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ABSTRACT 

Sigmund Freud has much to say about the subject of war and death in his 

later work, written after 1914. Freud explores the effect of war on the soldier, his 

adjustment to war, his retreat to the primitive, the development of neuroses in 

combat, and the soldier's reaction to death. 

War and death are also important subjects found in German literature of the 

First World War. The aim of this thesis is to briefly review Freud's ideas on the 

individual in war, and to juxtapose these ideas to various accounts provided by 

German soldiers of the First World War. The four works of German World War I 

Literature used in this comparison are: Im West en Nichts Neues by Erich Maria 

Remarque, Feuer und Blut by Ernst Junger, Seelenleben des Soldaten an der Front 

by Ludwig Scholz, and Kriegsbriefe gefallener Studenten edited by Philipp Witkop. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sigmund Freud has long been associated with the First World War through his 

studies on war neuroses. Early in his career, Freud established a reputation in 

the area of neuroses. His work with traumatized war veterans during World War 

I strengthened this reputation. But Freud also wrote several essays during and 

after the war, dealing with the specific areas of wax and death. He was not only 

interested in clinical observations of neurotic cases, but he also took part in the 

speculation of why war occurred, and how the individual dealt with killing and 

death. Freud's theories on war and death axe especially interesting when compared 

with the accounts provided by German soldiers in World War I. Many German 

soldiers chose to record their wax experiences in the form of letters, diaries, and 

even in the form of the novel. Their accounts of the everyday occurrences in war, 

the stress of the daily routine, the contact with battle and the soldier's relationship 

to death are found in these works. 

The aim of this thesis is to briefly review Freud's theories on the individual in 

war, and to juxtapose these ideas to various accounts provided by German soldiers of 

the First World War. More specifically, Freud's work concerning war and death, will 

be broken down into four areas: 1. The adjustment to wax, 2. the total identification 

with waxtime aggression, 3. the failure to adjust to war, and 4. the individual's 

view of death. In each of these four areas a work of German World War I literature 

will be discussed for the purpose of comparing and contrasting. German soldiers' 

impressions of the war with Freud's perceptions on war and death. The four works 

are: Im Westen Nichts Neues by Erich Maria Remarque, Feuer und Blut by Ernst 

Jiinger, Seelenleben des Soldaten an der Front by Ludwig Scholz, and Kriegsbriefe 
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gefallener Studenten edited by Philipp Witkop. These works provide an assortment 

of literary genres, ranging from actual wartime letters to the novel, offering a varied 

yet representative sample of German World War I literature. 
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CHAPTER 1 

SIGMUND FREUD: IDEAS ON THE INDIVIDUAL, 

WAR, AND DEATH 

"Psycho-analysis has inferred from the dreams and parapraxes of healthy 

people, as well as from the symptoms of neurotics, that the primitive, 

savage and evil impulses of mankind have not vanished in any of its 

individual members, but persist, although in a repressed state, in the 

unconscious...It has further taught us that our intellect is a feeble...thing, 

a plaything and tool of our instincts and affects... If you will now observe 

what is happening in this wax—the cruelties and injustices for which the 

most civilized nations are responsible... you will have to admit that 

psycho-analysis has been right in both its theses." (Schulz 293) 

At the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, Sigmund Freud, the father of 

Psychoanalysis, was 58 years old. The above comments on the war came at a time 

in his life when he had already developed certain controversial ideas on the inter

pretation of dreams and was well-known for his theories on infantile sexuality. By 

1914, Freud's work had attracted various followers from the scientific community. 

His theories appeared in psychoanalytic journals of the time and psychoanalytic as

sociations were being formed in many countries throughout the world. Freud's ideas 

on humankind and the psyche were already well-established before the outbreak of 

war. But the year 1914, the beginning of World War I, by no means marked the cul

mination of Freud's work. On the contrary, the events of 1914 played an important 
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role in his later writings, confirming many of Freud's existing theories and leading 

to new speculations found in works such as Jenseits des Lustprinzips (1920) und 

Das Ich und das Es (1923). 

Sigmund Freud had always shown an intense interest in primitive culture, war, 

and death. Totem und Tabu written by Freud in 1913 was a critique of modern 

civilization, tracing the basis of taboo back to a forbidden action connected with 

a strong inclination in the unconscious. Killing and instinctive fear of the dead 

represented important factors in observing the ambivalence of human emotions. 

With the onslaught of World War I, Freud was able to develop his ideas on war and 

death. Before the war, anthropological and historical writings formed an important 

basis for his work on war and death. World War I gave Freud wartime clinical 

experience he needed to develop these theories. His dealings with traumatized war 

veterans in Vienna were the source of his work on war neuroses. Observations during 

the war also led to Freud's later formulation of the death instinct. 

Thus, World War I was for Sigmund Freud a lesson in human behavior. Freud's 

view of the individual and his/her disposition towards war and death, developed in 

his work written after 1914, is interesting in light of Freud's war experience. His 

view of the human being can be found in a condensed form in his 1929 essay, Das 

Unbehagen in der Kultur. The individual is not merely a friendly being, ready to 

defend himself/herself against attack. The human has the desire for aggression which 

is instinctual. This cruelty may be called to the fore in an instance of provocation 

or "...stellt sich in den Dienst einer anderen Absicht, deren Ziel auch mit milderen 

Mitteln zu erreichen ware." (Freud 14: 471) Freud came to the conclusion that war 

was the ultimate outlet for individual aggression: 

"Wer die Greuel der Volkerwanderung, der Einbriiche der Hunnen, der 

sogenannten Mongolen unter Dschengis Khan und Timurlenk... ja selbst 

noch die Schrecken des letzten Weltkriegs in seine Erinnerung ruft, wird 

sich vor der Tatsachlichkeit dieser Auffassung demiitig beugen mussen." 
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(14: 471) 

In war, the individual is permitted to engage in killing which is organized by 

the state. In peacetime, this type of behavior would not be tolerated. Society has 

tightened the moral codes through the ages in order to assure the estrangement of 

the individual from his natural instinct to kill. (Freud 10: 335) Wartime aggression 

is the exception. Freud notes that the development of civilized society is an illusion. 

Referring to the First World War in his work, Zeitgemafies iiber Krieg und Tod 

(1915) Freud comments on the individual and aggression: 

"Den bisherigen Erorterungen entnehmen wir bereits den einen Trost, 

dafi unsere Krankung und schmerzliche Enttauschung wegen des unkul-

turellen Benehmens unserer Weltmitburger in diesem Kriege unberech-

tigt waren. Sie beruhten auf einer Illusion, der wir uns gefangen gaben. 

In Wirklichkeit sind sie nicht so tief gesunken, wie wir fiirchten, weil sie 

gar nicht so hoch gestiegen waren, wie wirs von ihnen glaubten. Dafi die 

menschlichen Grofiindividuen, die Volker und Staaten, die sittlichen Be-

schrankungen gegeneinander fallen liefien, wurde ihnen zur begreiflichen 

Anregung, sich fur eine Weile dem bestehenden Drucke der Kultur zu 

entziehen und ihren zuriickgehaltenen Trieben vorubergehend Befriedi-

gung zu gonnen." (10: 336) 

Freud saw war as an opportunity for men to release primitive impulses with 

the blessing of the state. How soldiers released their primitive aggressions in war 

was a matter of interest to Freud, as was the soldier's understanding of death. 

Freud's ideas on war and death are interesting in that much of his writing on 

these subjects was done during/after World War I. Zeitgemafies iiber Krieg und 

Tod (1915), Verganglichkeit, Jenseits des Lustprinzips (1920), Das Unbehagen in 

der Kultur (1929), Warum Krieg? (1933) are all works written after 1914 by Sig-
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mund Freud, dealing with war and death. Many of these works make direct reference 

to the First World War. 

How Freud's ideas on war and death correspond to, or differ from, documentation 

of the war experience found in German literature during and after World War I is 

an interesting question. Did Freud in fact provide some of the same insights into 

war and death as are conveyed in these works? The aim of this study is to compare 

and contrast Freud's work with the aforementioned selection of letters, diaries, and 

fiction in order to trace possible similarities and differences in the various attitudes 

towards war and death. 
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CHAPTER 2 

FREUD'S NOTION OF ADJUSTMENT TO WAR AND 

REMARQUE'S IM WESTEN NICHTS NEUES 

Freud's view of the individual is one in which powerful instinctual urges fight 

against the order of civilization. (14: 421-506) This order relies on the suppression 

of individual urges, such as the impulse to kill, found in all human beings. The 

individual has spent a life-time learning to keep primitive impulses in check. Freud 

sees the ego as the mental apparatus which masters these impulses, maintaining 

an equilibrium between primitive urges and the ideal behavior set by civilization 

and influenced by heredity. According to Freud, if this equilibrium is fairly stable, 

there is a reserve of moral force to meet emergencies. One such emergency is the 

advent of war, where the state temporarily asks the individual to ignore his social 

conditioning and resort to violence in the name of the state. Here the equilibrium 

between the ego and the primitive impulses found in the unconscious is threatened. 

