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States of War

Jochen Bohler

In a lecture delivered at the Sorbonne on March 11, 1882,
the historian Ernest Renan formulated a provocative thesis:

The act of forgetting, I would even say, historical error, is
an essential factor in the creation of a nation, which is why
progress in historical studies often constitutes a danger
for nationality. Indeed, historical enquiry brings back to
light the deeds of violence that took place at the origin of
all political formations, even of those whose consequences
have been the most beneficial. Unity is always achieved
brutally.!

Europeans have forgotten the aftermath of the First
World War. New nations sprang up in central and eastern
Europe, but their creation, if it marked the end of one con-
flict, also marked the initiation of many others.

The First World War ended with the armistice of
November 11, 1918, but the heart of the continent did not
rest easy until years later. In Russia, the October Revolution
of 1917 brought a Bolshevik regime to power. The ensuing
Russian Civil War between 1917 and 1921 claimed far more
Russian lives than World War 1. It soon became a crucial
part of Soviet mythology. This story is widely known, but
what is far less well-known is the fact that eastern and
central Europe also sank into chaos and violence. In these
regions, the First World War seamlessly turned into civil
war. Unlike the Soviet experience, the conflicts in this
region between 1918 and 1921 never became a part of any
national mythology. Quite the contrary. The general view
is that these states were created overnight at the end of
1918.2 In accordance with Renan’s prophecy, the east-cen-
tral European civil war was deleted from official accounts
as soon as it ended.

If eastern and central Europe was home to fully devel-
oped nation-states at the end of 1918, it follows that
conflicts among them must have been state wars, and this
is how they have been treated in the historiography.® This
view must be called into question. At the end of 1918, the
nation-states of eastern and central Europe were neither
fully developed nor popularly supported. In disputed
and multiethnic border regions, such as Upper Silesia or
the Polish-Ukrainian borderlands, state allegiance, to the

extent that it existed at all, was divided and often ambiv-
alent. National identities needed time to develop. And not
only in the border regions. In the centers of power, political
factions fought bitterly against each other for dominance.
The Second Polish Republic was at the center of this
upheaval: engaged in armed conflicts with every one
of its neighbors except Romania, and, at the same time,
racked by political divisions. Recent research has shown
that, in 1918, the great mass of Polish speakers found the
idea of a nation-state remote.* Indeed, the communities
in disputed territories still thought of themselves as citi-
zens of recently collapsed empires. Far from appreciating
a national awakening, the greater part of the population
understood these years as nothing more than a civil war.

HE HISTORY OF EUROPE is still written as national

I history,® a point evident in the cases of Poland and

Hungary.® In Poland, ongoing educational reform
under the Law and Justice Party mandates a return to the
attitudes of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries:
patriotism is stressed, national symbols are exalted.’ In
February 2020, Polish deputy prime minister Piotr Glinski
announced the opening of an Institute for the Legacy of
National Thought. The objective of the institute is to
produce a biographical encyclopedia of outstanding rep-
resentatives of Polish Catholicism and Polish national
democracy.® The latter was a milieu in which anti-Semitic
ideas were considered acceptable until the 1930s. In 2018,
the centenary of Polish independence was celebrated in
a spirit of national, patriotic, and religious self-approval.
As part of a speech delivered in Warsaw on November
11, President Andrzej Duda appealed to a Christian state
united by language and culture and, since 1918, led by great
politicians. Duda’s speech expressed the current govern-
ment line.

It contradicted the historical facts.

A century ago, numerous Polish historians had a much
more nuanced view. In 1916, Bolestaw Limanowski saw
the future of a Polish state within the Austro-Hungarian
monarchy. Ten years later, as a citizen of a Polish nation-
state that had forcibly assimilated its ethnic minorities,
he evoked the multiethnic past of the Polish-Lithuanian

1/5



REVIEW ESSAYS

Empire that had vanished in 1795 during the Partitions
of Poland. In the early 1920s, Michal Bobrowski opposed
Polish nationalism and supported the idea of an East-Cen-
tral European federation of states. Marceli Handelsman
had taken part in the post-Armistice fighting in the East
and had witnessed the division of Poland’s multiethnic
borderlands. Other historians at the time, such as Oswald
Balzer, Wtadystaw Smolenski, and Wactaw Sobieski, took
a wholly nationalist approach.’ These contrasting nation-
alist and multiethnic views are still reflected in the current
Polish political and academic landscape. One could argue
that the ruling Law and Justice Party with its national
agenda represents the first view, and the opposing Civic
Platform with its orientation towards the European Union
represents the second.

Historians and sociologists today mostly agree that
there was no unified Polish nation at the end of 1918. Over
a century earlier, Poland had ceased to exist as a state, as
it had been divided into three areas by Austria, Germany,
and Russia. These three areas were absorbed by different
empires and developed in different political directions. At
the same time, the populations of these areas remained
ethnically mixed: Polish speakers lived together with
German, Ukrainian, and Yiddish speakers. The nine-
teenth-century Polish-speaking political and cultural
elites who propagated the vision of an ethnic Polish nation
had no historical entity to which they could refer. By 1918,
the nature and composition of the Polish nation were still
under debate.!

It was a debate that did not reach the largely illiterate
peasants. Even among those who could read, the idea of a
Polish state was often suspect. The Polish-speaking popu-
lation of East-Central Europe was four-fifths rural; these
communities depended on permanence and were suspi-
cious of sudden political upheavals. A Polish farmer in the
1930s recalled the moment of Polish independence at the
end of 1918:

Other times had come. The village woke up because every-
thing was shaking all around. They tell us that there’ll be
a Poland and it’s already taking shape, though it’s still a
bit weak, but slowly getting stronger. The peasants don’t
want to believe it, because we’ve always been told that
this here’s Russia and Russia it will be, and now, all of a
sudden—hocus-pocus—it’s Poland."

