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Friedrich von Bernhardi 

 Friedrich von Bernhardi (1849—1930), a German general and influential military writer. The following excerpt comes 
from his work ​Germany and the Next War ​(1911), which was immensely popular in his country. 

 
 
. . . War is a biological necessity of the first importance, a regulative element in the life of mankind which 
cannot be dispensed with, since without it an unhealthy development will follow, which excludes every 
advancement of the race, and therefore all real civilization. “War is the father of all things.” The sages of 
antiquity long before Darwin recognized this. 
  
The struggle for existence is, in the life of Nature, the basis of all healthy development. . . . The law of the 
stronger holds good everywhere. Those forms survive which are able to procure themselves the most favourable 
conditions of life, and to assert themselves in the universal economy of Nature. The weaker succumb.... 
  
Struggle is, therefore, a universal law of Nature, and the instinct of self-preservation which leads to struggle is 
acknowledged to be a natural condition of existence. 
  
Strong, healthy, and flourishing nations increase in numbers. From a given moment they require a continual 
expansion of their frontiers, they require new territory for the accommodation of their surplus population. Since 
almost every part of the globe is inhabited, new territory must, as a rule, be obtained at the cost of its 
possessors—that is to say, by conquest, which thus becomes a law of necessity. 
  
The right of conquest is universally acknowledged. 
  
… Vast territories inhabited by uncivilized masses are occupied by more highly civilized States, and made 
subject to their rule. Higher civilization and the correspondingly greater power are the foundations of the right 
to annexation…. 
  
Lastly, in all times the right of conquest by war has been admitted. It may be that a growing people cannot win 
colonies from civilized races, and yet the State wishes to retain the surplus population which the mother-country 
can no longer feed. Then the only course left is to acquire the necessary territory by war. Thus the instinct of 
self-preservation leads inevitably to war, and the conquest of foreign soil. It is not the possessor, but the victor, 
who then has the right…. 
  
In such cases might gives the right to occupy or to conquer. Might is at once the supreme right, and the dispute 
as to what is right is decidedly the arbitrament of war. War gives a biologically just decision, since its decisions 
rest on the very nature of things. . . . 
  
The knowledge, therefore, that war depends on biological laws leads to the conclusion that every attempt to 
exclude it from international relations must be demonstrably untenable. 
  
  



All Quiet on the Western Front ​Excerpt 
Erich Maria Remarque 

The following is taken from Erich Maria Remarque's novel ​All Quiet on the Western Front ​(1929), the most famous 
literary work to emerge from World War I. A veteran of the trenches himself, Remarque’s narrator is a young German 
soldier.

 
 
Towards morning, while it is still dark, there is some excitement. Through the entrance rushes in a swarm of fleeing rats 
that try to storm the walls. Torches light up the confusion. Everyone yells and curses and slaughters. The madness and 
despair of many hours unloads itself in this outburst. Faces are distorted, arms strike out, the beasts scream; we just stop in 
time to avoid attacking one another…. 
 
Suddenly it howls and flashes terrifically, the dug-out cracks in all its joints under a direct hit, fortunately only a light one 
that the concrete blocks are able to withstand. It rings metallically, the walls reel, rifles, helmets, earth, mud, and dust fly 
everywhere. Sulphur fumes pour in. 
 
If we were in one of those light dug-outs that they have been building lately instead of this deeper one, none of us would 
be alive. 
 
But the effect is bad enough even so. The recruit starts to rave again and two others follow suit. One jumps up and rushes 
out, we have trouble with the other two. I start after the one who escapes and wonder whether to shoot him in the leg-then 
it shrieks again, I fling myself down and when I stand up the wall of the trench is plastered with smoking splinters, lumps 
of flesh, and bits of uniform. I scramble back. 
 
The first recruit seems actually to have gone insane. He butts his head against the wall like a goat. We must try to-night to 
take him to the rear. Meanwhile we bind him, but in such a way that in case of attack he can be released at once…. 
 
Suddenly the nearer explosions cease. The shelling continues but it has lifted and falls behind us, our trench is free. We 
seize the hand-grenades, pitch them out in front of the dug-out and jump after them. The bombardment has stopped and a 
heavy barrage now falls behind us. The attack has come. 
 
