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Tobias Hof

Introduction

In his introduction to The Historiography of Genocide, published in 
2008 British historian Dan Stone noted, “genocide studies is one of 
the fastest-growing disciplines in the humanities of social sciences.”1 
This statement has lost nothing of its truth. Today we have a vast lit-
erature on genocides and other cases of ex treme mass violence during 
the 19th and 20th century at our disposal. And their number is still 
growing.2 These studies have shed new light on our understand ing of 
phenomena such as ethnic cleansing and genocide, whereas three the-
ories were recently put forward to explain the emergence of extreme 
violence: tradi tions of violence, zones or spaces of violence and cul-
tures of violence.3

1  Dan Stone, “Introduction,” in The Historiography of Genocide, edited by Dan Stone 
(Basingstoke &  New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008): 1–6, here p. 1.
2  See for a summary of major works on genocides Donald Bloxham and A. Dirk Mo-
ses, “Editor’s Introduction. Changing Themes in the Study of Genocide,” in The Ox-
ford Handbook of Genocide Studies, edited by Donald Bloxham and A. Dirk Moses (Ox-
ford &  New York: Oxford University Press, 2010): 1–15, here pp. 2–10, especially foot-
notes 4 and 5. Recent studies on genocide and mass violence include e.g. Alex Alva-
rez: Native America and the Question of Genocide (Lanham: Rowman &  Littlefield, 2014); 
Fatma Müge Göçek, Denial of Violence: Ottoman Past, Turkish Present and Collective Vio-
lence against the Armenians, 1789–2009 (Oxford &  New York: Oxford University Press, 
2014); Devon E. Hinton and Alexander L. Hinton (eds), Genocide and Mass Violence: 
Memory, Symptom, and Recovery (Cambridge &  New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2015); Elisabeth H. Murray, Disrupting Pathways to Genocide: The Process of Ideological 
Radicalization (London &  New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Scott Straus, Making 
and Unmaking Nations: War, Leadership, and Genocide in Modern Africa (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2015); Ronald G. Suny, “They can live in the Desert but Nowhere Else:” A 
History of the Armenian Genocide (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015).
3  For a recent discussion on these new approaches, see Tagungsbericht: Gewaltkul-
turen von den Kolonialkriegen bis zur Gegenwart, 04.06.2015 – 06.06.2015 Potsdam, 
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The first group of scholars points to the importance of a longue 
durée of vio lence against groups that were deemed a threat to the race 
or nation. In their studies they indicate parallels between extreme 
violence used during the colonial period, the Nazi era or during the 
Cold War and the period of decolonization, especially in the form of 
deportations, forced migrations, internment, forced la bor or military 
violence against liberation movements. Scholars working from this 
perspective also claim that colonial projects of forced migration or 
mass killings, war crimes, and the murder of the European Jews can-
not be separated theoretically and empirically but have to be looked 
at as closely connected and interdependent phenomena.4 

Other scholars are more interested in the historical contingency in 
the emergence of specific zones or spaces of violence, where a more 
brutal behavior than in other places in the world can be found. Most 
of these studies focus on the Balkans as well as on Eastern Europe 
before and during the Second World War. Timothy Snyder’s con-
troversial book Bloodlands. Europe between Hitler and Stalin exempli-
fies this trend.5 Critics such as British historian Richard Evans have 
accused him of “simply equating Nazi genocide with the mass mur-

in: H-Soz-Kult, 18.07.2015, http://www.hsozkult.de /  conferencereport /  id /  tagungs-
berichte-6074 (accessed on 27 August 2015).
4  For example, see Shelley Baranowski, Nazi Empire: German Colonialism and Impe-
rialism from Bismarck to Hitler (Cambridge &  New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2001); Woodruff D. Smith: The Ideological Origins of Nazi Imperialism (Oxford &  New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1989); A. Dirk Moses and Stone (eds), Colonialism and 
Genocide (London &  New York: Routledge, 2006); A. Dirk Moses (ed.), Empire, Colony, 
Genocide: Conquest, Occupation and Subaltern Resistance in World History (New York &  
Oxford: Berghahn, 2008).
5  See Timothy D. Snyder, Bloodlands. Europe between Hitler and Stalin (New York: Ba-
sic Books, 2010); Tagungsbericht Violence, Civility and Statehood in Europe and Japan. 
27.03.2009–31.03.2009, Kobe, Japan, in: H-Soz-Kult, 19.05.2009, http://hsozkult.ges-
chichte.hu-berlin.de /  tagungsberichte /  id=2612 (accessed on 25 August 2015).
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ders carried out in the Soviet Union under Stalin.”6 They fear that a 
“spatial fo cus” would suppress important differences be tween vari-
ous perpetrators and their motivations in carrying out the atrocities.7 

A third group of scholars looks at different national cultures of 
violence as “the frameworks through which physical aggression is 
understood, justified, condemned and controlled.”8 They try to 
analyze and uncover differences that were responsible for specific 
national characteristics in conducting wars, in cluding committing 
atrocities. Isabel V. Hull, for example, argues that the Ger man mil-
itary developed a specific national culture of waging wars during 
the era of the German Empire which influenced its behavior for the 
decades to follow.9