The individual may deal with the anti-ego impulses by adjusting to the situation. 

Ernest Jones, in his discussion of Freud's theories on war shock and neuroses, 

notes that Freud's general understanding of war re-adaptation consists of two el

ements. (Jones 51) The first element is war's calling up of suppressed tendencies 

towards aggression. This must be countered by the second element of strict disci

pline and self-control, not found in peacetime. (Jones 51) Military training with 

its notion of discipline may play a role in helping the individual to readjust the 

relationship between primitive impulses and the ego. Thus, some regimented mili

tary structure orders the actions of the soldiers, so that primitive urges do not run 

rampant. This assures the survival of the ego-ideal. 
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Freud's ideas of adjustment to war may be compared and contrasted with Erich 

Maria Remarque's portrayal of wartime conditions in his novel Im Westen Nichts 

Neues (1929). Utilizing the episodic structure and the first person narrative found 

in the diary form, Remarque's novel relays a convincingly realistic representation of 

the war. (Travers 90) 

With its publication in 1929, Im Westen Nichts Neues was not only a best-seller, 

but stirred political controversy among liberals and conservatives alike. Many liberal 

writers of the time saw a pacifist message in Remarque's Im Westen Nichts Neues. 

As a symbol of the arbitrariness of war, this best-seller received praise in various 

liberal circles: 

Ich weifi kein anderes Buch, kein einziges, zwischen dessen Deckeln so viel 

Grauen und fiirchterliches Leid eingeschlossen ware. Nicht das Leid eines 

einzelnen, sondern das ineinanderheulende Leid von hundert Millionen 

Menschen, die von idiotischer Politik in die Holle zusammengetrieben 

wurde. (Frank 276) 

While there was some disagreement among pacifists concerning the value of Im 

Westen Nichts Neues as a pacifist work, a discussion in the Friedenswarte (1929), 

conveyed the feelings of the majority of the liberal press: 

Was die AufFassung der Redaktion der Friedenswarte betrifft, so glaubt 

sie, dafl die Schilderung des Krieges in seiner wahren Gestalt, wie ihn 

Millionen Menschen erlebt haben, eine sehr bedeutsame pazifistische Tat 

darstellt; das Werk Remarques reiflt alien die Maske vom Gesicht, die 

noch direkt oder indirekt mit dem Gedanken des Krieges spielen; es 

verneint die Berechtigung, einzelne Individuen um einer angeblichen hi-

storischen Notwendigkeit zu opfern.1 

^ans Wehberg. "Die Friedenswarte und Remarque." Die Friedenswarte 29 (1929): 379, qtd. 
in Miiller 82. 
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Conservatives also recognized the pacifist elements in Remarque's Im Westen 

Nichts Neues. Graf Schlieffen warned against the danger of this novel: 

Dieses Buch wird, gerade weil es so scheinbar harmlos und natiirlich 

zusammengestellt ist, bei seiner Massenverbreitung viber ganz Deutsch-

land in unerhorter Weise zur Forderung des pazifistischen Geistes beitra-

gen. Seine Hauptgefahr liegt darin, dafl viele infolge der geschickten Art 

der Zusammenstellung... beim Lesen die Tendenz nicht einmal merken. 

Aufklarung tut dringend not! (Schlieffen 292) 

Remarque's novel depicts a convincing account of the war, using diary form 

for a realistic effect. But the reception of Im Westen Nichts Neues at the end of 

the Weimar Republic points to a political reading of the text. Remarque himself 

denied representing any specific political position in Im Westen Nichts Neues, in an 

interview with Axel Eggebrecht for the Literarische Welt (1929). But the writer's 

intentions did little to influence the heated controversy following the publication 

of Remarque's work. Im Westen Nichts Neues became the material for a massive 

political debate concerning World War I, and its implications for a troubled Weimar 

Germany. 

The controversial novel, Im Westen Nichts Neues, begins by assembling a cast 

of characters, who come from all walks of life. Soldiers Haie Westhus, Detering, 

Tjaden, and Katczinsky are workers, while Muller, Leer, Kropp, and Baumer come 

from a "Gymnasium". This diverse group of soldiers manages to find an "Univer-

salsprache" based on their preoccupation with their physical survival, concentrating 

on the importance of food, digestion, and sleep. Their language is the symptom of 

a new world, where priorities of wartime take precedence. The change from peace

time to war is expressed by the narrator, Paul Baumer: "Seit wir hier sind, ist unser 

friiheres Leben abgeschnitten, ohne dafi wir etwas dazu getan haben. Wir versuchen 

manchmal, einen Uberblick und eine Erklarung dafur zu gewinnen, doch es gelingt 
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uns nicht recht." (Remarque, Im Westen 23) 

To replace the loss of civilian life, ten weeks of military training serves as an 

introduction to war. This time of transition shows the overturning of many of 

the previous peacetime values. The creative, thinking personality valued in pre

war society is replaced by the individual who is hostage to a system of seemingly 

mindless orders. Baumer comments on the training: 

"Wir wurden zehn Wochen militarisch ausgebildet und in dieser Zeit ent-

schiedender umgestaltet als in zehn Jahren Schulzeit. Wir lernten, dafl 

ein geputzter Knopf wichtiger ist als vier Bande Schopenhauer. Zuerst 

erstaunt, dann erbittert und schliefilich gleichgultig erkannten wir, dafl 

nicht der Geist ausschlaggebend zu sein schien, sondern die Wichsbiirste, 

nicht der Gedanke, sondern das System, nicht die Freiheit, sondern der 

Drill." (Im Westen 25) 

Calls to attention, parades, and endless drills are part of the military indoctrina

tion experienced by Baumer and his fellow soldiers. But Baumer admits that there 

is a purpose in the training. A detailed description of the ten week basic training 

points out this purpose. Time and again, the accent is on discipline. Doing things a 

certain way until the response becomes conditioned, is the apparent military objec

tive portrayed in Remarque's novel. Several examples of this may be seen in routine 

activities carried out during training: 

"Ich habe an einem Morgen vierzehnmal sein Bett gebaut. Immer wieder 

fand er etwas daran auszusetzen und rifi es herunter. Ich habe in zwan-

zigstundiger Arbeit—mit Pausen naturlich—ein Paar uralte, steinharte 

Stiefel so butterweich geschmiert, dafl selbst Himmelstofi nichts mehr 

daran auszusetzen fand; —ich habe auf seinen Befehl mit einer Zahn-

biirste die Korporalschaftsstube sauber geschrubbt;— ... (Im Westen 

26-27) 
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The narrator pursues these seemingly trivial tasks until they become routines. 

Little thought is involved in making a bed for the fourteenth time. 

Regardless of the nature of the tasks, Baumer and his fellow soldiers follow 

orders. They are trained like "Zirkuspferde" (Im Westen 26), but do not give in 

under pressure. This adjustment or adaptation to wartime conditions is the goal 

of military training and is eventually perceived by Paul Baumer as such: "Wir 

wurden hart, mifitrauisch, mitleidlos, rachsiichtig, roh— und das war gut; denn 

diese Eigenschaften fehlten uns gerade. Hatte man uns ohne diese Ausbildungszeit 

in den Schiitzengraben geschickt, dann waren wohl die meisten von uns verriickt 

geworden. So aber waren wir vorbereitet fiir das, was uns erwartete." (Im Westen 

29) 

Self-discipline and the ability to accept a given situation are qualities which 

the narrator and his friends exhibit throughout the greater part of Remarque's 

novel. These men are required to attack the enemy under barrage of gunfire, with 

the possibility of having to kill or to be killed. Killing becomes not an action to 

be relished, but a routine job which must be performed. This assignment, like a 

routine military drill, becomes conditioned over time. The actions of Paul Baumer 

and other soldiers are illustrations for this observation. 

Killing for Paul Baumer takes on an almost mechanical machine-like quality. 

From Paul Baumer's description of the newest fashion in combat weapons (the 

spade) to his detached view of the enemy, the soldier in Remarque's work does not 

contemplate his mission, he merely carries it through. The narrator admits that 

the group is capable of destruction and killing: "Aus uns sind gefahrliche Tiere 

geworden...wir kdnnen zerstoren und toten,... Kame dein Vater mit denen driiben, 

du wiirdest nicht zaudern, ihm die Granate gegen die Brust zu werfen!" (Im Westen 

107-108) The soldier who acts on instinct and conditioning is able to kill his own 

father in battle. 

A typical rendition of battle is played out in a dream-like state, where men are 
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moving and attacking without a sense of time or space. The narrator's description 

of hand-to-hand combat in the trenches becomes a matter-of-fact transmission of 

events, grimly realistic, but cut off from individual feeling: 

"Wir haben alles Gefiihl fiireinander verloren, wir kennen uns kaum 

noch, wenn das Bild des andern in unseren gejagten Blick fallt. Wir 

sind gefiihllose Tote, die durch einen Trick, einen gefahrlichen Zauber 

noch laufen und toten konnen. 

