the USSR. My work 
shows that most returnees were not formally 
repressed but faced discrimination that lasted 
their entire lives. The book brings the history 
of Soviet displaced persons into a conversation 
with works on displacement and migration in 
other national contexts in World War II that 
demonstrate how population politics became a 
tool of nation building and a front in the Cold 
War. 

“Police interrogations provide a human 
perspective on this story.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
SETH BERNSTEIN
author of Return to the Motherland

1. What inspired you to write this book?

The declassification of Soviet sources, especial-
ly police documents declassified in Ukraine’s 
revolution in 2014, was a unique opportunity 
to explore the history of Soviet displacement 
through a new lens. Police interrogations, for 
all their faults, recorded testimony from people 
who experienced forced labor and displace-
ment in World War II, and provide a human 
perspective on this story.
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The following is a transcript of an episode of 1869, the Cornell Univer-
sity Press podcast. It has been transcribed using AI software. Any typos, 
errors, or inconsistencies may be the result of the transcription or the 
natural pattern of the human voice. If you wish to listen to the original, 
search 1869 podcast through whichever podcast service you prefer.

Welcome to 1869, The Cornell University Press Podcast. I’m Jonathan 
Hall. This episode we speak with Brandon Schechter, author of the new 
book The Stuff of Soldiers: A History of the Red Army in World War II 
Through Objects. Brandon Schechter is a historian of the Soviet Union, 
whose research focuses on the creation of meaning in times of crisis. 
In addition to his new book, he has published essays on the integration 
of national minorities and women into the Red Army, the moral econ-
omy of rationing property relations under Stalinism, and how objects 
can narrate lived experience. He served as Elihu Rose Scholar in Modern 
Military History at NYU, a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard’s Davis Center, 
Visiting Assistant Professor at Brown, and Fulbright IIE fellow. Schecter 
is currently an adjunct at Columbia University. This spring, he will c- 
teach a graduate level course on Russia at war with Anne Lounsbery at 
NYU. We spoke to Brandon about why he chose to study stuff, how he 
chose the specific objects featured in the book, and how World War Two 
created a new cultural hierarchy within the Soviet Union. Hello, Bran-
don, welcome to the podcast. 

Thank you, Jonathan. It’s an honor to be on. 

Well, congratulations on your new book, The Stuff of Soldiers: A History of 
the Red Army in World War II Through Objects. Tell us how did this project 
begin for you?

Oh, when I first got to grad school, I knew I was going to do something 
with the Red Army because I was very interested in as this massive in-
stitution that is one of the few inroads that the Soviet government has 
into the countryside. And the initial idea was to write a history of ethnic 
minorities in the Red Army. And part of that was always going to be kind 
of an everyday life aspect of the people people’s experience in the Red 
Army. And the more research I did into that particular subject, I began 
to realize that I was going to have to learn about 15 more languages. And 
I also kept running into as I was learning in Qatar that a lot of the Tatara 
memoirists were reading things that were remarkably similar to Russian 
language memoirs. So eventually, I shifted and decided that I should just 
do an entire project about everyday life. And getting into the nitty gritty 
of how people lived through this war, the everyday things that they would 
do, and how in a lot of ways, these everyday experiences reflect a lot of the 
major changes of the war. In this everyday life, and this lived experience 
of the war, ideology, and the messy details of reality kind of is where the 
rubber hits the road.
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Interesting, interesting. The title of your book is The Stuff of Soliders - 
tell us why stuff?

So there’s a variety of reasons that I that I chose stuff and things in partic-
ular, one is that in a socialist dictatorship, one of the promises of, of com-
munism is greater abundance. And one of the things that happens in the 
realities of rolling out communism is of coming up with policies of what 
socialism is actually going to look like on a daily basis is that shortage 
almost immediately becomes a major problem. And the state becomes 
essentially a massive distribution system. So from the very beginning, 
from the Russian Civil War, the distribution of stuff to privilege groups 
of people, the taking away of, of things from D class A groups of people, 
is a major part of Soviet rule. So in a socialist dictatorship, objects take 
on a, arguably a different meaning than they do in a lot of other types of 
government. And in many ways, objects. And this is true of armies more 
generally, but particularly sharp in the Soviet experience. Objects are 
ideology made material. The state promises to feed people better when 
people are going hungry, they see they actually literally feel that the state 
is not delivering on its promises. The state promises to provide soldiers 
with adequate weapons to help them create adequate shelter. And the 
state increasingly actually delivers on these promises as the war goes on. 
But the decisions that they make, the type of things that they develop, 
and the distribution of things to different groups of people is, both in 
civilian life and military life incredibly important. Another reason why I 
chose objects is simply because the mass of the incredible diversity of the 
Red Army — an army in which both men and women are serving — an 
army in which basically, people from ages 17 to 55 are serving an army in 
which convicts and Communist Party members Young Komsomol all the 
Young Communist League members, workers, peasants, Uzbeks, Jews, 
people who’ve been incorporated into the Soviet Union only in 1939. Peo-
ple who have been in the Soviet Union from the very beginning of the 
project are all serving. And one of the few things that actually unites this 
myriad of people is the fact that they’re all wearing the same uniforms, 
eating the same rations, digging the same trenches, sometimes earning 
the same metals, using the same weapons. So the war is this moment of 
coming together. And for a lot of people, this moment of learning what 
it means to be Soviet, through this military experience. Another reason 
that I’m particularly interested in objects is that they allow you to get up 
every day. And this is a massive event, an event of really unfathomable 
scale. Thirty-four and a half million people serve in the Red Army. It 
is the largest army in recorded human history. And one of the ways to 
make that a more human experience to get down to what this is like for 
individual humans, is to concentrate on things. And then finally, objects 
are what make this world possible. You need stuff to fight, you need food, 
you need weapons, you need shovels, you need uniforms. And one of the 
things that I think is particularly interesting when you look at objects is 
that they are in particularly in a military context. They are both tools that 
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serve vital functions. But then many of them are also in a lot of ways, an 
embodiment of ideology, or at the very least the product of the system 
that created them. Whether whether we’re talking about tanks, wheth-
er we’re talking about rations, whether we’re talking about uniforms, 
the Red Army goes through a massive makeover in early 1943 where 
it adopts the uniforms...it adopts and essentially updates the uniforms 
of the regime that it had overthrown, including some of the most hated 
symbols of the old regime. And you know, they do this in part to appeal 
to traditional nationalism, they do this in part so that they’re not wearing 
the same uniform that they’d been retreating in the last two years. And 
it’s kind of mark this, this sea change and what’s going on. But we see 
very clearly that, on the one hand, you need to clothe these guys, and are 
these men and women so that they are not freezing to death, and so that 
they can survive in the primitive conditions that they’re living under. But 
every uniform has aspects to it that is not simply about functionality.

So with the wide variety of objects and stuff that you could choose from, 
tell us how you you narrowed it down and chose the specific objects that 
you focus on in the book.

It happened really quite naturally. The only thing that was kind of 
strange, the only thing that presented a challenge is which certain objects 
could have been in one or another chapter. Helmets migrated between 
the chapter on uniforms and the chapter on trenches several times as I 
was reading the book, and eventually came to rest in the trap chapter on 
trenches because it’s about safety. Um, chapter six, which is takes us into 
the soldier’s knapsack is a variety of objects that are united primarily by 
the fact that they’re the things that give soldiers lives, meaning that the 
things that allow these nomadic soldiers who have to carry everything 
with them on these long forced marches, choose the objects that are go-
ing to take up space and take up weight, and can continue to use them. 
So, you know, what I essentially did is I looked at what are the essential 
things that soldiers are constantly talking about in their letters, their dia-
ries, their memoirs, and interviews, what objects keep coming up, what 
genres of objects keep coming up, and to also look at which objects are 
going to allow me to capture a lot of the major changes that are going 
on. And conversely, which objects have nothing to do with change, and 
actually were fairly stable from 1941 to 1945. So the choices came about, 
really quite, quite naturally. the only the only chapter that surprised me, 
in that I thought it was just when I was initially planning this project, I 
thought it was really just going to be an epilogue is chapter seven, which 
is the chapter on trophies. As I was beginning to do my archival research, 
I thought, Oh, this is going to be interesting. You have to talk about this. 
There’s this moment when the Red Army is invited to basically send par-
cels home from the Third Reich. And, you know, I thought, Okay, this 
will be a great contrast to end things with just a little side note, it ended 
up being one of the most important chapters because as I was getting 
into the archives, as I was looking at more and more diaries, in particular, 
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into lesser extent, letters and memoirs. Everybody’s talking about it. Ev-
erybody’s talking about this confrontation with the bourgeois world and 
talking about it in in a way that is basically pointing to - look how richly 
they live in the Third Reich. They’ve been looting all of Europe and espe-
cially us for the duration of this war. They’re criminals. And we, as Soviet 
citizens deserve compensation from these criminals who have been ex-
ploiting us, who’ve been murdering our family members. And in Soviet 
law, usually a felony conviction leads to the confiscation of all personal 
property. So there’s this very interesting way and that inviting soldiers to 
loot their enemies, they are very clearly stating this is a criminal regime 
that we’re fighting against. And we’re going to use the usual practices 
of how we deal with our criminals against this criminal regime. And 
this also maps on very well to traditional ideas of Germans as being the 
most bourgeois group of people in traditional Russian literature. And, of 
course, Marxist Leninist Stalinist ideas of who the bourgeoisie are in in 
this way, the not in this way, the Nazism becomes kind of like this is log-
ical endpoint of capitalism, in a way that works very well for the regimes’ 
concepts, and soldiers lived experiences kind of coming together.