As a historian of Italian fascism, it struck me that most scholars 
who study Italian war crimes between 1922 and 1943 neither utilize 
these new findings nor do they refer to the vast literature on geno-
cides.10 To better contextualize the crimes of the fascist regime within 

6  Richard J. Evans, “Who Remembers the Poles,” London Review of Books 32, no. 21 
(2010): 21–22, here p. 22.
7  For a critique of Snyder’s book, see also Jürgen Zarusky, “Timothy Snyders ‘Blood-
lands’ Kritische Anmerkungen zur Konstruktion einer Geschichtslandschaft,” Viertel-
jahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 60 (2012): 1–31.
8  J. Carter Wood, “Conceptualizing Cultures of Violence and Cultural Change,” in Cul-
tures of Violence: Interpersonal Violence in Historical Perspective, edited by Stuart Carroll 
(Basingstoke &  New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007): 79–96 here p. 92. 
9  See Isabel V. Hull, Absolute Destruction. Military Culture and the Practices of War in Im-
perial Germany (Ithaca &  London: Cornell University Press, 2005). 
10  See for example H. James Burgwyn, Empire on the Adriatic. Mussolini’s Conquest of 
Yugoslavia 1941–1943 (New York: Enigma Books, 2005) H. James Burgwyn, Mussolini 
Warlord: Failed Dreams of Empire, 1940–1943 (New York: Enigma Books, 2012); Eric 
Gobetti, Alleati del nemico. L’occupazione italiana in Jugoslavia (1941–1943) (Roma &  Bari: 
Laterza, 2013); MacGregor Knox, Common Destiny: Dictatorship, Foreign Policy, and War 
in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany (Cambridge &  New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2009); Amadeo Osti Guerrazzi, The Italian Army in Slovenia. Strategies of Antipartisan 
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a broader chronological and geographical context, I or gan ized a small 
workshop titled “Colonialism, Ideology, and Geno cide in Compar-
ative Perspective: The Long 20th Century” that took place at Wash-
ington University in St Louis in March 2014. By inviting renowned 
schol ars in the field of genocide studies in the broadest sense who 
come from various disciplinary backgrounds and who research geo-
graphical and temporal different cases I wanted to put the Italian case 
in a larger global context. The workshop illustrated the importance 
of further comparative and transnational work on this topic and the 
need to abandon an often dominant national perspective when deal-
ing with war crimes committed in the name of the fascist regime.11 
The ed ited volume at hand, however, does not only reproduce papers 
given during the workshop. It rather includes even more case studies 
from different regions and time periods to usefully complement the 
already existing selection. The wide spectrum of topics is dedicated 
to offering different methods and interdiscipli nary approaches to the 
study of extreme violence in the late 19th and 20th century by predom-
inantly looking at four research fields: 

First, the articles focus on the perpetrators of extreme violence 
by ad dressing a range of different research questions: Do perpetra-
tors of extreme violence differ regarding their social, class, educa-
tional, professional etc. back ground due to various geographical con-
texts and /  or time periods? Do some ac tors resort to particular forms 
of extreme mass violence (e.g. starvation, forced labor, de por ta tions, 

Repression 1941–1943 (Basingstoke &  New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Davide 
Rodogno, Fascism’s European Empire. Italian Occupation during the Second World War 
(Cambridge &  New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
11  Tagungsbericht Violence, Civility and Statehood in Europe and Japan. 27.03.2009–
31.03.2009, Kobe, Japan, in: H-Soz-Kult, 19.05.2009, http://hsozkult.geschichte.
hu-berlin.de /  tagungsberichte /  id=2612 (accessed on 25 August 2015).
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mass killings)? In which social, political and economic context are 
people inclined to use extreme forms of violence? What drives them 
to neglect the conventions on the conduct of war and inflict extreme 
violence on other human beings? What motivated the shift from a 
mind-set of “eliminationism” (Aristotle Kallis) to a “policy of elim-
ination”?12 Every author in this volume deals with these or similar 
questions in different ways. Whereas some look more at the micro 
level of individual perpetrators, others focus more on the decision 
making process within the political and military hierarchy. These 
different approaches, ranging from a micro to a macro perspective, 
il lus trate the vast spectrum of how recent scholarship attempt to 
tackle the always gnawing issue of why people commit atrocities. By 
of fer ing alternative methods within the same volume, it is hoped that 
the reader is inspired to question and cross-examine the various case 
stud ies, the authors’ methodological approaches and their results. 
Thus, rather than imposing a certain perspective these different ways 
of investigating the existence of extreme violence should serve as 
points of departure for thinking about the question of perpetration.