Ein junger Franzose bleibt zuriick, er wird erreicht, hebt die Hande, in 

einer hat er noch den Revolver—man weifi nicht, will er schieflen oder 

sich ergeben—, ein Spatenschlag spaltet ihm das Gesicht. Ein Zweiter 

sieht es und versucht, weiterzufliichten, ein Bajonett zischt ihm in den 

Riicken." (Irn West en 110) 

The soldiers are seen here as automata, moving mechanically against the enemy. 

Only after the battle, do the soldiers become men again. Withdrawing from the 

enemy, Baumer and his comrades regain their sense of hunger and thirst, and slowly 

begin to communicate with each other. 

Thus, Remarque's soldier receives orders to attack or defend a position, and 

carries out the orders unconditionally. The soldier's reaction is consistent, but not 

totally devoid of feeling during battle. Dislike of the enemy is evident, in so far as 

the enemy is the accepted object of hatred. 

One example of a temporary breakdown of war mentality concerning the enemy 

is in the famous crater scene, where Paul Baumer spends the night trapped with 

a dying Frenchman. Here the narrator regrets the fact that he has killed another 

human being. He becomes familiar with the Frenchman's family through a wallet-

sized photograph and pledges to right the wrong he has committed: "wenn ich 

davonkomme, Kamerad, will ich kampfen gegen dieses, das uns beide zerschlug: dir 

das Leben—und mir—? Auch das Leben. Ich verspreche es dir, Kamerad. Es darf 
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nie wieder geschehen." (Im West en 204) But this pledge is quickly forgotten when 

Paul returns to his group of friends. The reunion with the group and the return of 

normal conditions helps to reinstate the previous balance of affairs. After the crater 

scene, Paul Baumer continues to take part in battle, fighting efficiently and without 

personal sympathy for the enemy. 

Remarque's rendition of war conditions, complete with military training and the 

emotional detachment to killing, is similar to Freud's ideas on successful adjustment 

in wartime. In war, the relationship between the individual's primitive urges and the 

ego must be readjusted to meet new expectations thrust on the individual. Freud 

sees a possible method of readjustment in military training. Military structure 

keeps the primitive urges in check. The individual for example does not relish the 

destruction and killing of war, but takes part in war activities as a matter of routine. 

This saves the ego from being totally engulfed by primitive urges which, according 

to Freud, seek pleasure through aggression. Military training blocks the sense of 

pleasure in war. 

Through military training and drill Paul Baumer and his group of friends have 

learned to deal with the stress of war. These soldiers volunteer to take part in 

battle, but do not necessarily derive pleasure from the encounter. Various battle 

descriptions support the idea that fighting is a task. To complete this task, soldiers 

detach themselves from any feelings of sympathy for the enemy. Acts of aggression 

become a routine developed through military conditioning and repetition. 

The similarities between Freud's ideas on war adjustment and Remarque's por

trayal of war conditions in Im Westen Nichts Neues are evident in that they both 

value military training in the process of wartime adaptation. But Remarque's work 

goes one step further in deeming the "Gemeinschaft" or the social unit an impor

tant element in the soldier's adjustment to war. While military training helps men 

release primitive instincts of aggression in an orderly fashion, the "Gemeinschaft" 

gives men the security and moral support to sustain the energy necessary for war
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fare. The group forms a support system which looks after the physical and psychical 

needs of the soldier. 

Regarding physical well-being and survival, the group teaches the individual 

what he needs to know about war. The narrator stresses the importance of advice 

which seasoned soldiers give to recruits: "Wir machen ihre Ohren scharf auf das 

heimtiickische Surren der kleinen Dinger, die man kaum vernimmt, sie sollen sie 

aus dem Krach herauskennen wie Miickensummen;— ...Wir zeigen ihnen, wie man 

sich vor Fliegern verbirgt, wie man den toten Mann macht,...wie man Handgranaten 

abziehen mufi,..." (Im Westen 125) Paul Baumer notes that without this fine tuning 

at the front, many recruits would not live through the first week of the war. 

Soldiers in the group also develop a special bond to one another, often acting 

in life-threatening situations to offer assistance. Paul Baumer describes accounts 

in no-man's-land, where soldiers risk their life in order to help a member of the 

group. The narrator himself risks his life to carry his friend Kat through enemy fire. 

Remarque's soldiers, operating in wartime circumstances, choose to work together. 

Group support further offers a feeling of security to the soldier, forming a psycho

logical support mechanism. Soldiers share activities which provide distraction from 

the routines of attack and defense. Card games, de-lausing sessions, the group's food 

preparation, and the outdoor latrine sessions maintain a sense of group comradery. 

But feelings between the men go deeper than a superficial level. Paul Baumer de

scribes his feelings towards his comrades: 

"Es ist eine grofle Bruderschaft, die ein Schimmer von dem Kamera-

dentum der Volkslieder, dem Solidaritatsgefiihl von Straflingen und dem 

verzweifelten Einanderbeistehen von zum Tode Verurteilten seltsam ver-

einigt zu einer Stufe von Leben, das mitten in der Gefahr, aus der 

Anspannung und Verlassenheit des Todes sich abhebt und zu einem 

fliichtigenMitnehmendergewonnenenStundenwird..." (Im Westen 244) 
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The physical and psychological benefits derived from group support aid the sol

dier in avoiding a breakdown. Military training helps condition the soldier for war, 

but Remarque's soldier gains a sense of security from the group. The intensity of 

the wartime situation demands that the soldier seeks an outlet for his frustrations. 

The group creates the appropriate diversion, providing a safe haven for the soldier 

to clear his mind and collect his energy for the next battle. 

Freud and Remarque recognize the need for the soldier to adjust to war, without 

becoming a rambo-like figure. This can be done by introducing the soldier to drill 

and military conditioning. Remarque adds the element of group support to assure 

that the soldier survives in war without a psychological breakdown. 

What happens to the soldier after the war may be seen in another novel by Re

marque, Der Weg Zuriick (1931). Exploring the fate of the soldiers who return from 

the First World War, Remarque establishes a certain continuity with Im Westen 

Nichts Neues in his depiction of characters. 

Der Weg Zuriick follows the fate of young soldiers who successfully adjust to 

wartime conditions, and then must adapt to civilian life in post-war Germany. In 

an effort to put aside the violence of war, they must leave their verlorene Jahre 

behind them. 

But the adjustment to civilian society eludes Remarque's young Heimkehrer. 

The relationships of the former soldiers and their families are strained, and an effort 

to adjust to school/the work place is unsuccessful. Der Weg Zuriick portrays the 

same element of violence found in Im Westen Nichts Neues. Two of the returning 

soldiers commit suicide, one shoots another, and a fourth kills his girlfriend's lover. 

Only the character Birkholz represents a hope for the future. At the end of the 

novel, Birkholz puts aside thoughts of aggression. At his comrade's grave, Birkholz 

expresses the desire to find peace in society. 

Ach, Ludwig, zum ersten Male habe ich heute etwas wie Heimat und 

Frieden gespurt, und du bist nicht mehr dabei. Noch wage ich es nicht 
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zu glauben, noch halte ich es fur Schwache und Miidigkeit;— aber viel-

leicht wird es einmal zur Hingabe, vielleicht mussen wir nur warten 

und schweigen, und es kommt dann von selbst zu uns, vielleicht ist das 

einzige, was uns nicht verlassen hat, wirklich nur unser Korper und die 

Erde, und vielleicht brauchen wir nichts anderes zu tun, als zu horchen 

und ihnen zu folgen. (Remarque, Der Weg 331) 

Many of the problems facing returning soldiers, expressed in Der Weg Zuriick, 

reflect Remarque's continuing interest in the front soldier, and his ability to adjust 

to civilian life. While Remarque sees Irn Westen Nichts Neues as wahr und erlebt, 

he attempts to counter the disallusionment of the front soldier with hope: 

We want to begin once again to believe in life. This will be the aim of 

my future work. He who has pointed out the danger must also point out 

the road onward. (Hamilton 407) 

According to Remarque, the "road onward" is a sign of hope for those who made 

the war adjustment, and must return to civilian life. With time, it is possible for 

returning soldiers to rejoin society. 
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CHAPTER 3 

INDIVIDUAL IDENTIFICATION WITH WARTIME 

AGGRESSION: FREUD'S IDEAS ON THE POWER OF 

THE PRIMITIVE MIND AND ERNST JUNGER'S 

FEUER UND BLUT 

Sigmund Freud's ideas on the struggle between the ego and primitive impulses 

during wartime suggest that the individual can adapt to the situation of war, if 

a successful balancing act between these two factions has taken place. But this 

adjustment is not made by every soldier. Primitive impulses buried in the uncon

scious represent very strong urges capable of overcoming the ego and invading the 

consciousness of the individual. Freud traces these impulses back to the primitive 

human being. 