That’s fascinating. I love how you, you’re tying the objects in with the 
broader brushstrokes of history. In, you know, the Great Patriotic War, 
the name of the Soviets gave World War Two, one of the transformations 
that you also focus on is this new hierarchy in which Russian culture and 
military officers rose to the top of what once was a worker and peasant 
society. Can you tell us a little bit more about this transformation?

Of course, you know, it continues to formally be a worker and peasant so-
ciety with workers in the front, peasants are always kind of second-class 
citizens. And I’m not the first historian to discuss this transformation, 
this transformation has its roots in the 1930s. To a large extent, David 
Brandenberger, is an excellent book about this, but the war really brings 
it into sharp definition. And I would, I would argue, catalyzes, this 
change in that, once Russian is established as the language of the mili-
tary, which happens before the war, and and only in 1938, do they actually 
shift to Russian as a, as a language that is a mandatory subject in all high 
schools. So they run into this problem where they’re drafting people in 
1941-42, from non Russian areas, and they don’t speak Russian. So the 
idea that Russian culture, and to a lesser extent, Ukrainian and Belaru-
sian culture, is the default culture of the army was baked in before the 
war, because that’s where that’s where the drafting most people from, 
that’s where the state actually is embedded enough that it can effectively 
draft large numbers of people. The culture increasingly during the war, 
is harkening back to Imperial Russian military culture, they start repro-
ducing manuals, they start reproducing, they start producing biograph-
ical literature about major Russian generals, they make decorations at a 
named decorations after major Russian generals from the from the past, 
like civil war, so forth. And they’re very keen, particularly with the sea 
change with the uniforms to claim the past military glory of the Russian 
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Empire, and to link the modern Red Army with all of the previous Rus-
sian military formations. And the way that the Revolution plays out in 
this is quite interesting and that theRevolution is, then this moment that 
unleashes the incredible potential of all the Soviet people, but particularly 
the Russians, and the Russians is the first among equals. And because 
Russian becomes the folk culture, you have to, you basically have to speak 
Russian to be a full, full member of the Red Army. One of the things 
that the Red Army is also into is cultivating soldiers as much as possi-
ble providing them with reading providing them with a kind of cultural 
program. So there’s, it’s kind of implied as well to be a really good Red 
Army soldier, you have to know Pushkin a little. You have to be invested 
in traditional Russian culture. And it’s not racialized per se. And Uzbek 
can become can become a fully decorated soldier and fully integrated. 
But part of that full integration is mastering Russian culture to a certain 
extent. And this is I mean, this has, in many ways, I think this is similar 
to projects to make a German the kind of general language and culture 
of the Habsburg Empire in the last couple decades of the Habsburg proj-
ect. But there is also this kind of sense that the Russians have sacrificed 
the most the Russians are the most reliable, that emerges from the war 
in particular. And you will see propaganda where non non-Russian sol-
diers are talking about calling someone who’s non-Russian a Russian as a 
compliment. Or where and one of my colleague and friend Charles Shaw 
has written about this as well, that many non-Russian soldiers take on 
Russian nicknames. So Magomed might become Misha as part of this, 
this culturalization to the Red Army in the EU. And some in a couple of 
the guys who I write about, they eventually stopped writing home in their 
native languages and start writing home in Russian, in part because their 
letters get to the sensor much more quickly if they do that.

That’s great. That’s great. Well, you go down many different avenues in 
this new book, and we’ve just scratched the surface in just a few minutes. 
Fascinating book - The Stuff of Soldiers: A History of the Red Army in 
World War II Through Objects. It was a pleasure talking with you, Bran-
don. Yes, so if anyone’s interested in learning more, please go to our 
website and click on the link and potentially buy the book. We’d love it.

Thank you so much, Jonathan.

Thank you so much, Brandon. Take care. 

Okay. 

That was Brandon Schachter, author of the new book The Stuff of Soldiers: 
A History of the Red Army in World War II Through Objects
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A SOLDIER’S SPOON

by Brandon Schechter

Nikolai Donia became one of the over 34 million soldiers mobilized into the Red Army during 
World War II, and also one of more than 8.6 million to die. His family never saw his body and 
likely had only a mass grave to visit. They did, however, have 
his spoon.

Shortly before being killed defending Moscow in December 
of 1941, while convalescing from wounds, Donia gave his wife 
his spoon. He inscribed it with the dates of milestones in their 
life together, including the birth of their daughter in May 
of 1939 and son in July of 1941. That he gave her a spoon 
is telling, as it was one of the most valued items a soldier 
had and the only thing that officially belonged to them. Be-
fore Donia’s spoon became a relic—the last connection to a 
beloved husband and father who disappeared like so many 
others—it was a vital part of his day-to-day experience at the 
front. One soldier even quipped that “Without a spoon, just 
as without a rifle, it is impossible to wage war.”

In my new book, The Stuff of Soldiers: A History of the Red Army in World War II Through 
Objects, I use a myriad of objects such as Donia’s spoon to tell the story of the war as never 
before. Each chapter takes a series of items to highlight the experience of soldiers during the 

war and show how a ragtag bunch of mostly am-
ateurs defeated the Third Reich. Concentrating 
on stuff allows us to tell this story as never before. 
The immense diversity of the army, which includ-
ed men and women, people aged 17 to 55, as well 
as people drawn from virtually all nationalities and 
backgrounds (including convicts, déclassé peas-
ants and “former people”), meant that often the 

common material culture of soldiers was all that united these very different people. Due to 
the often paltry training soldiers received before being sent to the front (often as little as one 
month) the standard issue set of things was frequently all that separated soldiers from civilians. 
Mastering the use of these objects—how to shoot a rifle and dig a foxhole, but also how to wrap 
the lengths of cloth soldiers used in place of socks—was the process of becoming a soldier. 

That he gave her a spoon is 
telling, as it is one of the most 

valued items a solder had 
and the only things officially 

belonged to them.”
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Victory depended on learning to wear your tunic properly, use your weapon effectively, survive 
on sometimes substandard rations and excavate shelter from both enemy fire and the elements 
with a standard-issue spade.

Victory also depended on convincing soldiers, many of whom felt alienated from Soviet pow-
er, that this was their fight. Physical evidence of what fascism meant—mass graves, destroyed 
cities and villages, German diaries and snapshots 
documenting rape and murder—became central to 
propaganda efforts in the Red Army. Letters to and 
from the front were key to anchoring a soldier’s sense 
of self, allowing them to maintain connections with 
loved ones and make sense of the events they were 
engaged in.

The war led to a number of transformations, which objects bring into sharper focus. Looking at 
uniforms highlights how soldiers’ biographies were transformed by insignia and medals, which 
narrated their experiences at the front for all to see. They also showcase how the Soviet state 
rebranded itself as the inheritor of Russian military glory by adopting the uniform of the regime 
it had deposed. Following soldiers into the trenches they dug reveals how soldiers survived 
mechanized warfare and how the war became a crucial moment in urbanization, as foxholes 
evolved into cities with significant infrastructure. By focusing on trophies, we see how Soviet 
soldiers confronted the capitalist world and its incredible wealth in 1945 and how the USSR’s 
invitation to loot marked the Germans as a criminal, bourgeois nation. These are but a few of 
the revelations offered by The Stuff of Soldiers.

Following soldiers into the 
trenches they dug reveals how 
soldiers survivied mechanized 

warfare.
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Extreme violence by colonial security forces during wars of decolonization has 

become one of the most hotly debated historical topics since the turn of the cen-

tury. Much has been written about iconic cases of abuse such as “la torture” by 

the French during the Algerian War (1954–1962) and “Britain’s gulag” in Kenya 

during the Mau Mau uprising (1952–1960). These painful legacies have attracted 

wide public attention as a result of the lawsuits filed by Kenyan victims against 

the British state and political gestures like President Emmanuel Macron’s highly 

publicized acknowledgment in 2018 of systematic torture by French forces dur-

ing the Algerian war.