Second, what role does ideology play when perpetrators commit 
acts of extreme violence? Was ideology such a powerful tool that it 
alone functions as an explanation for why individuals carried out vio-
lence? Whereas some academics argue that ideology is necessary for 
committing genocides and extreme violence others deny that ideol-
ogy plays such a crucial role. They argue, that it was instead used to 
legitimize and rationalize mass violence in the immediate after math 
of massacres.13 These scholars, however, admit that the Holocaust 

12  Aristotle Kallis, Genocide and Fascism: The Eliminationist Drive in Fascist Europe (Lon-
don &  New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 6.
13  Hull, Absolute Destruction, p. 330.
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was the notable exception and can only be explained by focusing on 
the National Socialist ideology as the driving force behind it.14 In 
particular people working on National Socialist Germany or other 
fascist regimes tend to stress the important role of ideology. Schol-
ars work ing on other cases of extreme violence or who approach the 
topic from a more theoretical point of view tend to downplay the 
importance of ideology. By pointing out that extreme violence was 
committed in the name of ideologies ranging from fascism to liberal-
ism to all forms of communism, they deny that extreme violence can 
only be explained by focusing on the impact of a single ideology. But, 
what do we mean when we speak of ideology? It is often understood 
as a concept brought forward by the political elite and pro mot ed by 
their propaganda. However, an ideology is not something that was 
created “out of nothing”; it is rather a conglomerate of various ideas 
and notions that already existed within society and were later con-
nected by the elite into a universal theory.15 Therefore, it is important 
to be mindful of these different notions and to weight them differ-
ent in order to determine what was really essential for committing 
extreme violence. This gives rise to another cru cial problem: Acts 
of extreme violence – either the order given or the actual act of kill-
ing – are committed by individuals. It is difficult, however, to empir-
ically prove whether ideology or only parts of it were driving factors 

14  Ibid., p. 325; Donald Bloxham, Genocide, the World Wars and the Unweaving of Eu-
rope (London &  Portland: Vallentine Mitchell, 2008), pp. 2–3. See for the relationship 
between Holocaust and genocide studies Bloxham and Moses, “Editor’s Introduction,” 
pp. 3–4.
15  Tagungsbericht Ideologie und staatliche Gewaltverbrechen – Internationale 
Nachwuchstagung. 04.12.2013–06.12.2013, Bochum, in: H-Soz-Kult, 22.04.2014, 
http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de /  tagungsberichte /  id=5324 (accessed on 25 Au-
gust 2015).
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in carrying out war crimes when individual records and sources are 
very rare. It is just as prob lematic to uncritically trust ex ist ing sources 
if the individual might try to deflect any legal or moral culpability. 

Third, as pointed out by Scott Straus in this volume, it is not 
enough to just study events of genocide to fully understand the com-
plex causes of extreme violence. He argues that we need to analyze 
cases where preconditions for genocide existed, but where it did not 
actually occur. By looking at potential re straining factors ranging 
from social to ideological to political to economical influences it is 
possible to get an even clearer picture of the exact circumstances of 
genocides. Furthermore, this approach can also provide new insights 
that might help the international community in preventing future 
genocides. By inte grating articles which focus on this rather new 
approach – see especially the chapter written by Straus – the reader 
has another analytical tool that can be applied to other case studies or 
well-known cases that are not included in this volume. 

The last and fourth aspect deals with the aftermath, legitimiza-
tion and /  or remembrance of extreme violence and genocide. What 
happens to perpetrators and victims alike after acts of extreme mass 
violence? How are atrocities remembered and can we find a spe-
cific national narrative of remembrance? When did specific forms 
of violence become identified as a policy of elimination or geno-
cide? Often scholars have focused on the question of victim hood and 
remembrance. As such, “the instrumentalization of different forms 
of victimhood for political ends”16 has been the center of attention. 
In this volume authors such as Lingchei Letty Chen also switched 
the perspective and looked more closely at the perpetrators and how 

16  Bloxham, Genocide, p. 13.
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they perceived their role in war crimes – a topic that has often been 
neglected. This self-perception must be taken into account in order 
to reach a better understanding of the actual atrocities, the identity of 
a nation as well as the national historiography. 

While studying the edited volume at hand, the reader should keep 
the fol lowing points in mind. First, most of the articles are works in 
progress. Their aim is not to give definitive answers to the prob lems 
and questions raised above but more to challenge common beliefs 
and stimulate debate. Thus, the authors are largely con cerned with 
initiating a fruitful discussion about the complex history of mass 
violence.

Furthermore, neither the workshop nor the edited volume can 
give a com prehensive overview of mass violence during the late 19th 
century and entire 20th century. Rather, the collection of case stud-
ies was driven by the attempt to cover different continents that have 
experienced colonial warfare at one point in their history – either as 
victims or perpetrators – as well as to bring in examples with dif fer-
ent ideological backgrounds ranging from communist to fascist to 
liberal societies and governments. Furthermore, this volume em bod-
ies an attempt to include a balanced selection throughout the long 
20th century to highlight possible transformations over time. Last 
but not least, the workshop and the edited volume also address cases 
that might be lesser known while prominent examples are de lib er-
ate ly left out. This decision was made not only to find a niche in the 
vast literature on genocides, but also to gain new insights in the topic 
that might have been overlooked by only examining the more prom-
inent examples. How ever, a word of caution is needed at this point: 
The reason to include so many different cases and thus to encourage 
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the reader to compare them was and is not to equate various forms 
of extreme violence but, rather, to help understand and analyze sim-
ilarities and differences between various forms of extreme violence 
from a global perspective.

