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War and warfare have certainly been among
the most examined topics in the humanities and
social sciences in the last 150 years. Not only
scholars but also practitioners and victims of war
have explored various military, legal, diplomatic,
philosophical, social, political, psychological, eco-
nomic, and human dimensions of armed conflicts.
On the modern definition and understanding of
"warfare," rich scholarship has been developed
since the reflection of Carl von Clausewitz in his
famous book, On War (Vom Kriege) (1976; trans-
lated and edited version, 1992). Therefore, re-
search exploring the complexity of war is now re-
cognized as the field of war studies, which is ex-
amined in numerous university chairs, research
institutions, memorials, and documentation cen-
ters. A simple search using the word “war” in the
American Historical Review results in 45,287
entries. Although very few interstate conflicts
such as those that appeared in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries remain today, war is still well
present in societies in different forms, causing ma-
jor impacts on populations around the world.

Modern warfare as defined by scholars has
evolved significantly from the creation of nation-
states to the war on terror. This complex evolution
is the central object of the edited volume, Une his-
toire de la guerre, directed by Bruno Cabanes, Pro-
fessor and Donald G. & Mary A. Dunn Chair in
Modern Military History at the Ohio State Univer-
sity.

Published in 2018, and promoted by the pub-
lisher in their marketing as (an event), this im-
pressive eight-hundred-page edited volume con-
tains contributions of fifty-seven of the world’s
leading scholars in the field, including Sir Hew
Strachan, Samuel Moyn, Richard Overy, John
Horne, Robert Gerwarth, Stéphane Audoin-
Rouzeau, Henry Rousso, and Annette Becker. The
rich group of contributors from various mul-
tidisciplinary backgrounds includes historians, art
historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and polit-
ical scientists. This amalgam of specialists not only
offers fascinating thoughts on new developments
in the field of war studies but also proposes a com-
prehensive global history of warfare since the cre-



ation of nation-states in the nineteenth century.
Readers can thus get in touch with various ap-
proaches used by scholars in the field of military
history, broadly defined, as well as multiple aven-
ues for future research. As stated by Cabanes, this
book aims “to provide a multi-faceted analysis of
modern conflicts from a global perspective, cover-
ing both the western and non-western worlds—
the latter an area too often neglected in standard
histories of modern warfare.”[1]

As the book shows, experience, practice, and
representation of war have significantly changed
over the last two hundred years. Wars of revolu-
tion, imperial wars, total wars, ideological wars,
and, more recently, war on terrorism are ex-
amples of the evolution of armed conflicts. Muta-
tions of this phenomenon involve development of
large-scale strategies, lethal technologies, large
mobilization including women and children, in-
dustrial warfare, and mass destruction. Those as-
pects have notably contributed to blurring the
frontier between combatants and noncombatants
and provoking disasters for civilians, often victims
of massacres, violence, atrocities, genocide, and
ethnic cleaning. Even the meaning of traditional
concepts, such as "battle" and "battlefield,"
evolved in the last century according to the nature
of warfare. Meanwhile, wars also have contrib-
uted to discussions on refugees, international law,
humanitarian issues, and ethical and moral de-
bates on non-conventional warfare. Many of these
issues are still present today, for instance, with the
use in remote mode of unmanned combat
weapons such as drones. The book thus aims to
show how war and armed conflict affect societies,
institutions, politics, the environment, and the
economy, as well as beliefs, emotions, bodies,
mentalities, behaviors, and representations.

In terms of methodology, the volume proposes
an innovative approach by focusing on different
themes related to nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury warfare instead of exploring individually and
chronologically various conflicts and specific peri-
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ods. In comparison to a large existing literature
examining precise aspects of war, such as battles,
diplomacy and international relations, strategies,
or cultural production, Une histoire de la guerre
advances a broad perspective on the concept of
"modern warfare," conceived as a “total” social
and cultural phenomenon involving state, milit-
ary, and civilian components. Moreover, this ap-
proach brings readers behind traditional national
histories of warfare, especially those of Western
countries. To do that, the volume introduces vari-
ous methodologies, such as transnational, global,
and interconnected histories. It argues that war is
a process not only of destruction, as largely sug-
gested in scholarship, but also of construction
(and reconstruction) in societies.