Torture, executions, rape, and other forms of extreme violence during other 

wars of decolonization have also drawn varying levels of scholarly attention. 

The British counterinsurgency campaign in Malaya (1948–1960) has tradition-

ally featured prominently as the paradigmatic case of a less violent approach to 

colonial counterinsurgency. But even this supposed poster child of the “hearts 

and minds” approach has become subject to a revisionist take that draws atten-

tion to its more violent early period and coercive aspects throughout.1 The First 

Indochina War (1945–1954) is well known for its intense combat operations, 

culminating in the surprising French defeat at Dien Bien Phu. Yet atrocities by 

French security forces against the Vietnamese have remained largely outside the 

scholarly and public spotlights, which are still firmly locked on the Algerian war. 

Mainly owing to the late unraveling of the Portuguese African empire, research 

into extreme levels of violence during decolonization in Angola and Mozam-

bique in the 1960s and early 1970s has been catching up only recently.

1

INTRODUCTION

Beyond the League Table of Barbarity:  
Comparing Extreme Violence during the  
Wars of Decolonization

Thijs Brocades Zaalberg and Bart Luttikhuis
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One particular war of decolonization that has created high levels of con-

troversy on a national level in the past decade, but that has remained largely 

unknown internationally, is the Indonesian War of Independence (1945–1949), 

in which Dutch security forces committed many atrocities. When King Willem-

Alexander apologized for “excessive violence on the part of the Dutch” in the late 

1940s during his 2020 state visit to Indonesia, his gesture attracted a mere frac-

tion of the international media attention received by Macron two years earlier.2 

The military aspects of the Dutch-Indonesian case—the very first in the long 

wave of post–Second World War decolonization wars—are also largely neglected 

by international scholars with an interest in the wars of decolonization. Even 

during the recent wave of attention for colonial counterinsurgency in the wake 

of the post-9/11 wars in Iraq and Afghanistan—conflicts with arguably similar 

characteristics—the Dutch-Indonesian case was all but absent from publications 

and conferences.3

The surge of attention in the Netherlands for its own violent colonial  

endgame, a topic clearly dissonant with the predominantly benevolent Dutch 

collective self-image, was prompted by a series of civil court cases on behalf of 

Indonesian victims against the Dutch state. The first of these court cases was 

filed in 2008 and decided in favor of the claimants in 2011, when it first attracted 

broad public attention. Ever since, Dutch society and politics have been in a pro-

cess of reevaluating these dark pages of their colonial past.4 Parallel to resurgent 

public attention, historians have taken up the mantle of studying these atroci-

ties. In his seminal 2016 book De brandende kampongs van Generaal Spoor (The 

burning villages of General Spoor), Rémy Limpach led the way and concluded 

that “Dutch troops left a trail of burning kampongs and piles of corpses through-

out the Indonesian Archipelago.” Despite numerous earlier revelations and short 

spikes of public attention over the preceding decades, successive Dutch govern-

ments had downplayed any atrocities committed by Dutch troops as merely 

isolated “excesses” in an otherwise properly conducted military campaign. This 

new study showed that extreme violence had in fact been structural in nature.5 

After the mounting pressure of the continuing court cases and the publication 

of Limpach’s book, the Dutch government in late 2016 decided to finally provide 

financial support for a 2012 initiative by three Dutch historical institutes for an 

independent comprehensive research program.6

This book is the outcome of one of this broader research program’s eight 

subprojects. While the other seven Dutch research teams focused specifically on 

various aspects of the Indonesian case, our project set out to broaden the scope of 

analysis to a comparison with other wars of decolonization. In doing so, we not 

only seek to bring the Dutch-Indonesian case to the attention of a wider interna-

tional audience, but also to place it at the heart of a much-needed comparative 
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effort of juxtaposing extreme violence in Indonesia, Algeria, Indochina, Malaya, 

Kenya, and elsewhere. Throughout this book, therefore, the Dutch-Indonesian 

conflict runs as a thread that functions as a central case that also reveals new 

insights on these better-known cases.

The contributions to this book concentrate on escalations of violence by 

the colonizer’s side of the respective conflicts. Even though local dynamics of 

violence, the often violent behavior of independence fighters and other armed 

groups, as well as victims’ voices, feature centrally in some of the chapters (see 

the chapters by Frakking and Thomas, Asselin and Schulte Nordholt, Scagliola 

and Vince), the perspective of the different peoples on the receiving end of the 

colonial powers’ violence—the victims—remains to be studied in more detail in 

future comparative research. Our focus on colonial transgressions also led us to 

exclude comparisons with both more peaceful transitions of power and the hasty 

British and Belgian withdrawals with extremely violent civil-war type aftermaths 

in India and Congo.

The starting point of our comparison, the Dutch-Indonesian case, perhaps 

requires some explanation for those less intimately familiar with its details. Two 

days after Japan’s capitulation on 15 August 1945, the Indonesian Republican 

leaders Sukarno and Mohammed Hatta were the first in a wave of anticolonial 

nationalists to declare independence—to be followed two weeks later by Ho Chi 

Minh’s proclamation of the independence of Vietnam. A violent anti-Dutch 

and internecine social revolutionary period coincided with the reappearance of 

Dutch authorities in the wake of the British occupying powers. The British ini-

tially militarily curtailed the Dutch and pressured them to negotiate with the 

Indonesian Republic. But after the Allied withdrawal, the gradual buildup of a 

120,000-strong military force, and the breakdown of diplomacy, the Dutch gov-

ernment unleashed a first major military offensive in July 1947. They euphemis-

tically labeled it a “police action” in order to signify to an international audience 

that this should be considered an internal affair. The aim of the offensive was to 

occupy the economically vital areas of Java and Sumatra. The operation was a 

success in conventional military terms, reclaiming large areas from the fledgling 

Indonesian Republic. However, the success was subsequently offset by a quite 

successful, yet costly, Indonesian guerrilla campaign.

US-dominated diplomatic intervention through the United Nations in this 

period initially favored the Dutch in their pursuit of a neocolonial federal con-

struction within a Dutch-Indonesian Union—a model inspired on a French-

Vietnamese agreement that was in the works simultaneously. But in the course 

of 1948, fears of communist insurgent success in Malaya and Vietnam at the time 

caused US policy makers (and in their wake other international actors) to switch 

sides, especially after they had become convinced that the nationalist Republic 
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FiguRE 1.1 During the partial Allied occupation of Java and Sumatra, British-
Indian troops burn down houses in Bekasi on 13 December 1945. Large parts 
of the town were destroyed as a collective punishment for the brutal murder of 
five members of the Royal Air Force and twenty British-Indian riflemen whose 
Dakota aircraft crash-landed near the town. (Collection Netherlands Institute of 
Military History)

rather than the stubborn but weakening Dutch allies formed the best antidote 

against communism in Southeast Asia.7 Ignoring the writing on the wall, the 

Netherlands nevertheless launched yet another major offensive in Decem-

ber 1948—the second “police action”—this time aimed at “decapitating” the 

Republic by conquering its capital and arresting its political and military leaders. 

This led to ever more intense guerrilla warfare, a similar faltering counterinsur-

gency campaign by the overstretched Dutch army, atrocities on all sides, and 

unprecedented international condemnation of the war-weary Dutch. All these 

factors together led to a speedy negotiated withdrawal in late 1949 and the formal 

transfer of sovereignty on 27 December 1949.

Indonesia thus became the first former colony in the post–Second World War 

era to gain independence through armed struggle, albeit in combination with 

successful diplomacy by its leaders. Several such struggles with varying levels 

of success would follow in Asia and Africa, with the last major decolonization 
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wars ending in 1975 when the Portuguese finally withdrew from their African 

colonies. In this book, we have somewhat shortened our temporal focus. As our 

emphasis is on the Dutch-British-French comparison, Algerian independence in 

1962 forms the endpoint of the major conflicts that we focus on (even though 

minor British colonial counterinsurgencies such as that in Aden would stretch 

into the 1970s).

In this introductory chapter, we will first explain the added value of a com-

parative approach in studying the topic of extreme violence during wars of decol-

onization. In making the case for a balanced comparison, we briefly reflect on 

how comparisons have previously been used by contemporaries, journalists and 

historians, in often opportunistic ways. We then give a more detailed definition 

of what it is that we compare in this volume: “extreme violence.” Subsequently, 

we provide some essential comparative context on political and military aspects 

of the wars of decolonization studied here, in order to pave the way for our main 

conclusions: our reflections on the causes for and nature of the violent trans-

gressions taking place within them. Finally, we elaborate on how we compare 

by introducing the other seven chapters, before recapitulating the key analytical 

findings that emerged from the collaborative effort of writing this edited volume.