When dealing with the study of extreme violence words such as 
“geno cide,” “ethnic cleansing” and “ideology” automatically come up. 
All these terms – but especially genocide – are highly contested con-
cepts.17 In reference to the controversial word “terrorism” Dan Stone 
states that “one man’s genocide is an other man’s unfortunate bout 
of disease driven ‘population readjustment’.”18 The problem of defi-
nition was also raised during the workshop. There was a broad con-
sensus amongst the participants, that the inflationary use of morally 
loaded labels can hinder historical research. It is more important to 
look at each case individually while being aware of the ongoing dis-
cussions about certain defini tions. Despite giving a new definition of 
“genocide,” “extreme violence” or “eth nic cleansing” in the introduc-
tion, every author deals with these terms on his or her own. How-
ever, all contributors were and are aware that these terms are highly 
controversial and that their definition or approach might not please 
everybody.19

The workshop has also illustrated the need to embed the case of 
Italy more thoroughly into comparative and transnational works on 

17  See for example A. Dirk Moses, “Raphael Lemkin, Culture, and the Concept of 
Genocide,” in The Oxford Handbook of Genocide Studies, edited by Donald Bloxham and 
A. Dirk Moses (Oxford &  New York: Oxford University Press, 2010): 19–41; Benjamin 
Lieberman, “‘Ethnic Cleansing’ versus Genocide?,” in The Oxford Handbook of Genocide 
Studies, edited by Donald Bloxham and A. Dirk Moses (Oxford &  New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010): 42–60.
18  Stone, “Introduction,” p. 4. 
19  See also Bloxham and Moses, “Editor’s Introduction,” pp. 7–8.
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the emergence of extreme violence to uncover the mechanism and 
dynamics behind these atroci ties. Therefore, it is clear that scholars 
of Italian fascism can benefit from liter ature on genocide and vice 
versa. With the publication of this edited volume, it is hoped that 
Italy as the first fascist regime will be brought more into the focus of 
genocide studies and be included in future debate on a theoretical and 
phenomenological level.

The articles in this volume are arranged in chronological order to bet-
ter illustrate possible changes and shifts in the emergence, use and 
remembrance of extreme mass violence. In his article “The German 
Military, Violence, and Culture during the Boxer Conflict,” Timothy L. 
Schroer (University of West Georgia, Carrollton) analyzes the role 
of the German expedition corps during the suppression of the Boxer 
Rebellion between 1899 and 1901. Thereby, he stresses the commu-
nicative function of violence as a means to not only show the enemy 
but also allied forces the military discipline and power of Germany. 
James N. Tallon (Lewis University, Romeoville) examines in his 
contribution “Ottoman Anti-Insurrectionary Operations in Yemen and 
Albania, 1910–1912: The End of Ottomanism and the Beginning of an 
Age of Violence” the violent suppression of uprisings in the pe riph ery 
of the Ottoman Empire. He demonstrates why the Ottoman army 
was never able to deliver a crippling blow to the insurgencies despite 
resorting to extreme forms of violence. Shelley Baranowski (Univer-
sity of Akron) argues in her paper “The Colonial Roots of Nazi Vio-
lence: The Place of the Holocaust in Nazi Imperialism” that to under-
stand Nazism as imperial ism, and especially settler colonialism does 
not obscure the significance of the Holocaust. This approach gives 
rather a more nuanced insight in the National-So cial ist ideas by com-
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bining their concept of Lebensraum with the persecution and mur-
der of the European Jews. Tobias Hof (University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill) looks in his contribution “‘Le gion aries of Civilization:’ 
The Italian Military, Fascism and Extreme Violence (1922–1943)” 
more closely at the involvement of the Italian military in war crimes 
and challenges the idea, that fascist ideology was the main reason 
for the escalation of violence in regions such as Africa, the Balkans 
and Greece between 1922 and 1943. In her contribution “Confronting 
Specters of the Past: Cultural Revolution’s Perpetrators” Lingchei Letty 
Chen (Washington University in St. Louis) analyzes novels that 
deal with the Cultural Revolution to find an swers to the complex 
relationship between “perpetration” and “victimhood” in Commu-
nist China. Marcel Berni (Military Academy at the Eidgenössische 
Technische Hochschule Zürich) argues in “Hearts and Minds and 
Body Count: The Mathematization of War in Vietnam (1965–1972)” 
that the radicalization of violence during the Vietnam War has to 
be seen as a conse quence of a “mathematization” of military strat-
egy by the US army. Thereby, the drive amongst soldiers to achieve 
a high “body count” was encouraged by “posi tive sanctions” and a 
lack of punishment when civilians were killed. Finally Scott Straus 
(University of Wisconsin-Madison) examines in his article “Ideology 
and Restraint: Genocide and Non-Genocide Cases in Com para tive Per-
spectives” restraining factors on a micro-, meso- and macro level to 
explain the different degrees of violence that occurred in the African 
countries Rwanda and Côte d’Ivoire.