In Totem und Tabu Freud looks at the idea of the taboo among primitives. A 

taboo is seen by Freud as a ban on a "forbidden act" which has a strong attraction 

for the individual's unconscious: "Wo ein Verbot vorliegt, mufi ein Begehren dahin-

ter sein". (9: 87) Because of this strong desire to violate the taboo, the person who 

obeys the taboo has an ambivalent feeling towards what is forbidden. Freud believes 

that taboos were probably forced on people from "without" by earlier generations. 

Restrictions were then passed from generation to generation by some social author

ity. (9: 41) The unconscious need for the individual to perform the forbidden act, 

conflicts with the societal norms. Unconsciously, the individual would like to pursue 

his primitive desires, but the fear of punishment outweighs the pleasure to be had 

from the experience. 
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The taboo against killing is prevalent in many societies, but war is the exception 

which discounts this prohibition. Freud comments on the motives for war in the 

individual and their relation to primitive impulses, in his letter to Albert Einstein 

entitled Warurn Krieg? (1933) 

"Wenn also die Menschen zum Krieg aufgefordert werden, so mogen 

eine ganze Anzahl von Motiven in ihnen zustimmend antworten, edle 

und gemeine,... Die Lust an der Aggression und Destruktion ist gewifi 

darunter; ungezahlte Grausamkeiten der Geschichte und des Alltags 

bekraftigen ihre Existenz und ihre Starke. Die Verquickung dieser de-

struktiven Strebungen mit anderen, erotischen und ideellen, erleichtert 

natiirlich deren Befriedigung." (16: 21) 

In war, destructive impulses under the cover of ideal motives are released with the 

approval of the state. Primitive instincts previously buried in the unconscious may 

invade the conscious state, giving the individual a sense of pleasure from acting on 

these urges. Full re-enstatement of the primitive stage of mind is entirely possible: 

"die primitiven Zustande konnen immer wieder hergestellt werden; das primitive 

Seelische ist im vollsten Sinne unverganglich." (Freud 10: 337) 

For the soldier who slips into the primitive state of mind, the killing and de

struction in war may be an appealing state of affairs. According to Freud, many 

individuals choose to take a break from the society of peacetime, and play out their 

primitive urges in a wartime atmosphere. Ernst Jiinger's account of the war, enti

tled Fewer und Blut (1925), describes the thrill of battle experienced by a certain" 

Lieutenant Jiinger. Extolling the virtues of war, Jiinger's work is appropriate for 

the purpose of comparison/contrast with Freud's theories on wartime aggression. 

Jiinger's work, Feuer und Blut: Ein kleiner Ausschnitt aus einer grossen Schlacht 

is a diary-like account of several days during the German offensive in March 1918. 

Taken from his diary In Stahlgewittern (1920), Jiinger gives a detailed description 
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of the "Stellungskrieg" and "Materialschlacht" taking place in 1918. Fewer und Blut 

is told from the perspective of Ernst Jiinger, the Lieutenant of a special German 

assault troop. Lieutenant Jiinger is a soldier who takes pleasure in preparation for 

battle as well as the battle itself. 

The reception of Ernst Jiinger's Feuer und Blut in the late Weimar era is as 

controversial as that of Im Westen Nichts Neues. Conservatives and liberals alike 

reacted strongly to Junger's Kriegsbejahung. 

Conservatives celebrated Junger's realistic depiction of the war. Writing for the 

Berliner Borsenzeitung in 1932, Wilhelm Westecker praised Feuer und Blut 

In dieses wahre Gesicht der groflen Schlachten im Westen hat nur Jiinger 

unerschrocken zu sehen gewagt. Keiner ist darum ihrem Bilde so nah 

gekommen. Es ist auch nicht anzunehmen, dafi spater noch jemand ihm 

so nahe kommen wird.1 

Westecker further related the value of Junger's work to the conservative agenda: 

Wir Deutschen haben das Grofie Gliick, in Ernst Jiinger nicht nur einen 

weiten, offenen Menschen, sondern auch einen wilden, unerbittlichen, 

sieggliihenden Soldaten zu besitzen,...Hier sind die beiden reinsten Ty-

pen des ewigen deutschen Kriegers, die mit Geist und Schwert, mit jedem 

zu ihrer Stunde, die Welt eroberten.2 

Many conservative groups of the Weimar era, including the Nationalsozialisten, 

attempted to turn the defeat of the First World War into an inner victory (innerer 

Sieg). The idea of Geist und Schwert or spirit in combination with technology was 

a way to form new German identity and defeat the "decadent" liberalism of the 

Weimar era. 

'Wilhelm Westecker. "Der Krieg als Erlebnis der Nation." Berliner Borsenzeitung 78 (4.9.1932): 
Beilage "Kritische Gange", qtd. in Liebchen 270. 

2 Wilhelm Westecker. "Der Krieg als Erlebnis der Nation." Berliner Borsenzeitung 78 (4.9.1932): 
Beilage "Kritische Gange", qtd. in Liebchen 270. 
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The ideas expressed in Geist und Schwert were at the heart of this new German 

identity. The strength of character built up in the war was seen by the conservatives 

as the driving force in a new German society. In order to defeat Weimar liberalism, a 

new German Geist formed by qualities developed during wartime (Schicksalswillen, 

Unterordnung unter hohere Krafte) was needed. 

Liberals recognized the danger of Jiinger's Kriegsbejahung in relation to a rise 

in conservative support for such groups as the Nationalsozialisten. In the Neue 

Rundschau, Samuel Sanger stated the link between Jiinger's works and the National 

Socialist Party: 

Dieser Verschwommenheit, diesem unklaren und jeder sauberen Schei-

dung widerstehenden Gequirl aus Triebvorstellungen, Romantikund Res-

sentiments kommen einige Schriftsteller entgegen, die beflissen sind, das 

Fronterlebnis als ein unsagbares, alles rationale Verstehen iibersteigendes 

Heldentum darzustellen. Zu ihnen gehort vor alien anderen Ernst Jiinger, 

... In der nationalsozialistischen Bildungsschicht genieflt er das Ansehen 

eines neudeutschen Homers. Der Ideengehalt seiner Schriften ist iiberaus 

diirftig, es sei denn, dafl man die nicht weiter analysierbare Vergottung 

des modernen Krieges,... als den von Ewigkeit zu Ewigkeit gestaltenden 

Faktor der Geschichte und daneben die ebensowenig analysierbare Idee 

der Vaterlandsliebe zum Range von Ideen erheben mag.3 

As in the case of Remarque's Im Westen Nichts Neues, Jiinger's Feuer und Blut 

generated heated political controversy during the last years of the Weimar Republic. 

Many found in the work of Remarque and Junger an apparent political message. 

Feuer und Blut begins on the eve of an important German offensive. Jiinger's 

men are gearing up for battle. The men's spirits seem high, and alcohol is plenti

ful. But Jiinger's "Tagebuch" descriptions do not dwell on other characters. While 

3Samuel Saenger. "Politische Chronik." Die Neue Rundschau 41 (Mai 1930): 708-709, qtd. in 
Liebchen 273-74. 
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Junger frequently uses the term we (wir), the emphasis is on his own personal impres

sions of battle. The work begins in the hours before the offensive. Junger values the 

excitement or "Reiz" found in the waiting: "Am Vorabend vor der Schlacht stromt 

uns das Leben reicher und machtiger zu." (457) His desire for adventure and the 

thrill of perspective battle feeds the will to attack. Junger compares this feeling with 

"eine Schiffsmannschaft vor grofler Fahrt." (461): "Alles, was in den alten Biichern 

der Seefahrer zu lesen ist, in deren Blattern sich der Salzgeruch des Meeres und der 

Teerdunst des Tauwerks gefangen haben... das gibt es auch fur uns." (461) This 

type of giddy adventure takes on the excitement of a hunt. The enemy is the prey 

and the soldier is filled with the anticipation of the attack: "Der ist ja der Feind,... 

Diese Erkenntnis erfiillt uns mit einer wilden rasenden Lust..." (492) 

The waiting before battle builds tension in the soldier, which in Junger's view 

feeds the fire needed to be victorious. The will to fight, heightened by the thrill of 

preparation, is an important element in determining the outcome of a conflict: 

"Und aus der Spannung heraus, die jetzt ganz unertraglich geworden ist 

und nach einer tollen Entfesselung lechzt, scheint es selbstverstandlich, 

dafi der Sieg in diesen zur Einheit gehammerten Massen schon enthalten 

ist... Jeder Einzelne steht vor der Tat, mit alien Fibern seines Lebens in 

einen unwiderstehlichen Kraftstrom gebannt." (491) 

Gearing up for battle is a positive experience for Lieutenant Junger. There is 

a certain electricity present before the attack, which translates into energy for the 

fight. But the fight itself is also very attractive. In the heat of battle, Junger 

feels transported from fearful reactions to war: "das Gefiihl hat im Rausche des 

Ubermafies die Grenzen menschlicher Wertungen uberflugelt; Mut, Mitleid, Angst— 

das alles gibt es nicht mehr." (488-89) To attack the enemy brings happiness ("Froh-

lichkeit"), for which Junger is willing to sacrifice the safety of the trenches. Each 

new opportunity for combat represents a challenge to be met. Jiinger's descriptions 
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of various clashes with the enemy support the suggestion that aggression/killing in 

war can be pleasurable. 