The book is divided into four parts. It begins
with contributions examining the meaning of
“modern warfare.” This part proposes reflections
on definitions and the multiple particularities of
“modernity” in war by exploring cases of inter-na-
tion conflicts, imperialism, radicalization of war-
fare, and post-1945 multilateral armed conflicts.
The understanding of modern warfare also in-
volves civil wars, colonial wars, guerillas, insur-
rections, and terrorism. Among the topics dis-
cussed are strategies, the concept of "citizen-sol-
dier," the use of mercenaries, the creation of inter-
national humanitarian law to restrict warfare, the
state of destruction in various areas, the impact of
technologies and patriotism, and the development
of various movements contesting wars.

The second part explores the diverse types
and categories of combatants and their multiple
motivations to participate in wars. Contributions
answer central questions of who they are and why
and for whom they are fighting. Chapters explore
how traditional soldiers’ careers contrast with the
path of colonial soldiers, partisans, volunteers,
and, from a gender perspective, women and chil-
dren combatants. This section also includes a dis-
cussion on combatants who were taken as prison-
ers. Authors raise the question of how and why



some individuals pursued combat in terrible con-
ditions despite the horror and trauma they wit-
nessed while others at the opposite resisted and
refused to fight.

The following part contains nineteen contri-
butions that explore various topics related to the
experiences of war for two categories of parti-
cipants: soldiers and civilians. The first texts ex-
amine the case of soldiers as officially recognized
combatants: impact of wars on their bodies and
mind, the care of the dead and wounded, colonial
war, soldiers' emotions, and soldiers as eyewit-
nesses to war. The second group of contributions
addresses the experience of civilians through
cases of bombardment, nuclear weapons, occupa-
tion, massacres and atrocities, mobilization, civil
war, movement of populations and displaced
people, and various forms of violence and abuses,
such as hunger and sexual violence.

The last part of the book examines the
“Sorties de guerre” or postwar transitions. Often
neglected by scholars, the troubling and complex
periods of transition from war to peace have in-
volved important transformations in societies. Ac-
cording to the authors, the practice of war and
type of warfare directly affect the construction of
the postwar. They also show that the concept of
"postwar" itself is far from being limited to
armistices and peace agreements. After the end of
combat, war continues to have a major impact on
societies in terms of political, social, and cultural
changes. Demobilized and wounded soldiers, civil-
ians, families, intellectuals, governments, and poli-
cymakers are all affected by the transition to
peace. For instance, Rousso mentions successive
waves of demobilization and remobilization by
the end of a war as well as long-term impacts of
various forms of violence on populations and sol-
diers, making the boundaries between war and
peace a far more nuanced process than some
scholars have suggested. Among the numerous ex-
amples showing the blurred demarcation between
war and peace, or the progressive transition of
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one to the other, contributions examine such cases
study as Yalta peace agreements, displaced people,
the return to civil life for soldiers and their famil-
ies, the destruction (and reconstruction) of infra-
structure, institutions and human beings, the
trauma of war, the mourning of death, memory of
violence and genocide, national as well as interna-
tional reconciliation, and veterans’ and survivors’
testimonies of war.

Overall, the contribution of Une histoire de la
guerre to the field of war studies is welcome. Not
only does the volume gather an impressive collec-
tion of scholars exploring multiple facets of the
global phenomenon of war, but it also succeeds to
raise complex questions regarding the evolution
of warfare over the last 150 years. In addition, the
volume is written in a language accessible to a
nonacademic public, which will help to democrat-
ize debates and discussion about the nature of
war. As a result, it has been recognized as one of
the “25 books of the year 2018” by the French
magazine Le Point. The book has already been
published in German and is under contract for
Chinese, Korean, and Italian editions.[2] Its trans-
lation soon into English will certainly be wel-
comed by a larger public interested in military
history.

However, although the contribution of this
volume is refreshing and will remain a reference
in the field, it also has some limits in terms of con-
tent and rather recalls the necessity of further re-
search. It is obviously difficult for scholars to cov-
er such a large and complex subject for a period of
almost two centuries without inevitably neglect-
ing some aspects, areas of the world, ethnic
groups, and various personal experience of practi-
tioners and victims of war. In other words, mod-
ern warfare is so deep-rooted in societies and in-
cludes millions of people that an eight-hundred-
page volume could never be enough to cover the
full spectrum and to advance a fully and exhaust-
ive understanding. Nevertheless, this attempt
could be seen as an impressive beginning, which



will hopefully motivate scholars (and publishers)
to pursue collective efforts like Une histoire de la
guerre in the future.
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