Why We Compare: Beyond guilt Ranking
Despite the wave of scholarly, public, and sometimes judicial attention in the 

United Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, and other countries, debates on 

extreme forms of violence have mostly remained nationally self-centered, one 

might even say parochial. This has hampered scholars’ ability to fully understand 

the dynamics behind the escalation of violence. That is not to say that broader 

comparisons have never been made. In general, the field of colonial and imperial 

history has a rich tradition of comparative studies.8 The processes of decoloni-

zation have also been contrasted, but mostly with a focus on the level of policy, 

diplomacy, and strategy for the French and British cases, for example by scholars 

such as Martin Thomas and Martin Shipway.9 Surprisingly, however, academic 

comparisons focusing on the use of violence remain very scarce.

This scholarly void has not stopped various actors in the public sphere from 

using more superficial, ad hoc comparisons for their own, often opportunistic, 

purposes. Contrasting national “styles” of military operations during decolo-

nization was already common practice in colonial times. The British “mini-

mum force” approach in Malaya was typically contrasted with heavy-handed 

French practices in Indochina even before the British way was presented as the  

“population-centric” antidote to a US “enemy-centric” attrition strategy in 
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Vietnam after 1965.10 The Dutch were another case in point. As early as 1946 the 

army commander General Simon Spoor contrasted—quite selectively and favor-

ably for his own troops, of course—his colonial army’s “direct methods” to the 

indiscriminate firepower unleashed by none other than the British military dur-

ing the height of the battle of Surabaya (November 1945) and elsewhere during 

their partial post–Second World War occupation of Java and Sumatra. Attorney 

General Henk Felderhof, a central figure in the minimal prosecution of atrocities 

and in the legitimization of extreme violence in Indonesia, made a similar com-

parison in 1948 shortly after the British Royal Air Force started bombing com-

munist rebels in neighboring Malaya at the outset of the communist rebellion. 

Felderhof ’s self-serving motive was to validate the wave of executions led by the 

infamous Captain Raymond Westerling on South Sulawesi in late 1946 and early 

1947—much in the way that the captain himself, in his memoirs, later legitimized 

his campaign of terror (see the chapter by Harmanny and Linn).

Comparison has also frequently been used in later years in the public debate 

to underline lingering notions of Dutch exceptionalism, until this very day. When 

war veteran Joop Hueting in 1969 revealed on national TV widespread Dutch 

atrocities in Indonesia, one of many hundreds of angry fellow veterans ranted 

in a protest letter to the editors, “Dutch soldiers don’t do such things. Germans, 

French and Americans do those things . . . but Dutchmen certainly DO NOT.”11 

However, if recent historiography has proven anything, it is that—on orders by 

or with the consent of their officers—a significant number of young Dutch men 

as well as locally recruited colonial forces did resort to methods reminiscent of 

those of the former German and Japanese occupiers.

No matter the obvious differences in scale and intent, it is surprising that quite 

many soldiers themselves made this very comparison in their personal writings, 

such as that of a soldier writing home claiming in December 1948 that he could 

name many examples proving “we are no better than the Hun.” Several of them 

even equated Dutch actions that they had witnessed to the infamous and iconic 

Nazi punitive razzia on the town of Putten in September 1944 (the Dutch equiva-

lent of Oradour-sur-Glane or Lidice).12 Dutch servicemen and administrators 

were not alone in seeing parallels between their own conduct and Nazi practices. 

Eric Griffith-Jones, the British attorney general in Kenya, described in a 1957 

memo the abuse of detainees in internment camps as “distressingly reminiscent 

of conditions in Nazi Germany or Communist Russia.”13 French servicemen also 

made frequent comparisons with Nazi violence in France, referring particularly 

to the Oradour massacre of recent memory, asking, for instance, “how many 

Oradours in Algeria?” Or to quote another soldier describing in his diary the fate 

of an Algerian village under French attack, “Oradour without a church, French 

soldiers and not SS. Everyone is expelled, houses are burnt to the ground.”14
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collapsed into renewed warfare.

3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

I realized that my understanding of much 
of the relevant history was both thinner and 
more rigid than the reality turned out to be: 
as I dug more deeply, the importance of con-
tingency and number of roads-not-taken grew 
dramatically. It was a humbling reminder that 
our knowledge of the world often turns out to 
be only barely scratching the surface.

be under way at the time. During that trip, I 
twice went to a government-linked institute, 
funded in part by foreign donors, that was sup-
posed to be a key piece of the peace effort (it 
no longer exists). While there were shiny new 
facilities, important proclamations, and some 
thoughtful individuals, the overall feel of the 
facility and interactions was one of hollowness 
– missed appointments, empty rooms, glossy 
literature full of platitudes, large aspirations 
undercut by limited capacity and ambiguous 
political will. I didn’t quite know what to make 
of it all at the time, but after the fact it’s come 
to symbolize the limits and pretenses of the 
now-dead Myanmar peace process, which 

are treated is variation in how governments 
define more-and-less “acceptable” political 
demands, which in turn is driven by their 
nationalist and ideological goals. The same 
type of group can be politically perceived in 
radically different ways. I found that this basic 
framework can also help us make sense of gov-
ernments’ relationships with militias, armed 
political parties, and other non-state armed 
actors, extending the book beyond civil wars 
into a broader world of “armed politics.”

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

I did some field research in Myanmar in 2013 
to learn about a peace process that seemed to 

“It was a humbking reminder that our knowl-
edge of the world often turns out to be only 

barely scratching the surface.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
PAUL STANILAND
author of Ordering Violence

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

I kept coming across cases in which govern-
ments and armed groups – even those that for-
mally called themselves insurgents – seemed 
to be willing to work together, or least agree to 
leave each other alone. Some of these arrange-
ments lasted years or even decades, which 
was quite different than many conventional 
approaches to civil war would suggest: these 
often were not clear-cut battle between gov-
ernments and insurgents, but instead murkier 
and more ambiguous. I realized that an im-
portant reason for differences in how groups 
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 Introduction 

 In the early hours of  February 6, 1991, Captain 
Thomas “Vegas” Dietz of  the United States Air Force sat inside a McDonnell 
Douglas F-15C Eagle, one of  the most advanced machines human beings 
had yet devised, soaring through the skies at thirty thousand feet over the 
deserts of  the Iraq-Iran border at hundreds of  miles an hour—and he was 
bored out of  his mind. Operation Desert Storm had been raging for three 
weeks, and Iraqi forces had put up little airborne resistance to US operations. 
Dietz passed the time that particular morning by singing along to “Hold On 
Loosely” by 38 Special, when an E-3 AWACS (airborne warning and control 
system) operator interrupted with the news that an unknown number of  
Iraqi fighters were sixty miles away at low altitude. Dietz and his wingman, 
First Lieutenant Robert “Gigs” Hehemann, took their F-15s down through 
a deck of  clouds and punched the throttle, quickly smashing through the 
sound barrier. Using the Eagle’s long-range AN/APG-63 radar, the pair 
“sorted” their enemies, locking onto them from eighteen miles behind the 
closest plane, a MiG-21. After closing to about eight miles, Dietz fired an 
AIM-7 Sparrow, but the missile’s motor failed. A second later, Hehemann 
fired a Sparrow. Dietz later described how he felt as that missile screamed 
toward the target: “I remember being pissed. The thought of  cheering ‘Gigs’ 
on while he carved up this group of  MiGs like Eddie Rickenbacker against 
a bunch of  Fokkers was more than I could handle.” But Hehemann’s 
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Sparrow missed; each man fired another AIM-7, both of  which also failed to 
hit. The Iraqi fighters, now splitting into two groups, didn’t bother maneu-
vering but just increased their speed. Dietz took his Eagle into a roll, putting 
him a mile and a half  behind two MiG-21s as he launched a heat-seeking 
AIM-9 Sidewinder missile at each of  them. Hehemann, chasing the other 
group—two Su-25s—also switched over to Sidewinders, his headset ring-
ing with the telltale “growl” that told pilots their seeker had a lock f rom 
two miles away. Launching two AIM-9s, he turned both Su-25s into fireballs 
crashing into the desert. Inside fifteen seconds, Dietz and Hehemann had 
destroyed four enemy fighters, whose lack of  action indicated they might 
not have even been aware of  the Eagles’ presence.  1   

 The engagement was revealing. Dietz felt some sort of  connection with 
World War I, seeing his wingman as a modern-day Eddie Rickenbacker (the 
top-scoring US ace f rom World War I) and the MiGs as counterparts to Fok-
kers (the main German fighter aircraft used in that war). But this fight was 
nothing like aerial combat f rom 1914 to 1918. The Gulf  War engagement 
occurred at hundreds of  miles per hour, with little to no maneuvering. The 
F-15 pilots had integrated communication with other air assets like AWACS, 
using long-range radar in addition to their own on-board radars that allowed 
them to sort targets and call their shots f rom beyond visual range (BVR), 
despite the missile failures. These were not close-turning dogfights with 
pilots circling each other as their white scarves f lew in the wind. 