Several examples of Junger's destructive drive may be seen at the beginning 

of a battle sequence. J linger mentions a "Vernichtungstrieb" or desire to destroy 

inherent in the trenches: "Aber rechts und links von uns greift man schon an, und 

auch uns reifit der Vernichtungstrieb aus dem schiitzenden Hohlweg hinaus..." (495) 

Junger the hunter ("Jager") takes part in the hunt ("Jagd") with a tension fed by 

"rasender Lust". When he reaches his prey, there is triumph in the conquest: "nur 

wenige Schritte vor mir, den ersten Feind... Verfluchter Hund, du bist geliefert, dir 

ist der Tod bestimmt! Er scheint verwundet zu sein, aber was scbiert mich das jetzt 

und hier?" (494) The enemy is already injured, but that does not bother Lieutenant 

Junger who closes in for the attack. 

Junger describes another confrontation with the enemy, where he manages to 

shoot his foe who is hiding in shadows: "Ich reifle einem Unteroffizier,... das Gewehr 

aus der Hand und nehme einen der gelben Schatten auf's Korn. Der Schufi erhascht 

ihn mitten im Handgemenge; ich sehe ihn stiirzen-nicht mit der schnellen Bewegung, 

mit der man Deckung sucht, sondern weich und gleichgiiltig, wie man fallt wenn man 

getroffen ist." (500-501) 

Lieutenant Junger with his use of time, space, and consciousness driven by will, 

is able to achieve a heightened reality necessary for attack. The attack on the enemy 

is the culmination of all that is good in battle. This idea is supported by another 

pictorial account of aggression: 

"Ich gehe im Wachtraum die Laufroste entlang und stofle plotzlich auf 

einen riesigen Kerl,... Aha, das scheint der Richtschutze gewesen zu sein. 

Den Schufi, der ihm durch beide Schlafen gefahren ist, kann ich auf meine 

Rechnung setzen." (506) 

"Der herkulische Gesell mit dem blendend weifien Augapfel..." is Junger's con
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quest here. He is proud of this fact, and adds this incident to his list of successes. 

Junger justifies his actions in battle by mentioning their necessity: "Es gibt 

Dinge, zu denen man sich treiben lassen mufi." (497) But the sense of pleasure 

Junger derives from combat is not difficult to detect. After the battle is over, he 

savors the "wunderbar schrecklichen Bilder der Schlacht": "Es gibt an den Abenden 

der Schlacht ein seltenes Gefiihl, wie es die tiefe Erfiillung eines Sinnes mit sich 

bringt..." (530) 

Ernst Junger wants the reader to share in his celebration of battle. The way in 

which he presents his diary account of the war is designed to convince the reader 

that war is necessary. Junger explains early on in the work why the adventure of 

warfare is worthwhile: 

" Jede Zeit hat ihre Aufgaben, Pflichten und Geniisse, und jede hat auch 

ihre Abenteuer... Gewifi, es ist bitter ernst. Aber das Abenteuer ist der 

Glanz, der iiber der Drohung liegt. Die Aufgabe ist das Leben, aber das 

Abenteuer ist die Poesie. Die Pflicht macht die Aufgabe ertraglich, aber 

die Lust an der Gefahr macht sie leicht. Darum wollen wir uns nicht 

schamen, dafi wir Abenteurer sind!" (461-62) 

Not unlike Freud's example of the soldier on holiday from civilization, Lieutenant 

Junger sees the positive aspects of war. Every period in history has its duties and 

pleasures. The fact that this war is both a duty (sanctioned from the state) and 

pleasure (derived from personal enjoyment of aggression) is an asset in Jiinger's 

eyes. 

A similarity between Ernst Jiinger's portrayal of Junger the soldier, and Freud's 

notion of the individual's conscious celebration of primitive urges in wartime, is 

evident. The character of Lieutenant Junger recognizes the ultimate thrill of combat. 

So too does Freud's soldier, who is freed by the state to consciously play out his 

aggressive tendencies. Just as Freud notes that the individual may try to camouflage 
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his desire for aggression through some higher ideal, Jiinger alludes to the virtues 

of combat throughout his work. War is not only a duty to be performed for the 

fatherland, but more importantly combat tests the will of an individual. Pleasure 

in wartime aggression is found in Ernst Jiinger's diary, Feuer und Blut and Freud's 

work points out the existence of pleasure in aggression: 

"Das gem verleugnete Stuck Wirklichkeit hinter alledem ist, dafi der 

Mensch nicht ein sanftes, liebebediirftiges Wesen ist... sondern dafi er zu 

seinen Triebbegabungen auch einen machtigen Anteil von Aggressions-

neigung rechnen darf." (Freud 14: 470) 

For the German soldiers who fought in the First World War and who experi

enced the thrill of aggression, adjusting to civilian life proved in many cases to be 

impossible. The political scenario in Weimar Germany following World War I is 

evidence of the celebration of aggression during peacetime. 

Many soldiers returning to Germany after the war rejected the Weimar Repub

lic's parliamentary democracy. Conservative political factions sprang up around the 

country. Veteran's organizations, sports clubs, and beer halls were meeting places 

for soldiers who could not or would not accept the new social order. Groups like Die 

Neuen Nationalisten celebrated the aggressive aspects of war as a blueprint for the 

re-structuring of German society. Other examples of political factions formed by 

returning soldiers after the war include the Brigade Erhardt and Stahlhelm. These 

conservative splinter parties fought against democracy, carrying out political assas

sinations, bombings, and street fights designed to weaken the new republic. The 

Verbande der Frontsoldaten thus carried the aggression of war into peacetime Ger

many. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FREUD'S THEORIES ON WAR NEUROSES AND 

SCHOLZ' SEELENLEBEN DES SOLDATEN AN DER FRONT 

According to Freud, setting free primitive urges is one way of coping with a 

wartime environment. This includes allowing primitive impulses, long buried in 

the unconscious, to achieve a conscious level. The ego is then overrun, creating a 

difficult situation for the soldier who returns home after the war. But what if the 

individual unconsciously refuses to allow the primitive side of his nature to come to 

the fore. If the individual fails to achieve a newly established equilibrium between 

ego and unconscious urges, Freud predicts a mental breakdown. This breakdown in 

the individual is known as war neurosis. 

Wax neurosis takes place when the old adjustment between the ego-ideal and 

repressed impulses is disrupted, and it is impossible to create a new adjustment 

under wartime circumstances. While Freud's findings on war neuroses are complex 

in nature, Ernest Jones' discussion of Freud's Principles of Neurotic Symptoms is a 

helpful guide to understanding Freud's ideas. 

"War Shock and Freud's Theory of the Neurosis" was written by Ernest Jones in 

honor of the opening of the "Internationale psychoanalytische Bibliothek" in 1921. 

Contained in Psycho-analysis and the War Neuroses, Jones' work offers a concise 

description of Freud's ideas on motives for neuroses. 

Freud's first motive for neuroses stems from the unconscious desire to obtain 

pleasure by taking part in a forbidden act. (Jones 52) Human beings are forced to 

deal with the conflict of the ego vs. primitive urges early on in life. While values set 
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by society force these urges to remain underground, the individual often deals with 

the conflict by erecting a barrier against the urges in question. This happens when 

the ego manages to sidetrack primitive impulses by concentrating on the primitive's 

opposite. If the individual has trouble dealing with cruel and sadistic tendencies 

found in the unconscious in childhood, the urge of cruelty may be funneled into a 

strong sense of pacifism. (Jones 50) For these individuals, a wartime situation serves 

to bring this conflict to the surface. Thus, success in wartime adjustment is related 

to success with earlier adjustments in the development of the individual. (Jones 50) 

A second motive for neuroses is to secure some goal in the outer world. Freud 

labels this motive the "gain of illness". (Jones 53) In the case of war neuroses, a 

possible goal would be to opt out of war. Illness becomes then a desirable alternative 

to war. A quote from Freud covers this motive: "In traumatic and war neuroses 

the ego of the individual protects itself from a danger that either threatens it from 

without, or is embodied in a form of the ego itself,..." (Jones 4) The danger from 

without is the physical threat of a wartime situation. The danger from within deals 

with the position of the ego vis-a-vis unconscious impulses. 

Neurotic behavior in wartime is well-documented in World War I literature. 

Various WW I psychologists and doctors used literary forms such as "Memoiren" 

and "Erlebnisse" to present their observations in war. One such doctor is Ludwig 

Scholz, a neurologist who served in the First World War and died in action in 1918. 

In his account of war entitled Seelenleben des Soldaten an der Front: Hinterlassene 

Aufzeichnungen des im Kriege gefallenen Nervenarztes the psychological state of 

German soldiers in wax is addressed. His observations on courage, heroism, and the 

soldier under fire offer a deep insight into the effects of war on the individual. 