Before going in medias res I would like to take a brief moment to 
thank all the people of the History Department at Washington Uni-
versity in St. Louis who helped me to organize the workshop in 2013 
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and who participated as mod erators or commentators during the 
workshop. In particular I want to thank Christine Johnson, Ryan 
Jones and Hillel Kieval. A special thanks goes to Sheryl Peltz from 
Washington University in St. Louis and Ursula Schinck from the 
Institut für Zeitgeschichte in München who assisted me with all 
financial matters. As everybody who attended and /  or organized a 
conference knows, the issue of good catering – ranging from coffee 
breaks to lunch to dinner – mas sively contributes to the success of 
such events. Sheryl’s help in organizing it was priceless. 

Furthermore, I would like to thank Anika Walke and Dirk Bon-
ker. I am very grateful for their support in putting together the work-
shop and finalizing the program. I also would like to thank Benjamin 
Claude Bower (University of Texas, Austin) for his paper on “Reflec-
tions on Violence, Algeria”, Fatma Müge Göçek (University of Mich-
igan, Ann Arbor) for her talk on “Ottoman Empire, Turkish Repub-
lic and the Denial of the Armenian Genocide”, Nakano Satoshi (Hitot-
subashi University) for his presentation on “A Dark Truth: Japanese 
‘Kirikomi’ attacks in the Battle for Manila, February 3 to March 3, 1945” 
and Anika Walke (Washington University in St. Louis) for her paper 
on “‘There was no work, we worked only for the Germans’: Ghetto labor 
and alienation in the German-occupied Soviet territories” as well as their 
stimulating comments during our extensive discussions. It was a 
great pleasure to have them in St. Louis. Last but not least I would 
like to thank every one of our speakers at the workshop for their 
willingness to present their papers and to contribute to this edited 
volume despite their huge workload.

My thanks also go to my friends and colleagues at the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill who helped me prepare this vol-
ume – namely Julie Ault, Derek Holmgren and Todd Craver –, the 
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staff at the Herbert Utz Verlag in Munich, Matthias Hoffmann and 
Saskia Schymanski and the Gerda Henkel Foundation for funding 
my research on fascism and Galeazzo Ciano.

My special thanks go to the Volkswagen Foundation who not 
only sponsored my Post-Doctoral Fellowship at the Washington 
University in St. Louis, but also funded the entire workshop and the 
publication of the edited volume at hand.

Chapel Hill, March 2016 Tobias Hof
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The German Military, Violence, and Culture 
during the Boxer Conflict1

Introduction

The German military engaged for the first time in significant op er-
a tions outside of Europe during the Boxer conflict, which lasted 
from June 1900 through the first months of 1901. German forces 
engaged in considerable violence against Boxers and Chinese ci vil-
ians in a campaign that became best known for Kaiser Wilhelm II’s 
injunction to departing troops that prisoners would not be taken. 
This essay considers how useful the categories of genocide, ideology, 
and colo nialism are in illuminating this conflict at the opening of 
the twentieth century, and then explores what is to be learned about 
the nature and meaning of the violence perpetrated by the German 
military during the Boxer conflict by view ing it through the lens of 
culture.

One of the starting points for this volume is the centrality of the 
Holo caust for historians of violence perpetrated by Germans. Efforts 
to discern the precursors of the genocide against European Jewry in 
earlier campaigns against the Herero and Nama in German South-

1  I would like to thank Michael de Nie, who commented on a draft of this essay, as well 
as Stephan Lehnstaedt and Sönke Neitzel, who organized the conference Gewaltkulturen 
von den Kolonialkriegen bis zur Gegenwart (University of Potsdam, 4–6 June 2015) 
where I first explored these ideas.
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west Africa opened a vigorous and pro ductive debate.2 The Boxer 
conflict, however, did not reach the genocidal levels of the campaigns 
in Southwest Africa or of the Holocaust.3 Unnumbered thousands 
of Chinese, including many noncombatants, died in the conflict, but 
German leaders never contemplated violence on a genocidal scale and 
German forces in China, which numbered fewer than 25,000, were 
simply too few to threaten that kind of atrocity against a Chinese 
population of around 66 million people in the two provinces directly 
involved in the conflict.4

When considered in terms of ideology, the conflict shared import-
ant simi larities with colonial wars. Germans, like their allies in 1900, 