 Yet, the F-15—and the smaller, lighter F-16 Fighting Falcon, built shortly 
after the Eagle—were designed with such close-turning dogfights in mind. 
Fighter pilot culture held remarkable continuity f rom its origins in World 
War I through Dietz’s time. The F-15 and F-16 were products of  that fighter 
pilot culture, but, as Dietz and Hehemann’s encounter demonstrated, by 
the time the USAF f lew those planes in combat, aerial warfare had changed. 

 A Breed Apart 
 “Fighter pilots are a breed apart,” claimed F-16 pilot Lieutenant Colonel Dan 
Hampton. “The uninitiated or envious often call them arrogant, but that’s 
not really  it .  It  is an absolute belief  in their own invincibility, aggressiveness, 
and skill.”  2   Military culture is different f rom civilian culture, military aviation 
culture is distinct f rom both, but fighter pilot culture is a world unto itself. It 
began in World War I, when the fighter pilot became a symbol, a collection 
of  ideas that did not always ref lect reality—but the romantic, heroic idealiza-
tion of  the fighter pilot meant a great deal to the American public and the 
pilots themselves. Many of  these conceptions were a transfer of  older ideas 
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of  heroic, masculine, civilized, noble combat that had captured the Ameri-
can mind in previous generations, regardless of  how unrealistic such notions 
may have been. 

 During World War I, a collection of  ideas, beliefs, and behaviors formed, 
constituting fighter pilot culture and establishing what can be called the 
“fighter pilot myth” or “knights of  the air myth.” Historians such as John D. 
Sherwood and Steven Fino have defined this culture as an informal one 
marked by confidence and pride, even arrogance, in which individual pilot 
skill and air-to-air kills were the currency of  status, and women were objecti-
fied, if  they were regarded at all.  3   Their definitions are useful and accurate, 
but I argue that the mythic construction of  an idealized fighter pilot consists 
of  five core elements: 

 1. Aggressiveness. This includes an eagerness for battle and a strong 
sense of  competition and is tied to what many pilots call the “warrior 
ethos.” Fighter pilots tend to throw caution to the wind and are less 
likely to trust those who urge restraint. 

 2. Independence. Fighter pilots guard their individuality. They tend to 
see f lying as a f reeing adventure, an escape f rom normal life, even a 
game, but mostly they want to make their own decisions—to sit in 
a single-seat aircraft and alone be responsible for their fate. This leads 
many to be skeptical of  leadership, sometimes disdainful or even 
hostile to authority—unless that authority figure is an accomplished 
fighter pilot. 

 3. Heroic imagery. Many depictions of  fighter pilots—in fiction and 
nonfiction, in prose and poetry, in art and film—tend to include 
romanticized heroic symbols. Pilots are aware of  these images and 
make purposeful use of  them. They see themselves as analogues to 
Arthurian knights, ancient historical figures like King Leonidas of  
Sparta, mythological heroes such as Achilles or Samson, and even 
gods, such as Zeus and Mercury. Later analogies include pilots com-
paring themselves to aces of  the World Wars. 

 4. Technology. Fighter pilot culture is naturally centered on the technol-
ogy of  the airplane, which pilots see as an extension of  themselves—
their aircraft of  choice becoming a defining aspect of  their identity. 
That is true of  most aviators, but what sets fighter pilots apart is their 
tendency to advocate for the types of  aircraft in line with the fighter 
pilot myth: planes that enhance their individuality or aggressiveness 
or are designed for air-to-air combat. They don’t want just any air-
plane; they want specific technology that supports their values. 
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 5. Community. Fighter pilots are competitive with each other, but they 
also form a tight-knit community that exhibits mutual respect and 
deep admiration. But this community can be suspicious, jealously 
guarding itself  f rom outsiders. Those who are not “true” fighter 
pilots are unworthy and unwelcome. By the late twentieth century, 
members of  the fighter pilot community held most leadership posi-
tions in the Air Force, but they remember a time when they were a 
small subculture, feeling persecuted. This perception that their exclu-
sionary traditions are under threat inf luences their thinking.  4   

 Concepts of  masculinity are intertwined in all five elements. Fighter pilots 
coded these traits as masculine, and failure to express them often resulted in 
one’s manhood being called into question by the community. Fighter pilots 
were expected and encouraged to perform their masculinity through sexual 
promiscuity or using sexualized language. Rather than constituting a sixth 
element, masculinity is more properly understood as embedded in all the 
other five. 

 These five elements formed the core of  fighter pilot culture—the main 
qualities that most fighter pilots valued most highly—but not every pilot 
fully embodied all of  them. The degree to which individual pilots adhered to 
this myth forms a spectrum. Some took it to cartoonish extremes, exhibiting 
radical versions of  stereotypes. Others sought a balanced expression, holding 
on to some elements more than others, or understanding that they were only 
one type of  f lier within a larger force. Some fighter pilots did not adhere to 
the myth at all. 

 This culture was not entirely new. Other military figures in other branches 
sometimes espoused similar views. Historian Brian Linn, in a study of  
schools of  thought within the US military tradition, identified a strain he 
called “heroes.” This group espoused a way of  thinking about war that 
“emphasized the human element, and defined warfare by personal intan-
gibles such as military genius, experience, courage, morale, and discipline. 
Heroes reduced war to its simplest terms.” Heroes view warfare as “chaotic, 
violent, and emotional” and reject attempts to systematize it. They insist, 
as General George Patton did, that “wars are fought with men, not weap-
ons.” They emphasize aggressive, reductive slogans such as “War means 
fighting and fighting means killing,” and insist that the military’s role “is 
to kill people and break things.” Although this school of  thought promotes 
adaptability and innovation, it “lends itself  to emotional posturing, to elitism 
or selfishness.  .  .  . And it can produce muddy-boots fundamentalism [and] 
anti-intellectual reductionism.”  5   The role of  fighter pilot tended to attract 
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individuals already in line with Linn’s “heroes” school. Those who became 
lightweight-fighter advocates, inf luencing the design of  the F-15 and F-16, 
not only embodied these attitudes (and used many of  the same slogans that 
Linn identified) but took them to further extremes. 

 “The Camelot of Aeronautical Engineering” 
 On January 20, 1974, in the dry desert of  Southern California, Lieutenant 
Colonel Phil Oestricher was fulfilling “a great boyhood dream” of  being 
a test pilot: his job that day was to test the YF-16 prototype, which Oes-
tricher called “a pure air-to-air fighter airplane.” Stripped to its essentials, it 
was smaller, lighter, and unencumbered by the modifications the Air Force 
later installed on the production models of  the F-16. It was, in Oestricher’s 
words, “the Camelot of  aeronautical engineering.”  6   The creation of  an air-
craft that could recall the image of  chivalrous, knightly warfare of  days 
gone by was not a coincidence. It was a deliberate, hard-fought effort by a 
group of  fighter pilots and their allies to recapture the spirit of  the knights 
of  the air myth. 

 This book argues that military technology is not developed solely as a solu-
tion to an operational problem, nor does it have a mind of  its own. Humans 
make choices—humans that are steeped in specific cultures, with specific 
beliefs, assumptions, behaviors, and values. The F-15 Eagle and F-16 Fighting 
Falcon, originally designed to focus on air-to-air combat, are the strongest 
examples of  the inf luence of  culture on technology within the US Air Force. 
Many of  the individuals who advocated for those aircraft and guided their 
development had a specific vision for what they wanted—a vision that was 
firmly rooted in the beliefs and assumptions inherent in fighter pilot culture. 
Understanding that culture and how it evolved are key to understanding the 
development path of  those aircraft. 

 This linking of  culture and technology has been explored in other areas, 
but not often applied to military hardware. It may be tempting to view mili-
tary hardware as developing linearly, as a response to the needs of  a mission. 
But all technologies, including military aircraft, are the results of  humans 
making specific choices in a particular historical moment and context. His-
torian David Nye has shown that technologies are the products of  larger 
systems, shaped by social, economic, governmental, and cultural factors, and 
that culture then shapes the use of  new technologies. Any specific technol-
ogy is more than a machine that does a job; “it is an expression of  a social 
world.” Nye demonstrates that, in inventions f rom telephones, comput-
ers, radios, to high-performance fighter jets, “these technologies were not 
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‘things’ that came from outside society and had an ‘impact’; rather, each was 
an internal development shaped by its social context.”  7   

 But technologies are also embedded in cultural narratives; they are expres-
sions of  stories that people tell about themselves. From the early colonial 
period onward in North America, technologies f rom the ax to the railroad 
were woven into a cultural narrative about the expansion of  the f rontier. 
Those technologies were core elements in the narrative of  how people imag-
ined their place in history.  8   In the same way, fighter pilots internalized a nar-
rative of  their own place in history, as noble, chivalric warriors engaging in 
aerial duels with the technology of  the airplane—specifically small, light, 
agile airplanes designed for acrobatic one-on-one jousts. The F-15 and F-16 
should be understood as artifacts of  that cultural narrative. The YF-16 pro-
totype was the ultimate expression of  that culture in physical form. For the 
knights of  the air, the YF-16 was the ideal steed, or castle. 