Before Scholz entered the war, he was the director of a mental asylum in the 

Rhineland. European psychiatry at this time was exploring psychiatric Darwin

ism in an effort to treat mental disorders. Psychotherapeutic and psychoanalytic 

techniques were largely discredited. (Showalter 164) 
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The First World War provided psychiatry with a new opportunity to study 

neurosis. Because physical symptoms of blindness, deafness, and disorientation 

were connected with the event of a shell blast or a mine explosion, the afflictions 

fell under the heading of "shell shock". Chemical elements of the shell blast were 

first considered to be the cause of "shell shock", but psychiatrists soon linked "shell 

shock" to hysteria. 

W.H.R. Rivers, a well-known psychiatrist during World War I, felt that hysteria 

in soldiers was due to a flawed psychic reaction to stress. (Showalter 174) Rivers 

believed that the neurotic soldier " inflicted" physical disabilities on himself, in an 

effort to resolve the conflict between instinct (flight from battle) and duty. 

The main duty of wartime psychiatrists was to get these men fighting again. 

Neurotic soldiers often received treatment designed to coerce them into returning to 

the front. War neurotics, or malingerers as they were known by many psychiatrists, 

were subject to "hypnotism, electric shocks to the neck and throat, 'hot plates'... 

and cigarette burns on the tip of the tongue" in hopes of persuading them to return 

to "duty." (Showalter 176) 

Not all treatment was as severe as the above, but psychiatrists were generally in 

agreement in condemning neurotics as cowards. Karl Abraham, one of Freud's fol

lowers and specialist in war neuroses, saw neurotic soldiers as "passive, narcissistic, 

and impotent men." (Jones 24) 

Against the backdrop of developments in psychiatry during the First World War, 

it is not surprising that Ludwig Scholz relates war hysteria to the psyche. Scholz 

devotes a section of his notes to hysteria, in a study of "Halbkranke" and "Psychopa-

then". (219) Under the topic of "Hysterie", Scholz discusses the "Schreckneurotiker" 

or those soldiers who developed neurotic conditions shortly after a granade blast or 

a mine explosion. Their outer symptoms are described in detail: "Sie liegen da, blafi 

und zitternd, manche haben die Sprache ganz oder teilweise verloren, konnen kaum 

gehen und stehen, weinen oder sind vollig teilnahmlos. Andre benehmen sich hochst 
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auffallend, laufen ziellos umher... Bei naherem Zusehn nimmt man an ihnen eine 

leise geistige Unklarheit wahr,..." (226) Some cases of neuroses disappear without 

the help of a doctor, but Scholz notes that many hysterical soldiers develop further 

physical symptoms, including deafness, muteness, paralysis, cramping, and muscle 

spasms. 

Scholz believes that these symptoms do not evolve from diseases in the nervous 

system, but are psychologically determined. After a large shock to the individual in 

the form of a mine explosion or some other wartime hazard, the individual wants out 

of the war: "Der Kranke hat dank dem erlittenen grofien Schrecken eine begreifliche 

Abneigung gegen die Front bekommen. Die Folge davon: er mochte heraus, fort, 

moglichst fur immer! Wie soli er das anfangen? Einfach: er ergreift, freilich nur 

bildlich gesprochen, die Flucht,..." (227) 

Neurosis is the soldier's method of taking leave from the war. The individual is no 

longer able to cope in battle, and develops some incapacitating physical condition 

which hinders his participation in combat. He takes flight from "...unbequemen 

Zumutungen, denen er sich auch innerlich nicht mehr gewachsen fuhlt, in den Hafen 

einer Krankheit rettet." (227) 

Scholz sees this flight as a result of not having the moral courage/fiber to continue 

fighting. According to Scholz, this flight through neuroses is not a conscious plan 

of action. The unconscious is responsible for illness : "Im Unterbewufitsein wird 

daraus: ich will nicht!, im Oberbewufitsein wird daraus: ich kann nicht!" (228) 

Illness for the soldier is "ein tauschendes Kleid", which is taken on to mask personal 

incompetence or lack of a desire to fight. 

Scholz admits that wartime neuroses affect not just weaklings ("Schwachlinge"), 

but soldiers who have earned the iron cross. There may come a time when the 

soldier loses his desire to fight, and even the most distinguished soldier may fall 

victim to moral weakness: "Wo Sorglosigkeit und Kriegslust unter den Soldaten die 

Oberhand behalt, da nistet sich die Hysterie nicht ein, da sieht man keinen Zitterer 
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und Gelahmten!" (229) 

Scholz is hard on the wartime neurotic, blaming the neurotic's condition on an 

attitude problem. Those who want to fight, continue to participate in wartime 

activity. The rejection of combat through neuroses is simply the shirking of one's 

duties. The war neurotic is as despicable as the malingerer. The difference in the 

two individuals is in the genuineness of their injuries. 

While Scholz' theories on war neuroses do not correspond with Freud's ideas on 

the equilibrium between ego and primitive urges, Scholz does address the notion of 

a "gain of illness". Scholz believes, as Freud does, that the unconscious desire to 

achieve some end in the outer world is a possible cause of neuroses. Because the 

soldier does not want to fight, he develops physical/psychological conditions which 

prevent him from serving in war. While Freud and Scholz view war neuroses as 

a way in which the unconscious creates genuine physical symptoms, they differ in 

other respects. 

Scholz sees war neuroses as a way in which the soldier can escape his duties. 

Although the soldier does not consciously plan this sickness, his unconscious loss of 

the will to fight assures his exit from the war. The wartime neurotic is a "betrogener 

Betruger!" (228) 

Freud's ideas on the motives of war neuroses are more complex. While Scholz 

traces the root of the neurosis to the soldier's lack of will to continue duty, Freud's 

neurotic symptoms are a product of "intrapsychical conflict": 

Wir neigen allzusehr zu der Auffassung, dafl der Konflikt, welcher der 

Neurose zugrunde liegt, mit der Symptombildung abgeschlossen sei. In 

Wirklichkeit geht der Kampf vielfach auch nach der Symptombildung 

weiter. Auf beiden Seiten tauchen neue Triebanteile auf, welche ihn 

fortfiihren. Das Symptom selbst wird zum Objekt dieses Kampfes; Stre-

bungen, die es behaupten wollen, messen sich mit anderen, die seine 

Aufhebung und die Herstellung des friiheren Zustandes durchzusetzen 
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bemuht sind." (Freud 10: 245) 

Freud sees the situation as a genuine conflict of interest, with two sides vying 

for power. For example, when the soldier unconsciously experiences doubts about 

his ability to continue in combat, his desire to continue the fight counters his desire 

to take flight. For Freud, the unconscious motive behind war neuroses is not simply 

"ich will nicht", but is two-sided in nature. The struggle between a desire to continue 

fighting vs. apprehension/incapacity to fight is only one of many possible motives 

responsible for war neuroses. 

Neuroses resulting during the war were a very real problem after 1918. Records 

documenting war neuroses in post-World War I Europe show the longevity of this 

mental affliction. At the end of World War I, many psychiatrists believed that pa

tients suffering from war neuroses would recover by re-entering civilian life. For a 

time, this prediction seemed valid. In Germany, neuropsychiatric wards emptied out 

in 1918. Kurt Singer, the director of a neuropsychiatric ward in Berlin, declared in 

1920 that there were "no more neurotics". (Leed 186) Freud shared Singer's opinion 

on the state of war neuroses in peacetime: "most of the neurotic diseases which 

had been brought on by the war disappeared on the cessation of the war condi

tions. The opportunity, therefore, for a thorough investigation of these affections 

was unfortunately missed." (Jones 1) 

But these experts had spoken too quickly. Within ten years, psychoneurotic 

cases from World War I were again filling German veterans' hospitals. (Leed 187) 

In Britain, 114,600 neurasthenic ex-soldiers applied for shell-shock pensions between 

1919 and 1929. (Showalter 190) In 1942, fifty-eight percent of the patients in veter

ans' hospitals in the United States were neuropsychiatric cases from World War I. 

(Leed 185) 

It also may be assumed that many war neurotics avoided medical treatment, 

creating a Dunkelziffer in the statistics. Thus, the presence of war neuroses in 

peacetime was a documented phenomenon. Ex-soldiers fought not at the front, but 



against their own psychoses. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FREUD'S UNDERSTANDING OF DEATH AND 

WITKOP'S COLLECTION OF KRIEGSBRIEFE 

GEFALLENER STUDENTEN 

In the discussion of psychological adjustment to war and war neuroses, Freud 

notes the ever present factor of death in a combat situation. How soldiers deal with 

death is an important element in how the individual copes with war. In his 1915 

paper, Zeitgemafies iiber Krieg und Tod, Freud addresses the issue of death and its 

relationship to war. 