2  For example, see Jakob Zollmann, Koloniale Herrschaft und ihre Grenzen: Die Kolo-
nialpolizei in Deutsch-Südwestafrika, 1894–1915 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &  Ruprecht, 
2010); Robert Gerwarth and Stephan Malinowski, “Hannah Arendt’s Ghosts: Reflec-
tions on the Disputable Path from Windhoek to Auschwitz,” Central European His-
tory 42 (2009): 279–300; Benjamin Madley, “From Africa to Auschwitz: How German 
South West Africa Included Ideas and Methods Adopted and Developed by the Na-
zis in Eastern Europe,” European History Quarterly 33 (2005): 429–464; Pascal Grosse, 
“What Does German Colonialism Have to Do with National Socialism? A Conceptual 
Framework,” in Germany’s Colonial Pasts, edited by Eric Ames, Marcia Klotz, and Lora 
Wildenthal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005): 115–134; Jürgen Zimmerer, 
“Colonial Genocide and the Holocaust: Towards an Archeology of Genocide,” in Geno-
cide and Settler Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian His-
tory, edited by A. Dirk Moses (New York: Berghahn Books, 2004): 49–76; Jürgen Zim-
merer and Joachim Zeller (eds), Völkermord in Deutsch-Südwestafrika: Der Kolonialkrieg 
(1904–1908) in Namibia und seine Folgen (Berlin: Christoph Links Verlag, 2003).
3  Susanne Kuß, Deutsches Militär auf kolonialen Kriegsschauplätzen: Eskalation von Ge-
walt zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: Christoph Links Verlag, 2010), pp. 30–31; 
Sabine Dabringhaus, “An Army on Vacation? The German War in China, 1900–1901,” 
in Anticipating Total War: The German and American Experiences, 1871–1914, edited by 
Manfred F. Boemeke, Roger Chickering, and Stig Förster (Cambridge: The German 
Historical Institute, Washington, DC and Cambridge University Press, 1999): 459–476, 
here pp. 472–473.
4  See Kuß, Deutsches Militär auf kolonialen Kriegsschauplätzen, p. 308 and pp. 424–425. 
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believed that they were defending civilization against savagery.5 Ger-
man leaders most commonly cited the preservation and advance of 
Western civilization as a justification for intervention. Chancellor 
Bernhard von Bülow, for example, in his first speech to the Reich-
stag concerning the Boxer crisis described it as a conflict that pit-
ted “European civilization, which, to the honor of the intelligent and 
promising (zukunftsreiche) Japanese nation, it has joined, […] against 
the barbarism of the Boxer movement.”6 Bülow’s reference to Japan 
testified to its salience in the international coalition that relieved Bei-
jing in August and occupied northern China thereafter. Its inclusion 
among the forces of civilization sat awkwardly with racial ideology 
that placed Asians as inferior to Europeans.

Explicitly racial ideological justifications for Germany’s interven-
tion in China generally took second place to claims that China needed 
chastisement and reform.7 Racist views of the Chinese as expressed 
in the notion of the “Yellow Peril” (“Gelbe Gefahr”) certainly circu-
lated in Germany before and after the crisis, but they always com-
peted with recognition, if often grudging, of the ac complishments of 
the Chinese people. Germans, like their allies, often insisted that the 
Chinese were radically alien, but those claims often were ground ed 

5  See Thoralf Klein, “Der Boxeraufstand als interkultureller Konflikt: zur Relevanz 
eines Deutungsmusters,” in Das Deutsche Reich und der Boxeraufstand, edited by Susanne 
Kuβ and Bernd Martin (München: Iudicium, 2002): 35–85, here pp. 48–49; Ariane 
Knüsel, “‘Western Civilization’ against ‘Hordes of Yellow Savages’: British Perceptions 
of the Boxer Rebellion,” Asiatische Studien 62, no. 1 (2008): 43–83.
6  Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen des Reichstags: X. Legislaturperiode. II. 
Session: 1900/1902, Vol. 1 (Berlin, 1901), p. 12 (translation by author).
7  James Hevia sees race as “a continual undertone” during the conflict, which was com-
monly cast as pitting civilization against barbarism. See James L. Hevia, “Looting and Its 
Discontents: Moral Discourse and the Plunder of Beijing, 1900–1901,” in The Boxers, 
China, and the World, edited by Robert Bickers and R. G. Tiedemann (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman &  Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2007): 93–113, here p. 106 for the quotation. 
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in cultural terms more than in biological, racial terms.8 The most 
common ideological frame through which Germans understood the 
conflict was a battle between the forces of civilization and progress 
against barbarism and backward ness. That ideology of the civiliz-
ing mission could justify, in the minds of its adherents, brutality that 
could equal racist atrocities in ferocity. And, of course, the two ideas 
fit very comfortably together.

Such underpinnings served to justify the colonial projects of the 
German empire and its imperial rivals. The Boxer conflict indeed 
represented a quasi-colonial struggle. However, unlike a typical colo-
nial campaign aiming at the conquest and incorporation of indige-
nous people’s territory, Germany empha sized that it sought no ter-
ritory in China. It intended to punish the Chinese for the wrongs 
they had committed and then to re-establish stability in the country, 
which could provide the basis for the expansion of German trade. 
The limiting of Germany’s goals in the Boxer conflict stemmed pri-
marily from worries about its foreign competitors and how they 
would view overly ambitious German demands, which the Kaiser, 
for one, occasionally contemplated.9 