No one would believe that in this howling waste there could still be men; but steel helmets now appear on all sides out of 
the trench, and fifty yards from us a machine-gun is already in position and barking… 
 
We recognize the smooth distorted faces, the helmets: they are French. They have already suffered heavily when they 
reach the remnants of the barbed wire entanglements. A whole line has gone down before our machine-guns; then we have 
a lot of stoppages and they come nearer. 
 
I see one of them, his face upturned, fall into a wire cradle. His body collapses, his hands remain suspended as though he 
were praying. Then his body drops clean away and only his hands with the stumps of his arms, shot off, now hang in the 
wire… 
 
We have become wild beasts. We do not fight, we defend ourselves against annihilation. It is not against men that we fling 
our bombs, what do we know of men in this moment when Death is hunting us down-now, for the first time in three days 
we can see his face, now for the first time in three days we can oppose him; we feel a mad anger. No longer do we lie 
helpless, waiting on the scaffold, we can destroy and kill, to save ourselves, to save ourselves and to be revenged. 



 
We crouch behind every corner, behind every barrier of barbed wire, and hurl heaps of explosives at the feet of the 
advancing enemy before we run. The blast of the hand-grenades impinges powerfully on our arms and legs; crouching like 
cats we run on, overwhelmed by this wave that bears us along, that fills us with ferocity, turns us into thugs, into 
murderers, into God only knows what devils; this wave that multiplies our strength with fear and madness and greed of 
life, seeking and fighting for nothing but our deliverance. If your own father came over with them you would not hesitate 
to fling a bomb at him. 
 
The forward trenches have been abandoned. Are they still trenches? They are blown to pieces, annihilated-there are only 
broken bits of trenches, holes linked by cracks, nests of craters, that is all. But the enemy's casualties increase. They did 
not count on so much resistance…  
 
The lines behind us stop. They can advance no farther. The attack is crushed by our artillery. We watch. The fire lifts a 
hundred yards and we break forward. Beside me a lance corporal has his head torn off. He runs a few steps more while the 
blood spouts from his neck like a fountain. 
 
It does not come quite to hand-to-hand lighting; they are driven back. We arrive once again at our shattered trench and 
pass on beyond it…. 
 
We have lost all feeling for one another. We can hardly control ourselves when our glance lights on the form of some 
other man. We are Insensible, dead men, who through some trick, some dreadful magic, are still able to run and to kill… 
 
We are so close on the heels of our retreating enemies that we reach it almost at the same time as they. In this way we 
suffer few casualties. A machine-gun barks, but is silenced with a bomb. Nevertheless, the couple of seconds has sufficed 
to give us five stomach wounds. With the butt of his rifle Kat smashes to pulp the face of one of the unwounded 
machine-gunners. We bayonet the others before they have time to get out their bombs. Then thirstily we drink the water 
they have for cooling the gun. 
 
Everywhere wire-cutters are snapping, planks are thrown across the entanglements, we jump through the narrow entrances 
into the trenches. Haie strikes his spade into the neck of a gigantic Frenchman and throws the first hand-grenade; we duck 
behind a breast-work for a few seconds, then the straight bit of trench ahead of us is empty. The next throw whizzes 
obliquely over the corner and clears a passage; as we run past we toss handfuls down into the dug-outs, the earth shudders, 
it crashes, smokes and groans, we stumble over slippery lumps of flesh, over yielding bodies; I fall into an open belly on 
which lies a clean, new officer's cap. 
 
The fight ceases. We lose touch with the enemy. We cannot stay here long but must retire under cover of our artillery to 
our own position. No sooner do we know this than we dive into the nearest dug-outs, and with the utmost haste seize on 
whatever provisions we can see, especially the tins of corned beef and butter, before we clear out. 
 
We get back pretty well. There is no further attack by the enemy. We lie for an hour panting and resting before anyone 
speaks. We are so completely played out that in spite of our great hunger we do not think of the provisions. Then 
gradually we become something like men again.  
 
 
 
 
 



Compare and Contrast  
Compare and contrast Bernhardi and Remarque’s view of war. Use at least 2 pieces of evidence from the texts. 
How do these excerpts reflect a shift in thinking during World War I? 
 

 

 