 The Air Force bought the plane but modified it into the production model 
of  the F-16A, and later into further altered variants. These added new fea-
tures, increasing size and weight—anathema to some of  the plane’s designers 
who wanted a “pure” air-to-air fighter. These decisions speak to the power 
of  technological momentum, described by Thomas P. Hughes, in which the 
development of  technology along a particular path accrues powerful iner-
tia to continue in that path.  9   The Air Force had long held a preference for 
multi-role aircraft that could perform many types of  missions rather than 
be optimized for only one job. Subsequent generations of  aircraft almost 
always increased in size, weight, and cost. A group of  former fighter pilots 
and their allies in the 1960s and early 1970s fought hard to stop the F-15 f rom 
going further down that path, and they fashioned the YF-16 and YF-17 as 
exceptions to the rule: smaller, lighter, and cheaper than the fighters coming 
before them. These advocates saw themselves as rebels fighting against the 
system, but they were also fighting the institutional force of  technological 
momentum. 

 To understand the culture of  these fighter advocates, this book stands on 
many shoulders. Studies of  military culture abound, although most of  these 
works attempt to link cultural characteristics to warfighting. The works of  
Wayne Lee and Isabel Hull have been particularly inf luential in examining 
how military cultures inf luence behavior on and off  the battlefield.  10   I first 
encountered the notion that some militaries’ approach to warfighting is 
guided by nostalgia in J. E. Lendon’s study of  the culture of  Greco-Roman 
warfare, but it is a theme that presents itself  in many studies of  late nine-
teenth and early twentieth-century warfare.  11   These ideas have less often 
been applied to the development of  military hardware and rarely to aircraft 



3. What about your book will attract your col-
leagues in the field?

Atomic Americans stands at the center of sev-
eral subfields: cultural history, policy history, 
and the history of science and technology. The 
framework of nuclear citizenship allows me to 
bring together several threads in nuclear his-
toriography, while serving to foreground the 
stories of everyday Americans, which are typ-
ically not emphasized in the extant literature..

2. How will your book make a difference in 
the field?

This book examines how regular Americans 
experienced the profound new conditions of 
the Atomic Age. We have a lot of top-down 
histories of nuclear culture, civil defense, and 
the Cold War that rely primarily on the per-
spectives of policymakers, high-ranking scien-
tists, and popular culture. While I engage with 
those perspectives, I place more emphasis on 
uncovering the attitudes of everyday citizens.

at their memories, many members of the first 
Atomic Age generation struggle to make sense 
of a practice that seemed so trivial in the face 
of such terrifying forces. Usually, the best they 
can do in these conversations— that I’ve had 
with neighboring airplane passengers, fellow 
researchers over archival cafeteria trays, and 
family, friends, and students—is shake their 
heads and shrug. One of my goals in writing 
this book was to get closer to a more complex, 
nuanced, and satisfying explanation of how 
Americans coped with the strange new con-
ditions of a nuclearized world.

“For decades, the public memory of 
Atomic-Age America has been
dominated by satire and kitsch.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
SARAH E. ROBEY
author of Atomic Americans

1. What inspired you to write this book?

From the earliest stages of this project, I was 
struck by how little earnest thought we have 
given to how Americans experienced the 
transition into the Atomic Age. For decades, 
the public memory of Atomic-Age America 
has been dominated by satire and kitsch: 
nation-wide cognitive dissonance, eccentric 
midcentury doomsday preppers, and Bert the 
Turtle wannabes. In the course of researching 
and writing this manuscript, I spoke informal-
ly with hundreds of Americans who ducked 
and covered in elementary and high schools 
in the 1950s and 1960s. While looking back 
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Welcome to 1869 the Cornell University Press podcast. I’m Jonathan 
Hall. For this special military history episode, we speak with David Sil-
bey, Jay Lockenour, and Edward Westermann.

David Silbey is the series editor for our book series Battlegrounds, Cor-
nell Studies in Military History. He is the Associate Director of the Cor-
nell and Washington program and adjunct associate professor at Cornell 
University. He specializes in the industrialized total wars of the 20th cen-
tury, and the asymmetric responses to those wars that evolved after 1945. 
Jay Lockenour is associate professor of history at Temple University, and 
author of a new book Dragonslayer: The legend of Erich Ludendorff in the 
Weimar Republic and Third Reich. He is also the author of Soldiers as Cit-
izens and former host of the New Books in Military History podcast. Ed-
ward Westermann is professor of history at Texas A&M University—San 
Antonio, and author of the new Cornell book, Drunk on Genocide: Alcohol 
and Mass Murder in Nazi Germany. He is a commissioner on the Texas 
Holocaust and Genocide Commission, and also the author of Hitler’s Os-
tkrieg and the Indian Wars. We spoke to David, Jay and Edward about the 
Battlegrounds series, each of their new books, as well as the topics and 
military history they’re most interested in exploring this coming year.

Hello, David, Ed and, Jay, welcome to the podcast. Great to be here. Thank 
you. Well, it’s a pleasure having you all here on this main morning, we’re 
on the eve of the Society for military history annual meeting, this May 20, 
through the 23rd in Norfolk, Virginia.

And one of the things we’re going to be promoting at the conference is 
our series, Battlegrounds Cornell Studies in Military History. David as 
the series editor and wanted to give you an opportunity to talk about the 
series and also the background about how it got started. 

Yeah, thanks, Jonathan. And thanks for having us on. It’s, it’s great to be 
here right before the conference. Military History is kind of an interesting 
subspecialty of history. It’s, it’s wildly popular, which is a little bit of an 
oddity for historians. It’s not necessarily terribly well integrated with the 
rest of history, and historians. And it’s tended to divide itself over the last 
couple of decades into not warring camps, but separate camps, camps 
that look at things like operations, and battles and camps that focus more 
on society and culture and that side of war. And so what battleground 
series is trying to do is trying to sort of reunite all of those camps within 
the big tent, which is to say, if you think about a battle, you have to think 
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about the society and culture that sent the armies to fight there. If you 
think about a war, you have to think about the people and the perceptions 
and the ideas that they had and trying to fight this conflict. And on the 
flip side, if you focus on the societies and cultures that are fighting war, 
and want to look at war and society topics, you also have to think about 
the fact that these organizations are thinking about the battlefield, they’re 
thinking about going to war. And that’s an important thing to bring in, as 
well. And so when Emily Andrew, the senior editor at Cornell University 
Press, who was the real star of the show, by the way, I just wander around 
and say yes or no to things, occasionally approached me about developing 
a series that was sort of the underpinning of it a chance to not only reuni-
fy or try to unify some of the camps within military history, but also then 
start to engage with the larger historical profession, and other areas of 
scholarship and say to them, hey, what we’re doing is important to what 
you’re doing and what you’re doing is important what we’re doing. And 
so let’s all figure out how to come together and talk about those things. 

That’s great. That’s great. Well, we’re proud as as, as you know, to have 
two of the authors in this series on this podcast, Edward Westerman and 
Jay Lockenour and we’ll start with Ed, both of you have had a book come 
out the spring. Ed’s book is Drunk on Genocide: Alcohol and Mass Murder 
in Nazi Germany. And could you tell us what inspired you to write this 
book.

Yeah. Thanks, Jonathan. And it’s great. It’s great to be here and to have 
this opportunity to talk about the book. But I’ve spent about 30 years 
looking at perpetrator studies and looking at military history as well. And 
so one of the things that happened is I was looking through the literature 
outfall is prevalent in the literature in discussions of use by perpetrators 
and witness testimony and survivor testimony, you saw it. So it was a 
topic that I say was hiding in plain sight. And as I started to look at that 
topic, I really was struck by how the perpetrators used alcohol in the 
many ways they used it in, in particular, in the way it was integrated into 
things like celebratory ritual that I talked about acts of physical and sexu-
al abuse by the perpetrators themselves, and how this idea of alcohol use 
was also tied to a larger sense of intoxication of control over these other 
populations. And that also tied back to perceptions of masculinity within 
German society at the time. So I was able to really start to draw a num-
ber of collection of connections that kind of crossed over, not only from 
history, but into the social sciences, and to look at these connections, as 
David was talking about, in a broader sense, to kind of expand my under-
standing of military history.

