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Compared to the two world wars the military history of the inter-war period has been neglected to 

some degree by the historiography in all countries. The reason for this might be that this time looks 

somewhat uneventful. However, beneath the predominately peaceful surface developments took place 

that make this era one of the most interesting one for any military historian. All countries (and 

Germany in particular) evaluated the lessons learnt in the First World War and used these to prepare 

for the next war that was widely seen as inevitable. The analysis of the ideas, theories and themes 

that occupied the military – and also civilian – thinkers and actors at that time reveals a situation that 

was intellectually probably more stimulated and stimulating than that during the two wars.

It is within this context that Reichherzer’s well-researched book finds it place. The period covered in 

the book stretches from the 1880s to the Cold War, but it is the inter-war period that forms the core of 

the study. Within this period, he analyses the impact of the idea of »Wehrwissenschaften« on German 

society as a whole and, in particular, the academic world. The main idea was to prepare Germany for 

the next war and to make sure that all academic research could be used for the war effort in times of 

war. The term »Wehrwissenschaft« (the singular form of »Wehrwissenschaften«) itself is a little hard to 

translate into English. War studies (which is still taught at military academies in the English-speaking 

world) might be a useful one, just as defence studies. The difference between the English translations 

and the German original term is that »Wehrwissenschaften« was not restricted to a precisely defined 

area of study, but that it encompassed all fields of academia. Reichherzer correctly states that a 

comparison of »Wehrwissenschaften« to the US idea of the »permanent preparedness« of the Cold 

War explains best what the German term really meant.

The fact that the term itself was never clearly defined and that, for instance, no academic chairs of 

Wehrwissenschaften existed, make it complicated to describe and analyse the phenomenon. 

Accordingly, Reichherzer starts his study with a good and convincing introduction of the methodology 

used in his study. He then provides the context to the main piece of the book. Changes to and in 

society before the First World War and, of course, the lost war itself deeply impacted on how the elites 

viewed the relevant questions. Reichherzer also mentions the 1923 Ruhr occupation and he rightly 

argues that this event – which has been largely forgotten – had a deep influence and impact on 

political and military thought in Germany. 

Following on from this, the author delves into a number of case studies that show the development of 

»Wehrwissenschaften« in Germany between the World Wars. Amongst other examples, Reichherzer 
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analyses the situation of the subject in the universities of Tubingen and Heidelberg and he provides an 

in-depth discussion of Oscar Niedermayer’s Institut für Wehrpolitik at the University of Berlin. One of 

the main findings of Reichherzer in these examples is that the military influence was crucial, but that 

the military was not able to control and guide all aspects of the subject. He argues convincingly that 

this could not have been the intention anyway, because one of the main aims of »Wehrwissenschaft« 

was the mental preparation of the entire population for war. The military, restricted by the Versailles 

Treaty, would not have been able to build up and sustain an organisation that could have achieved this 

control. Moreover, Reichherzer argues, a direct control and the establishment of professorial chairs of 

»Wehrwissenschaften« were seen as not necessary and perhaps even counter-productive. Planting 

the thought and willingness to engage with the subject across the traditional faculties would prove 

more fruitful than restricting the academic engagement with this topic to a limited number of special 

faculties or chairs. This approach, he continues his argument, contributed to the »Bellifizierung« of 

German society; a term that in essence describes the acceptance of the inevitability of a future war. As 

a consequence the nation as a whole with all its groups and facets had to prepare for the conflict by 

analysing war and its results in general and the First World War in particular. Thus the term points 

towards an intellectual discourse with war rather than to a militarisation of society, and Reichherzer is 

clear in the conclusion that Wehrwissenschaft did not result in the militarisation of German society in 

that period.

He is right in this, but it is here where some questions can be asked about his approach, and these 

questions can be taken directly from the examples that he uses. For instance he shows that the 

numbers of students attending lectures on topics relating to Wehrwissenschaft were very small in 

Tübingen (p. 198ff). The reasons that he puts forward for this are only partly convincing; for example 

the explanation that compulsory SA duties deterred the students from attending lectures in the field of 

»Wehrwissenschaften«. The fact that Oscar Niedermayer’s institute was constantly suffering from 

monetary problems and that the military hierarchy only paid the institute hesitantly also speaks for 

itself and shows the standing of the institute. There are more examples likes this in the book and they 

raise the question as to how important the whole concept of Wehrwissenschaften really was for the 

military, the universities, and the civilian leadership. This is a very important question that the book 

does not answer exhaustively. 

Another point of criticism is the overly complicated language that the author uses. Particularly in the 

first chapters the reader finds some sentences that are written in such a way that it is hard to 

understand what the author wants to express. Having said this, the style adopted is part of the 

academic system within the author operates and the criticism is therefore directed more at the latter 

than the author himself. Despite the highlighted issues the book provides a useful insight into the world 

of Wehrwissenschaften and the military-civilian relationship and interaction in Germany mainly in the 

inter-war period and it provides a good introduction to the topics discussed.
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