8  On the multivalent currents of German Sinophilia and Sinophobia, including virulent 
racism, see George Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Co-
lonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2007): 361–431; Georg Wegener, Zur Kriegszeit durch China, 1900–1901 (Berlin: 
Allgemeiner Verein für deutsche Literatur, 1902), p. 401. On German views of superi-
ority over declining China, see Dietlind Wünsche, Feldpostbriefe aus China: Wahrneh-
mungs- und Deutungsmuster deutscher Soldaten zur Zeit des Boxeraufstandes, 1900–1901 
(Berlin: Christoph Links Verlag, 2008), pp. 284–287. For emphasis on influence of rac-
ism, see Dabringhaus, “An Army on Vacation?,” pp. 469–472.
9  For a description of colonial wars, see Hendrik L. Wesseling, “Colonial Wars: An 
Introduction,” in Imperialism and War: Essays on Colonial Wars in Asia and Africa, ed-
ited by J. A. De Moor and Hendrik L. Wesseling (Leiden: E. J. Brill /  Universitaire Pers 
Leiden, 1989): 1–11, here p. 3; Susanne Kuß offers a richer typology of colonial conflicts 
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What use might the category of culture be to understanding the 
violence waged by the German military in China? Isabel Hull has 
written one of the more influential studies of German military cul-
ture in this period. She applies the models of culture formulated by 
Clyde Kluckhohn and Edgar Schein, reading German military cul-
ture as a durable pattern of assumptions that helped to shape the 
institution’s behavior. She argues that imperial German military cul-
ture was distinctive in pursuing the “absolute destruction” of the 
enemy, a cultural pattern that she discerns at operation in the actions 
of the German military in China.10 Susanne Kuß persuasively argues 
that the conduct of the German military varied in important respects 
in different overseas conflicts depending on the character istics of the 
theatre of war (Kriegsschauplatz) in each case, which embraces the 
concept of culture as Hull describes as but one sub-factor.11 

I propose shifting the approach to culture to draw from the eth-
nographers James Clifford and Clifford Geertz. James Clifford calls 
for focusing on inci dents of interaction so as to understand culture 
“in terms of travel,” which re gards culture as more dynamic and less 

and finds that the Boxer conflict occupies a “special role.” Kuß, Deutsches Militär auf ko-
lonialen Kriegsschauplätzen, pp. 14–19, quotation at p. 15. Bülow insisted, “Wir führen in 
China keinen Eroberungskrieg.” Stenographische Berichte, p. 13. See also Bülow to Kaiser 
Wilhelm II, 19 June 1900, Die Grosse Politik der Europäischen Kabinette, 1871–1914, Vol. 
16, Die Chinawirren und die Mächte, 1900–1902 (Berlin: Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft 
für Politik und Geschichte, 1924), p. 16. David J. Silbey effectively illuminates the impe-
rial rivalries that divided the allied forces in China in The Boxer Rebellion and the Great 
Game in China (New York: Hill and Wang, 2012).
10  Isabel V. Hull, Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Im-
perial Germany (Ithaca &  London: Cornell University Press, 2005), pp. 93–98 (culture 
model) and pp. 131–158 (on the Boxer conflict). 
11  Kuß, Deutsches Militär auf kolonialen Kriegsschauplätzen, pp. 418–429 and pp. 32–34 
for the aspects of any Kriegsschauplatz: 1) geography; 2) cultural geography; 3) “indige-
nous actors”; 4) the foreign force; 5) the guidelines for their action; and 6) friction. 
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static than the model applied by Hull.12 In the context of the Boxer 
conflict, Clifford’s injunction suggests the possibility that the Ger-
man military was open to new influences as its members traveled in 
China. Those influences came from multiple directions. While the 
Chinese environment played an important role, Germany’s allies in 
China, who in certain respects shared a common military culture, 
represented another vector of influ ence.

Clifford Geertz’s conception of culture affords further pos si bil-
i ties for understanding the Germans in China. He sees culture as 
representing “webs of significance,” which we can seek to interpret 
“in search of meaning.”13 James Hevia argues in his impressive work 
that the Boxer conflict represented a case of “symbolic warfare” in 
which Britain, as well as other powers, retaliated against China for 
the violence against foreigners in 1900 but also tried to teach the 
Chinese to respect international law as part of Britain’s long-term 
project of coercively integrating China into the family of civilized 
nations.14 My own read ing of the messages the Germans intended to 
send to the Chinese through their punishment of Chinese officials 
owes much to his work. But, the German mili tary’s actions military 
had meanings intended not only for Chinese victims; they had mean-
ings for the Germans themselves, as well as their coalition partners. 
James Burk explains in this vein that part of the function of the ele-
ments of “military culture” is “to invest war with meaning or signifi-

12  James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 25.
13  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic 
Books, 1973), p. 5.
14  James L. Hevia, English Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-Century 
China (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), p. 196. 

44331_Hof_211.indd   26 02.08.2016   16:51:30



27

The German Military, Violence, and Culture during the Boxer Conflict

cance.”15 Sabine Dabringhaus argues that actions directed by the com-
mander of the East Asian Expeditionary Force Field Marshal Alfred 
Graf von Waldersee “served only symbolic rather than instrumental 
purposes.”16 This essay seeks to find meaning in the violence meted 
out by the German military in China. What messages did the Ger-
man military mean to send through its violent acts in 1900 and 1901 
and how did it convey those messages? For whom were such mes-
sages intended? How did context and cultural interactions shape the 
messages and their mean ings?