Excellent, excellent. Now, it’s difficult to choose within a book, but what 
are what’s one of the most important things you’d like readers to under-
stand after reading the book? Or is there as an anecdote? Or is there a 
section in the book that’s really fascinated that you’d like to share with 
listeners?
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Well, there’s really a couple very horrific. This is a horrific book to read, 
it’s very difficult book to read because of the subject matter. But there 
are times when I was writing this book, where you really have to take, 
put the book down, or even your sources down. And one example of that 
was Ruth Ellis, who was a young, young woman at Auschwitz. And she 
arrived at Auschwitz as a 20-year-old and was put into a barracks that 
also held the male, the male orchestra for the camp. And in her testimo-
ny after the war, she recalled being in the top bunk in that barrack. And 
hearing these SS drunken SS men arrived we’re seeing and they open the 
door, they come barging into the barrack. And the first thing that they do 
is they say the orchestra, they wake up the male orchestra and tell them to 
start playing. And then the next thing we’ll do is they start grabbing these 
women and start to solve them. And the line that will always stick with 
me from Ruth is that the music had the play. So the staging of this of this 
event, with this malice of forethought, if you will, of these drunken SS 
men, that’s something I’ll never forget. And the second thing, I think that 
what this book does, as a contribution to the field, is that often coping has 
been the primary discussion of alcohol use by the perpetrators, that the 
only way they could get through their days was by drinking. And I think 
what this book does is it really complicates that narrative, while coping 
was in fact, used by some of the perpetrators. It is not the only reason in 
the only mechanism of alcohol use in the Holocaust. And in some cases, 
it’s not even the primary. So I think that’s an important contribution of 
the work.

Well, thank you for sharing that that story. It’s just chilling. And the 
combination of war which is already hell, combined with alcohol, which 
makes the soldiers on predictable I mean, I can only imagine the combi-
nation being so deadly. So thank you so much.

Jay Lockenour has a new book coming out that has come out the spring 
Dragonslayer: The Legend of Erich Ludendorff in the Weimar Republic and 
Third Reich. Jay, Tell us about your book.

Well, it’s hard to follow on Ed’s narrative which is so so somber, but I was 
asked many years ago to write some encyclopedia entries for an encyclo-
pedia of anti-Semitism on Erich Ludendorff, his second wife, Matilda, 
and their publishing company, and I was I was struck not so much by the 
offer, but by the combination I I thought I knew a lot about Erich Luden-
dorff. I’d written a long paper as an undergraduate on him and his role in 
the third spring command the leadership of the German army after 1916 
during World War One, but I had I had no clue who his second wife was 
and why they had a publishing company I had no idea. So I was I was 
curious to explore this and and fascinated when I discovered this long 
after life that we can go

Had after 1918 most biographies sort of trail off, they see him riding off 

ed

JonaThan

JonaThan

Jay



into the sunset after the end of the war, maybe, you know, mentioned 
his dalliance with Hitler in the early 20s. But it’s a symptom seen as a 
symptom of kind of mental illness on his part that he’s suffered some 
sort of breakdown. But he, he is the, the most important figure on the 
radical right wing of drone politics, at least until 1925. And I argue, many 
years beyond that, he has this fascinating after life during the Third Re-
ich when as a as an opponent of Hitler and the Nazis, but from a more 
farther right wing, anti-Semitic position in many ways. He enjoys a cer-
tain kind of gestures, freedom to say what he will. And then even into the 
history of the Federal Republic after the war, his wife lives until 1966, 
and carries on their campaign on behalf of this, this pagan religion that 
they found. So what I discovered was this extraordinary person who had 
been to India and despicable that’s just but put that to the side, who had 
this amazing military career that we all know a lot about, but then also 
a kind of political and religious, going after life, in that my argument is 
kind of poisons the political culture of the Weimar Republic, in a way that 
that leads to the Nazi seizure of power and in the war, and the Holocaust 
and things like that. And he’s not directly responsible, of course, but but 
he plays this important. transitional role.

Excellent, excellent. And within your book, there are many stories of Lu-
dendorff what is one that comes to mind that is memorable to you? So 
one that I think I don’t know what it means exactly, but it’s one that 
surprises people when they hear it. So his group after 1926 or so, he 
becomes staunchly anti-Nazi and writes a lot about Hitler and kind of sa-
tirical ways cartoons and so forth. lampoon’s the Nazis. He sees them as 
part of this a Jewish Catholic conspiracy to destroy Germany. So that, that 
they’ll just be your introduction there, you have to read more to find out.

But so when, after the Nazis take power in in January of 1933, there’s a lot 
of consternation among this group that, oh, you know, what do we do now 
we’ve taken such a public stance against the Nazis and then the night of 
the long knives so that this is the when the Nazis take out the leadership 
of the SA this sort of internal feud that they’ve been having, as Rome and 
others. There’s enormous concern among Ludendorff followers that they 
might be next, right, because they were close to the Nazis. They were anti 
semitic, they’re, you know, in a lot of ways, a lot like Rome. They worried 
that they might be next, but the leadership showed no concern whatso-
ever. And in fact, there’s an exchange of letters, the day after the night of 
alarm knives in early July 1934, in which they congratulate themselves 
essentially that they knew this was coming. And, and they finally took 
care of that. They call him a 175 or so which is a slang term for homo-
sexuals in Germany. The law that criminalized homosexuality was the 
paragraph 175 in the German criminal code, so that they finally got rid of 
this 175 room. And they’ve been telling, you know, telling the Nazis about 
all along. So, so the machinations the, you know, the way that this, this 
group operated, that was revealed in a really interesting way that at that 
moment, that they were both threatened, and yet on the inside.
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Interesting, interesting. Well, I mean, when we were, when we were 
choosing the cover image, you had provided some images of Ludendorff. 
And there was one that he was looking straight at the camera, that he 
looked basically on the verge of insanity, that there was this has some-
thing in his eyes that you just you didn’t want to look into his eyes. And 
so I can see a kind of a parallel between Ed’s book of the unpredictable, 
unpredictable nature of people that are drunk, and then the unpredict-
able nature of Ludendorff that he could do anything. 

Yeah, so I’m one of my main arguments is that he wasn’t I can’t I’m not 
fit to diagnose whether he was insane or mentally ill in some meaning-
ful way. You know, Hitler was insane in by a kind of common defini-
tion, right? I mean, was something not in right about that guy. And in 
the same sense, you could say that about Ludendorff, but why does it 
matter why, you know, that doesn’t, we don’t dismiss Hitler, because he 
was herman cain. So why would we dismiss Ludendorff because he was 
insane and I think there’s a there’s something to be drawn out there in 
Ludendorff ‘s, and maybe Hitler’s role as prophet or to Ludendorff saw 
himself as a prophet. And that that stare is a is a is a guys that prophets 
adopt right i mean that that’s how you look prophetic is the stare that 
that face and so he was playing a role. Interesting, interesting. Yeah, I 
wasn’t in any way implying to dismiss him but I could see how he would 
rise to power given that people couldn’t necessarily predict his actions or 
stand to be around him because yeah, that having spent 10 years of my 
life within that, you know, believe me, I’m ready to be done. And I want 
to divorce. 

Okay. Well, your book is, is that you? Yes. We’ll get in. We’re going into 
what you’re interested in next. But we want to hear from David, we he 
has a book, not necessarily the series, but it’s, it’s coming out in June, The 
Other Face of Battle: America’s Forgotten Wars and the Experience of Com-
bat, it’s a co-authored book, just wanted to hear about this forthcoming 
book, David. 

Yeah. And actually, let me let me sort of start off by pointing out how well 
both Ed and Jay’s book sort of make our sense of these two periods of 
military history much more sophisticated and much more complicated, 
in the sense that you when you think about what it is shown, which is just 
not, has not been completely untalked, about before, but it’s the way that 
drugs and especially alcohol, was in common use both as compensation 
but also in a celebratory way for soldiers in the German army for soldiers 
around the world. And so when you sort of understand that, that drugs 
and alcohol shaped the way soldiers behave, that that really changes your 
perception of how the war is going, how the Holocaust happened, and, 
and all the areas in there, and then with Jays book, you know, Hitler re-
ally made a very concerted effort to create a mythology around the Third 
Reich. And what I think Jay is really showing is that’s not just something 
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that he came up with, or that was uncommon, because Ludendorff did 
exactly or, or similar things, himself sort of created this idea of that linked 
him back to a whole sort of somewhat, sort of fake mythology on that one. 
And that gives us a much deeper insight into, into the German military 
history of the time. And you know, if you want to get all the way down 
to the battlefield, and I know, I’m sort of talking for the two gentlemen, 
but if you want to get all the way down on the battlefield, one thing about 
German soldiers in World War Two was they showed amazing cohesion. 
On the battlefield, they were remarkably strong at holding together, even 
in a horribly disastrous moments. And I think if you think about both 
the alcohol and then about this mythology, you start to understand some 
of that battlefield cohesion. So it’s, it’s linking the two kinds of military 
history that I was that I was talking about earlier.