In civilian life, death is hushed up and attributed to accident or chance. While 

most individuals are willing to publicly admit that death is a natural conclusion to 

life, privately the subject is avoided. (Freud 10: 341) But war forces the individual 

to believe in death. The accumulation of death negates the element of chance present 

in peacetime and forces the soldier to confront the issue: "Es ist evident, dafl der 

Krieg diese konventionelle Behandlung des Todes hinwegfegen mufi... Die Menschen 

sterben wirklich, auch nicht mehr einzeln, sondern viele, oft Zehntausende an einem 

Tage. Es ist auch kein Zufall mehr." (Freud 10: 344) 

Freud traces the reaction to death back to primitive man. The primitive races 

considered death as the worst fate that could befall the individual. Violence and 

magic were seen as the causes of death. The dead, who resented their condition, were 

said to turn against the living in the form of evil spirits. (Freud 9: 75) According to 

Freud, the vilification of the dead was based on a fear of death. While the primitive 

individual had no objection to annihilating someone he/she hated, watching a loved 
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one die put mankind in touch with the pain and fear of death. In dealing with the 

death of a loved one, the individual made a compromise in his/her understanding 

of death: 

"Der Mensch konnte den Tod nicht mehr von sich feme halten, da er ihn 

in dem Schmerz um den Verstorbenen verkostet hatte, aber er wollte ihn 

doch nicht zugestehen,. da er sich selbst nicht tot vorstellen konnte. So 

liefi er sich auf Kompromisse ein, gab den Tod auch fur sich zu, bestritt 

ihm aber die Bedeutung der Lebensvernichtung... " (Freud 10: 347) 

Death then became a reality, but the individual accepted this fact only if it did 

not mean his/her own annihilation. An answer to the dilemma became the notion 

of a division of body and soul at death. Freud views religion as the contempo

rary representative of the life-after-death philosophy: "Erst spater brachten es die 

Religionen zustande, diese Nachexistenz fur die wertvollere, vollgiiltige auszugeben 

und das durch den Tod abgeschlossene Leben zu einer blofien Vorbereitung her-

abzudriicken." (Freud 10: 348) 

Because the individual is unable to imagine his/her own death, he/she believes 

in an afterlife. Freud maintains that even the unconscious holds no conception of 

death. Nothing instinctual in the individual responds to death. In war, this becomes 

the foundation of heroism. Because the soldier cannot imagine his own annihilation, 

he is willing to put his life on the line in battle. Heroic motivation stands on the 

principle: "Es kann dir nix g'scheh'n, den Gefahren trotzt." (Freud 10: 351) 

The subjects of wartime heroism and life-after-death are important themes in 

World War I literature. Philipp Witkop's collection of wartime letters, Kriegsbriefe 

gefallener Studenten, offers an account of German soldiers' feelings towards war, 

including distinct impressions of death and heroism. 

In 1917/1918 Dr. Philipp Witkop, Professor of German Literary History at 

Freiburg i.B., collected over 20,000 letters of students who had died in the war. 
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These letters were sent to Witkop by parents and friends, and were then edited by 

Witkop in order to document the war's "menschlich starksten und tiefsten Zeug-

nisse". (Witkop 5) In a short introduction to Kriegsbriefe gefallener Studenten, 

Witkop gives his reasons for collecting and publishing the letters: 

Mogen Sie ein lebendiges Denkmal werden, darin die Friihgefallenen 

weiter leben und wirken, Vorbilder der Pflichterfiillung, des Opfermutes, 

der Liebe zu Heimat und Volk — ein Ehrendenkmal und ein Vermacht-

niss! Ein Vermachtniss an uns, das ideale Vaterland zu verwirklichen, 

dcis Sie sehnend geschaut, dafur Sie ihr Leben gelassen haben. Ein 

Vermachtniss an die Volker, das ihnen ins Gewissen ruft, welche Werte 

und HofFnungen mit diesen jungen Personlichkeiten versunken sind, wel

che Verantwortung ihnen solche Opfer auferlegen. Auch diese Briefe 

sollen ein Sporn sein zu einem neuen, weltversohnenden Recht und Ver-

standnis im Leben der Volker. Dann wird das Testament dieser jungen 

tragischen Idealisten eingelost und ihr Tod nicht vergebens sein. (6) 

Witkop's editing and selection of the "menschlich starksten Zeugnisse", as well 

as his view of the soldier as hero, call into question the nature of this collection. 

The majority of the soldiers' letters praise both the war and the German state. 

Sentiments of fear, despair, and cynicism are rare in the Witkop collection. 

The possibility that Witkop put together a biased sample of war letters, must 

be considered when using the collection as a barometer for general sentiment at 

the front. But these letters do provide personal impressions of life in the trenches. 

Many of the letters cover specific wartime incidents. Others leave out the particu

lars of combat, taking on a philosophical tone. Among the many ideas covered in 

the student letters is comment on the possibility of life-after-death. A philosophy 

student from Heidelberg sums up the problem death poses for the soldier (1914): 

"Das ist die grofle Notwendigkeit, die uns aufgezwungen ist: das Auseinandersetzen 
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mit dem Tod. Fast alle mussen irgendwie uber diesen Punkt kommen... Der im-

mer gegenwartige Tod zwingt aber doch die meisten, teils wieder zu alten Gottern 

zuriickzukehren, teils neue zu suchen. Religion-Philosophie." (128) 

Many of Witkop's students believe that the soul will live on after the body is 

destroyed. The "unsterbliche Seele" is a common thread running through many of 

the students' letters. A philosophy student from Berlin gives his opinion on the 

"unsterbliche Seele" (1914): "Ich bin der festen Uberzeugung, dafi ich, d.h. meine 

Seele, nicht blofi dies eine Mai gelebt hat, sondern weiter und weiter leben wird; 

wie, male ich mir nicht aus, da es zwecklos ist. So bin ich beruhigt und gefeit." 

(14) This student takes comfort in the fact that life will not end after the body 

dies. He is able to function under heavy fire knowing that, in death, immortality 

("Unsterblichkeit") awaits him. 

A theology student from Tubingen builds on the idea of the "unsterbliche Seele". 

Observing the great mutilation in war, he questions the importance of the earthly 

body: "der Anblick der Toten selbst mit den schrecklichsten Wunden hat mir gar 

nichts ausgemacht. Es wird einem beim Anblick dieser traurigen Reste klar, wie 

wenig dieser Erdenkorper mit der unsterblichen Seele zu tun hat,..." (34) For this 

student, the earthly body is a shell or receptacle for the soul. Surrounded by death 

and destruction in war, the undying soul is a symbol of hope. More specifically, the 

"unsterbliche Seele" provides a future of life-after-death for the soldier. 

Many of Witkop's students see God at the center of the separation between body 

and soul after death. God, the ruler of the hereafter, is portrayed as the arbiter of 

conflict, whose will decides the fate of the "unsterbliche Seele". It is the will of God 

when a soldier survives the battle, just as it is the will of God when the soldier falls. 

In the case of death, God is able to transport the soldier from worldly life into the 

hereafter. A theology student takes assurance in the fact that his soul will live on 

through God (1915): "Gott dem Herrn habe ich meine Seele befohlen, in ihm habe 

ich sie ganz und fest versiegelt. Frei bin ich, alles zu wagen. Meine Ewigkeit gehort 
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Gott..." (56) 

Various citations from the Bible, included in the letters, show a belief in Chris

tianity. A philosophy student mentions the Book of John in a letter to loved ones 

(1915): "Liebe Eltern, so trauert nicht um diesen Sohn, denket der Worte aus dem 

Evangelium Johannis: 'Niemand hat grofiere Liebe, denn dafi er sein Leben lasse fur 

seine Freunde' und an das andere Johanniswort: 'sei getreu bis in den Tod, so will 

ich dir die Krone des Lebens geben!'" (75) God here is the Christian God, capable 

of giving immortality to the human being. If the cause of the individual is just, 

he/she will earn the crown of life. 

The importance of religion in wartime is supported by the many letters which 

express a spiritual belief. One entry in Witkop's collection portrays a student who 

embraces religion after the death of his brother (1914): "Seitdem ich weiB, dafi mein 

Bruder nicht mehr ist, ist in mir eine wunderbare Wandlung vor sich gegangen. Ich 

glaube auf einmal an ein ewiges Leben und an ein Wiedersehen im Jenseits. Diese 

Begriffe waren bis jetzt fur mich leere Worte. Seit vorgestern sind sie ein Gegenstand 

festen Glaubens fur mich geworden." (74) 

The soldier seeking an explanation for the separation from his brother, refuses 

to accept death as the final stage of the individual. Similar to Freud's ideas on 

death, the student will not accept death as an "Endstation". Christianity in this 

case assures the student that death does not equal annihilation. With this belief, 

the soldier plans to meet his brother in the hereafter. 

While many students embrace religion in the face of death, still others view 

death differently. Some students see death as a separate entity, with a personality 

and power of its own: Der Tod ist taglicher Genosse, der alles weiht... Man wird 

einfach, schlicht gegenuber seiner Majestat. Er ist wie manche Menschen, die man 

liebt..." (19) Others write poetic verse, praising the beauty of death. But few 

students express the thought that death is a trip into nothingness. The majority 

seek some understanding of death, for the purpose of explaining away its mysteries. 
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Christianity is one option which offers an answer to the mystery of death. Other 

soldiers choose to create their own meaning. 