This essay offers a different sort of approach to understanding 
violence than that offered by the foremost German-speaking theo-
retician of war, Carl von Clausewitz, who emphasized that violence 
ought to be understood as a means to an end. He understood well the 
unpredictability and potential uncontrollability inherent in warfare, 
and his thought should not be reduced to the idea that war fare is the 
continuation of policy by other means. Nevertheless, he, like many 
subsequent writers, understood violence as a technique.17 I propose 
to shift the focus to consider how context influenced the violent acts 
of the German military in China and what messages the Germans 
hoped to convey through those actions. 

Briefly stated, my argument is that culture, as described above, 
provides a useful frame to understand German violence in China in 
1900 and 1901. The particular context in which the German military 
acted in China shaped a distinc tive, transnational culture of violence 

15  James Burk, “Military Culture,” in Encyclopedia of Violence, Peace, and Conflict, Vol. 2, 
edited by Lester Kurtz (San Diego: Academic Press, 1999): 447–462, here p. 448.
16  Dabringhaus, “An Army on Vacation?,” p. 472. 
17  Carl von Clausewitz, On War, edited and translated by Michael Howard and Peter 
Paret (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976). 
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marked by its staging in order to gain sta tus in the eyes of the Chi-
nese, the other powers, other Germans, and in the per petrators’ own 
sense of themselves. Although this culture was unique to the Boxer 
conflict in some respects, it shared important elements with a wider 
mili tary culture. This peculiar culture of violence can be explored in 
three different forms of violence from late 1900 and early 1901 in the 
German military’s expe rience in China.

I. The Battle of Liangxiang

At the opening of the twentieth century decisive victory in battle 
enjoyed pride of place in the German military’s conception of war 
and their performance as soldiers and leaders. The Boxer conflict 
had little to offer the Germans in the way of such encounters, but it 
seems appropriate to consider one of the nearest things to a real bat-
tle, a pitched engagement fought on September 11, 1900, at the town 
of Liangxiang, about 35 kilometers southwest of Beijing. There, a 
detachment commanded by General Paul von Höpfner of around 
1700 German troops, as well as a small detachment of 25 to 44 Ben-
gal Lancers, along with one or two British Maxim gun crews fought 
a battle against Boxers. The detachment was dispatched from Beijing 
after a patrol in the area had been fired on. It first engaged a force of 
Boxers on a hill outside the city walls before storming the city itself. 
The Boxers put up brief resistance and the town was taken in an 
engagement that devolved into bloody street-fighting. As it ended, 
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Chinese prisoners were tied together by their queues, marched out of 
the town, and shot. The town was then put to the torch.18

As a pitched battle, this engagement was unusual in the Boxer 
conflict and represented the sort of opportunity that many German 
military men had been longing for. The Boxer conflict represented 
the German military’s very first substantial action outside of Europe. 
Members of the German military, many of whom regretted that they 
had not had the opportunity to win the laurels that the heroes of 
the wars of German unification had acquired, hoped for a chance to 
prove themselves on the battlefield in China. The fact that Beijing 
had been taken on August 14 without the meaningful participation 
of German units left them spoiling for a fight. The Boxer conflict, to 
the chagrin of the mil itary, never quite reached the level of a conven-
tional war, and actions like that at Liangxiang represented an excep-
tional occurrence in the German forces’ time in China.19 

18  “Die Einnahme von Lianghsianghsien durch die Marine-Infanterie am 11. September 
1900,” Kölnische Zeitung, Wochen-Ausgabe Nr. 45, 8 November 1900, p. 4; Eugen Binder 
von Krieglstein, Die Kämpfe des deutschen Expeditionskorps in China und ihre militärischen 
Lehren (Berlin: Ernst Siegfried Mittler und Sohn, 1902), pp. 8–12; Alfred von Müller, 
Die Wirren in China und die Kämpfe der verbündeten Truppen (Berlin: Verlag der Lieb-
elschen Buchhandlung, 1902), pp. 178–184, from Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – PK; Wün-
sche, Feldpostbriefe aus China, pp. 125–127; [Oberkommando für Ostasien, ed.], Deutsch-
land in China, 1900–1901 (Düsseldorf: August Bagel, 1902), pp. 62–64; Major E. W. M. 
Norie, Official Account of the Military Operations in China, 1900–1901 (Nashville: The 
Battery Press, in association with Articles of War, Ltd., Skokie, 1903), p. 95 and p. 322. 
(All the sources differ on the number of British involved in the engagement.)
19  Alfred Graf von Waldersee, Denkwürdigkeiten des General-Feldmarschalls Alfred 
Grafen von Waldersee, Vol. 3, 1900–1904, edited by Heinrich Otto Meisner (Stuttgart &  
Berlin: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1923), pp. 5–6; J. R. Gaussen, “Under a German C.-
in-C.,” Cavalry Journal (1940): 523–542, here p. 525; Binder von Krieglstein, Die Kämpfe 
des deutschen Expeditionskorps, p. IV; Deutschland in China, pp. 439–440; Annika Mom-
bauer, “Wilhelm, Waldersee, and the Boxer Rebellion,” in The Kaiser: New Research on 
Wilhelm II’s Role in Imperial Germany, edited by Annika Mombauer and Wilhelm Deist 
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