My book, which is with a publisher, I will not name because I think I 
would immediately be fired by Cornell and an octave, okay, absolutely. 
Is but fits into that same, that same sort of approach, which is that when 
you think about the wars that the United States wants to remember, we 
can think about them immediately to civil war, World War Two, Vietnam 
during the Revolutionary War. Almost all of those are big, conventional 
wars against enemies that we share a culture with or share a similar cul-
ture with, with the exception of Vietnam. But when you look at the wars 
that the United States has actually fought over the past two centuries, a 
lot more of the wars are against or against much more unfamiliar oppo-
nents, opponents that don’t share a cultural heritage with us opponents 
that don’t understand that we don’t understand either on the battlefield 
or in in a larger way in society. And so the book and with my co-authors, 
Wayne Lee, David Preston and Anthony Carlson, we wanted to look at 
three battles throughout American history that were not familiar ones 
not Gettysburg, not Pearl Harbor, not debut the unfamiliar ones, the oth-
er phases of battle, to try and understand what the American experience 
was like when we were fighting enemies we didn’t understand or that 
we thought of is inferior to us. And so the book is, which I should know 
makes it a great gift for any occasion. Which is coming out in early June 
is, is really trying to get a sense of what it’s like when we’re not fighting a 
war. We understand when we’re not fighting a familiar enemy, but when 
we’re sort of lost in the war that we find ourselves. 

Interesting. Interesting. Well, yes, excellent. That’s coming out in June. 
So thanks for thanks for sharing and letting us know about it.

And so getting back to Jay and Ed, I was curious. Jay, you had mentioned 
that you’re, you’re done with Ludendorff. It’s been 10 years, you’re ready 
for a divorce. Okay, what’s next? What’s next on the horizon for you?

So it this started with an anecdote from my dissertation. All those many 
years ago, where the Veterans Organization of the German Africa corps 
made a great show of a soccer match that they played every year at their 
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annual convention against the British Army. And this was supposed to 
symbolize for this group, their kind of organizational ideology was that 
they had fought the fair fight in the desert, right. This wasn’t the war of 
atrocity on the Eastern Front, we were the good, you know, we fought a 
regular war in North Africa. And so it could be embodied in the sports-
manship of this soccer match. That had to be canceled then in the late 
1950s, as the German Africa corps got to be older, and the British Army 
stayed 20 years old. So they were getting over injuries. That was a blow 
gimmick. The last the last meeting, I think, was a seven nil blowout with 
multiple injuries on the German side. So they, they called it off, and that 
kind of always stuck with me like, Why? Why do they invest so much in 
the sporting competition? And so that’s what I’m exploring now is the is 
the idea of sports in the military, or sports and war? I haven’t quite fig-
ured out which angle to take yet. But it’s starting with a study of the post 
war Bundeswehr and the National People’s Army and in East Germany 
and sort of their investment in, in sports, what they, what they what the 
institutions hope to get out of it. And then, but also, what participants 
hoped to get out of it or imagined that they were getting out of it. I think 
it will be part of the interest in that story as well. 

Excellent. That’s fascinating. That’s fascinating. And Ed, what’s on what’s 
on the horizon for you?

Oh, actually, I think Jays topic is great. So I’m gonna start working on that 
right now. I’ll try to go, no, actually, I’m going to continue actually, one of 
the things that came out of this book, as I was looking at it, I talked about 
this idea of recreational violence. And I’ve done a previous book that was 
a comparative book between the Nazi east and the US West. And I see 
that this concept of recreation, or recreational violence, or spectacular 
violence is something that kind of crosses boundaries, it crosses chronol-
ogy of warfare. And it’s something that also speaks to some of that social 
science literature that I talked about, that we can integrate into our his-
torical studies. So it’s an area that I’m really interested in exploring more 
and to see if there’s something there for a larger monograph.

Excellent. Excellent. Thanks for sharing. That sounds great. You got a 
nice hook there. Recreational violence is a that’s a hook.

Definitely another cheerful book for you to work on it.

Yeah, I know why. Yeah. People don’t want to meet me. Probably, if they 
haven’t met me, they probably think oh, my gosh, what’s that guy gonna 
look? I’m gonna look like Ludendorff. But the stare?

Oh, my gosh. So. So yeah. So the meetings coming up the annual meet-
ing, as I mentioned earlier? What, I guess I’ll step aside for a second and 
say, What are you interested in? Or what do you look for at the meeting? 
And, and then we’ll bring in David as well, to bring it up kind of a holistic 
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look at the series as well. But at what are you looking forward to at the 
meeting?

Well, one of the things I think that is really exciting about where the 
SMH has gone is some of the things that David has talked about, I think 
the series represents, if you will a turn in the in the field of military histo-
ry, we have called it in the past the new military history, but I think what 
you really see is a broad a broadening of the field, to look at cultural as-
pects of preparation for war, societal impacts, gender certainly has been 
one of the things that we’ve seen broaden in participation of those who 
are attending methodologies that are used. So I think the exciting thing 
really about SMH is you get to see a really broad sampling of a lot of new, 
a lot of new approaches to military history. And I think that’s probably 
the most interesting thing that I’ve seen in the last, let’s say 10 years at 
the SMH.

Excellent, excellent. Jay, what are you excited about for the upcoming 
seminar.

I would echo What Ed said, Of course, it’s a I always find the conference 
kind of invigorating, energizing, just to see what people are working on to 
connect with colleagues, again, to, you know, it, it helps you understand 
why what we do is important. And again, the broad range of topics that 
are addressed. I always have a little bit of a hard time with this notion of 
like, the new military history, which of course, we’ve been talking about 
since 1970s. Right. I mean, there were, there were essays on the dilemma 
of military history. You know, Dennis, show, Walter and people like that 
writing in the 1970s. So, it, it’s new. It’s invigorating, of course. But it’s 
also kind of old, there was good work being done a long time ago to.

And then David, rounding it up. What are you excited about at the con-
ference? And how do you see the battleground series fitting into the, to 
the field?

Yeah, so the, you know, the Society for military history annual conference 
is also my big social event of the year, I got my PhD from Duke and the, 
the Duke mafia will reunite and discuss what’s wrong with the world and 
how to fix it. Ed got his at UNC. So he’s only marginally a member of that 
back group and Jays just way off somewhere on that, so that’ll be cool 
mafia though, I Yeah, that’s true, absolutely true that the Temple Mafia 
may be bigger than the Duke mafia.

Hold on that whether it’s looking, we have a book coming out in the 
in the near future, whether it’s looking at how German civilians experi-
enced the Soviet invasion of their homeland in 44, or 45. Or to go in a 
whole different direction, how American fighter pilot culture shaped how 
the US Air Force behaved in the 1960s and 70s. It’s that it’s that getting 
those voices front and center that you otherwise don’t get to hear in, in 
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regular military history. And then finally, and I think most importantly, 
is bringing all the camps and military history together and publishing the 
kind of quality and really amazing books that Ed and Jay have written. 
That’s I think the real accomplishment is those are, those are spectacular 
works. And I’m just proud to have participated them in so participated on 
those projects in some way.

Wow, that’s very, very inspiring. Yes. As you said, the series is unlimited. 
As far as these untold stories, there’s countless untold stories. And we’re 
honored to have you all you as team players and team members, bringing 
these new voices to the forefront and changing the field in its own way. 
So I really, really, thank you for all the hard work that you’ve been do-
ing. congratulate you on all the great scholarship and the new books that 
you’ve taught that are coming out this year. So and I want to thank you 
as well for taking the time to share your stories, your insights, and your 
new books. And we hope that you have a fantastic time at the upcoming 
conference.

Well, thanks, Jonathan. If I could I would like to just respond. You know, 
UNC Duke had a joint program and we were always as UNC are happy 
to help the Duke students, you know, to learn more. And the other thing 
that I would The other thing I would point out and David already said 
this,

Emily Andrew was very enthusiastic when I pitched this project. And 
David is absolutely right. Getting an editor who really sees the value of 
your work and is willing to fight for that really makes a huge difference. 
So I very much appreciated that. And I very much appreciated the time to 
spend was with you all today. Thank you.

Thank you.

Thank you.

That was David Silbey, Jay Lockenour and Edward Westermann. 
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Over the course of the next twelve months we will publish more 
than ten new books in the field of Military studies. You can find 
these, as well as all Military studies books previously published by 
Cornell University Press and its imprints on our website. Either use 
your smartphone camera to scan the QR code below or visit
cornellpress.cornell.edu/subjects/military-history to see our exten-
sive list.

If you are a Cornell University Press author and would like to have 
your work featured in the next issue of Military Studies: A Cornell 
University Press Magazine please contact the marketing depart-
ment.
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