The issue of heroism is a another topic related to death and warfare. In the 

Witkop letters, many students pledge to fight to the death for their fatherland. 

This sentiment is often expressed in sweeping patriotic rhetoric. One student is 

willing to spill his blood for the "Volk" (1914): "Doch wir... sind Deutsche; wir 

kampfen fur unser Volk und vergiefien unser Blut und hoffen, dafi die Uberlebenden 

unserer Opfer wurdig sind." (25) Another student has the same idea, but expresses it 

more emphatically (1914): "wie ich mich danach sehne —verzeiht mir—, auch fiirs 

heifigeliebte Vaterland, fur Kaiser und Konig bluten zu durfen!" (106) A student 

from Jena states (1915): "ich bin gefallen fur mein Kaiser, fur mein Vaterland und 

fur Euch alle." (54) 

Heroism in these cases involves men willing to fight for their fatherland, and to 

defend it "bis zum Tode". (155) A popular slogan cited by one soldier accurately 

expresses the thought: '"Treu leben, tod=trotzend kampfen, lachend sterben'" (160) 

But while many students are prepared to give their life for their country, they express 

this sentiment without regard to the finality of the act. Much of the heroic rhetoric 

found in the Witkop letters makes no reference to what will happen after death. 

Physically dying as the consequence of acts of heroism is "unvorstellbar" for many 

of these students who must function in a wartime atmosphere. 

The student letters collected by Philipp Witkop at the end of the First World 

War are full of ideas on death, dying, and heroism. It is interesting to juxtapose 

these soldiers' sentiments to Freud's ideas on death. Freud views death as something 

not completely understood by the individual. There is nothing instinctual in the 

human being responds to death. The individual therefore envisions an afterlife, 

because he cannot imagine his own annihilation: 

Der Mensch konnte den Tod nicht mehr von sich feme halten, da er ihn 

in dem Schmerz um den Verstorbenen verkostet hatte, aber er wollte ihn 
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doch nicht zugestehen, da er sich selbst nicht tot vorstellen konnte. So 

liefi er sich auf Kompromisse ein, gab den Tod auch fiir sich zu, bestritt 

ihm aber die Bedeutung der Lebensvernichtung,..." (Freud 10: 347) 

Many of Witkop's students, like Freud's individuals, do not seem able to ap

proach the subject of death as an open question. The undying soul and the King

dom of God are frequent concepts used by these soldiers to approach the concept of 

death. Student letters show a strong belief in the afterlife, corresponding to Freud's 

theory that the individual turns to the notion of afterlife in order to explain away 

his/her annihilation. 

The subject of heroism naturally develops out of this discourse. Freud sees 

heroism, the commitment to fight to death for one's country, as an explainable 

attitude in wartime. For the soldier who cannot imagine his complete annihilation, 

there is no apparent risk in fighting to the death. The students in the Witkop 

collection seem willing to sacrifice their lives for the fatherland, but fail to link this 

commitment with the possibility of physical death. One soldier's view of heroism 

most closely reflects the ideas of Freud: "Sie glauben, dafi wir den Tod erwarten— 

ja sicher;... Aber unrichtig ist es, anzunehmen, dafi wir 'ail den Tod glauben'. Wenn 

wir an etwas glauben, so ist es das Leben... Wenn wir den Tod erwarten, so erfolgt 

das aus niichternen Uberlegungen heraus..." (131) The soldier is capable of rhetoric 

involving sacrifice for the fatherland, but sidesteps the issue of death. The soldier's 

expectation is to "weiterleben". 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Sigmund Freud has much to say about the subject of war and death in his 

later work, written after 1914. Freud explores the effect of war on the soldier, 

his adjustment to war, his retreat to the primitive, the development of neuroses 

in combat, and the soldier's reaction to death. His ideas rest on the principle that 

primitive urges, housed in the unconscious, are stimulated by a wartime atmosphere. 

The individual has to confront these urges, and adapt to the situation or suffer a 

breakdown. Death for the soldier plays an added role in the wartime scenario, as 

the individual is forced to confront the likelihood of death and its consequences. 

War and death are also important subjects found in German literature of the 

First World War. The aim of this study has been to juxtapose four different works 

of wartime literature to Freud's ideas on war. The results of this comparison are as 

follows: 

Erich Maria Remarque's Im Westen Nichts Neues portrays men able to adjust 

to warfare with the help of army training. Although much of the heroic rhetoric 

produced by the army is ignored by the soldiers, Paul Baumer and his friends gain 

the ability to detach themselves emotionally from combat, through the help of army 

routine. Freud's ideas on wartime adjustment are similar to those found in Remar

que's work. Military training for Freud is also a method of coping with aggression 

in war, without allowing the individual's primitive urges to overpower the ego. Mil

itary training allows for a certain detachment in wax. Remarque strengthens the 

sense of wartime adjustment by using the group or "Gemeinschaft" to protect the 

psychological and physical well-being of the soldier. 

The soldier in Ernst Jvinger's Feuer und Blut does not detach himself emotionally 
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from combat, but celebrates the aggression in war. From the thrill of gearing up 

for an attack to offensive combat, Lieutenant Jiinger savors armed conflict. War 

for Jiinger's soldier fits the description of Freud's wartime individual, who reverts 

back to the primitive stage of mind. While unconscious primitive influences are 

stimulated by war, it is possible for the soldier to dismiss signals from the ego and 

consciously embrace his buried destructive tendencies. Freud agrees with Jiinger 

who depicts the celebration of the primitive in wartime as another possible reaction 

to war. 

When the soldier takes pleasure in combat, it presupposes that he has learned 

to cope with a wartime situation. Ludwig Scholz offers another wartime description 

of the soldier who cannot cope. In his work, Seelenleben des Soldaten an der Front, 

Scholz explores the area of wartime neuroses. War neuroses is a way in which the 

soldier unconsciously takes flight from the war, by producing disabling physical 

conditions. While Freud also believes that war neuroses are volitional, stemming 

from the unconscious, he does not see the neurotic as a "Betriiger". Freud views all 

neuroses as rooted in an intrapsychical conflict. The soldier experiences not only a 

unconscious desire to take flight, but a desire to continue to fight. The breakdown, 

resulting from two opposing forces, creates a complicated psychic condition which 

may not be reduced to malingering. 

And finally, death is an undeniable part of the wartime experience. Philipp 

Witkop's collection of letters from students at the front, Kriegsbriefe gefallener 

Studenten, attests to this fact. Soldiers face death by turning to religion as the 

source of life-after-death. While religion offers the opportunity for an afterlife, some 

students express their own visions of death. But few students view death as a state 

of nothingness. Just as Freud notes the individual's inability to face his/her own 

annihilation in death, Witkop's students attempt to explain away the finality of 

death. The student letters also address the issue of heroism, or one's willingness 

to die for the fatherland. Freud recognizes this phenomenon as an extension of the 
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individual's inability to imagine death as a permanent state. 

Freud's ideas on war and death, along with the portrayal of the soldier in German 

First World War literature, paint a grim picture of survival in wartime. The image is 

one of the repressed individual, who has lost control of autonomy in war and is forced 

to either adjust through de-personalization of action, or through the acceptance of 

the primitive. When these two options fail, a psychological and physical breakdown 

is eminent. The issue of death further accentuates the difficulty to adapt to wartime 

conditions. The question arises as to why humans perpetuate the notion of war and 

killing. Freud in his essay Warum Krieg?, makes the comment: 

"Interessenkonflikte unter den Menschen werden also prinzipiell durch 

die Anwendung von Gewalt entschieden. So ist es im ganzen Tier-

reich, von dem der Mensch sich nicht ausschliefien sollte; fiir den Men

schen kommen allerdings noch Meinungskonflikte hinzu, die bis zu den 

hochsten Hohen der Abstraktion reichen und eine andere Technik der 

Entscheidung zu fordern scheinen. Aber das ist eine spatere Kom-

plikation. Anfanglich, in einer kleinen Menschenhorde, entschied die 

starkere Muskelkraft dariiber, wem etwas gehoren oder wessen Wille 

zur Ausfiihrung gebracht werden sollte. Muskelkraft verstarkt und er-

setzt sich bald durch den Gebrauch von Werkzeugen; es siegt, wer die 

besseren WafFen hat oder sie geschickter verwendet. Mit dor Einfiihrung 

der Waffe beginnt bereits die geistige Uberlegenheit die S telle der ro-

hen Muskelkraft einzunehmen; die Endabsicht des Kampfes bleibt die 

namliche, der eine Teil soil durch die Schadigung, die er erfahrt, und 

durch die Lahmung seiner Krafte gezwungen werden, seinen Anspruch 

oder Widerspruch aufzugeben. Dies wird am griindlichsten erreicht, 

wenn die Gewalt den Gegner dauernd beseitigt, also totet." (16: 14) 
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