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Abstract
This paper discusses the question of possible continuities and discontinuities in German warfare of the 20th century. ‘Atrocities’ in the First World War and in the Second World War show both similarities and differences. In one category of incidents termed atrocities by the victim community, the killing of unarmed civilians, there were evident similarities in extent and structure between 1914 and 1945. The German army killed some 6,500 Belgian and French civilians during the invasion of 1914, in a series of mass executions that outraged world public opinion and greatly damaged Germany’s standing with the neutral countries. The ‘German Atrocities’, as they became known, resulted partly from the fear that civilians had engaged in fighting, and partly from orders issued by officers to execute ‘innocent’ civilians to ensure safe passage by intimidating the people. Mass shootings in 130 incidents throughout in the invasion zone indicate that these were not the acts of individual criminals among the soldiers, but reflected a general mentality and common military prescriptions. 
German forces committed practically no atrocities in the invasions in western Europe in 1940. Exceptional events such as the killing of captured British troops at Dunkirk and the bombing of Rotterdam in 1940 were not representative of a broader pattern. But during the invasion of Poland in 1939, there had been a massive extent of violence against civilians, Christian and Jewish. Although not genocidal, this indicated the racialized hierarchy of victims of Nazi warfare. Warfare against the Soviet Union was intentionally genocidal. Radicalized policy for the killing of non-combatants was prepared before the invasion, and entailed the prospect of the death of 30 million Soviet citizens. By late 1941, policy evolved to encompass the extermination of the entire Jewish people. This was unlike anything seen in German warfare in the First World War. 
With regard to genocidal killing, there was thus no similarity and no continuity between 1914 and 1939-1945; however, Germany’s colonial warfare in South West Africa, 1904-1907, shows certain similarities with later developments. The war against the Herero and Nama peoples was explicitly a war of extermination, and the killing of some 70 per cent of the Herero indicates that this was genocidal warfare. It is, however, open to question whether Nazi genocide in the Second World War represented a continuity. A causal link, in other words active personal or institutional memory that motivated policy in 1939-1945, cannot be established with any plausibility.
Comparison between the atrocities of 1914 and those committed against Italian civilians in 1943-35 reveals several similarities and distinctions. The German-Italian Historical Commission report showed that at least 7,322 civilians were killed, using the evidence provided to the Carabinieri in 1945-46, but it concludes that the death toll was almost certainly 10,000 to 15,000, not counting the killing of partisans. The distinctions are in the context: the killings of 1914 took place during an invasion over the space of about ten weeks, those of 1943-45 during a retreat over a period of two years. Those of 1914 were motivated by the assumption that so-called francs-tireurs had put up armed resistance. This was almost always incorrect, and only in a small minority of cases is there any evidence of civilian resistance. The atrocities in Italy took place often in the context of real, widespread partisan warfare for which there is ample evidence from both sides.
Despite this major distinction, one fundamental similarity stands out: the German military doctrine that treated partisan resistance as illegal and prescribed the punishment of ‘innocent’ (i.e. uninvolved) civilians in reprisal and for the purpose of deterrence.
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