The peasants of postwar East-Central Europe were far from
being nationally mobilized.?

The preconditions for the emergence of nation-states
in East-Central Europe were created after the First World
War wiped off the map the empires that had long ruled
there. The devastation and deprivation wrought by the
war was immense. As the director of the American Relief
Administration, Herbert Hoover was tasked with oversee-
ing US efforts to help feed and rebuild Central and Eastern

Europe. He later observed that some parts of Poland had
endured no fewer than

seven invasions and seven destructive retreats. Many hun-
dreds of thousands had died of starvation. The homes of
millions had been destroyed and the people in those areas
were living in hovels. Their agricultural implements were
depleted, their animals had been taken by armies, their
crops had been only partly planted and even then only
partly harvested. Industry in the cities was dead from lack
of raw materials. The people were unemployed and mil-
lions were destitute.”®

The aftermath of war created an urgent desire among
the population for peace and a return to security, order,
and prosperity. Most of the soldiers who had fought in
the imperial armies had been sons of peasants. During the
war years, their families were left to bring in the harvest
without them. These shortages in manpower and exper-
tise did not end with the armistice. Hundreds of thousands
of peasant farmers never returned from the battlefields. It
is easy to imagine how, at the end of 1918, rural commu-
nities received the news that the struggle was not over,
but would now continue with national agendas between
emerging states.

Europe welcomed the outbreak of war. Such was the

Augusterlebnis—the August experience. The photo-
graphs of people enthusiastically celebrating in the streets
of capital cities are deceptive, because the great mass of
those who looked to the war with concern cannot be found
in them." If the August experience is misleading, so, too,
is the November experience of 1918, which has a similarly
tenacious hold on the historical imagination, even though
itis absurd to believe that imperial societies were suddenly
transformed into national societies. In reality, the people
of East-Central Europe had not yet decided how to parse
themselves into nations—nor had they been asked about
it. Only after the emerging power centers had come into
conflict were they asked to make a decision, or forced to
acquiesce in a decision made by others and implemented
by force.

Populations found themselves split by an invisible
frontline. As a young soldier in the Polish-Lithuanian
border area, Handelsman found himself in conversation
with a local farmer:

I N AUGUST 1914, popular myth affirms, the people of

He told me that he lived there in Ogrodniki, while his
brother-in-law was down in Berezniki. Now, he said, this
is Lithuania, and that’s Poland. It used to be one, but now
there’s a border between Berezniki and Ogrodniki; there’s
a war on. Is that how things should be? Don’t we all go
to the same church? Isn’t it a disaster that brothers are
divided and fighting?"
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From November 1918 onward, belligerent emerg-
ing nation-states sparked conflicts across East-Central
Europe. Although it is customary to regard these as state
wars, closer inspection prompts doubts. The conflicts took
forms typical of civil wars, whether in the Ukrainian-
Polish conflict over Lviv and Eastern Galicia (1918-19), the
German-Polish conflict over Poznan and Upper Silesia
(1918-20), the Polish-Lithuanian conflict over the Vil-
nius region (1919-20), or the Czech-Polish conflict over
Cieszyn Silesia (1918-20). In none of the disputed regions
was violence exercised exclusively by regular troops;
paramilitary units and terrorist organizations were also
engaged. The lines between these units and loosely orga-
nized groups of bandits were often blurred.’® Violence
against ethnic minorities, women, children, and old people
was common. The Jewish population suffered especially.”
These indiscriminate forms of violence are typical of civil
war according to the Greek political scientist Stathis Kaly-
vas.'®

From a political perspective, a civil war is a “war
between the citizens or inhabitants of a single country,
state, or community.”" Is that definition applicable in this
case? In 1918, it would not have been possible to speak of
national communities, since their formation was the out-
come of succeeding conflicts. The belligerent parties were
far from having a unified state leadership. The Weimar gov-
ernment, for example, sent the infamous Freikorps to fight
Polish insurgents. The very same right-wing paramilitary
groups were at the center of efforts to overthrow Weimar
democracy in the years that followed.?’ In the regions
between Lviv and Kharkiv, there existed simultaneously
a Western Ukrainian People’s Republic, a Ukrainian Peo-
ple’s Republic, and a Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic.?
In the Baltic states, the national governments were in
conflict not only with the German Freikorps and the Red
Army, but also with the troops of Baltic Soviet republics,
short-lived countergovernments created and supported by
Moscow.?

The internal division is particularly striking in the Polish
case. At the end 0f 1918, there were more than half a dozen
different centers of power. These included a Regency
Council, which had been convened in September 1917
during the German occupation; a short-lived Provisional
People’s Government in Lublin led by Ignacy Daszynski;
a Polish Liquidation Committee founded in Krakow in
October 1918, which was to reintegrate the former Aus-
tro-Hungarian crown land of Galicia into Poland; a hastily
assembled government in Warsaw inaugurated on Novem-
ber 11, 1918, under the former socialist paramilitary leader
and wartime military commander Jozef Pitsudski; and a
Polish National Committee formed in Paris during August
1917 by Pilsudski’s archrival, the National Democrat,
Roman Dmowski, which represented Polish interests to
the Entente. There were also various National Councils
formed in the contested border regions, which represented

viewpoints ranging from integration into a Polish nation-
state to local autonomy.? These power centers were often
in conflict. In December 1918, a protocol articulated by
the Polish National Committee in Paris gave serious con-
sideration to the possibility of shipping large contingents
of Polish soldiers from French prisoner-of-war camps to
Poland in order to overthrow the Warsaw government.?*
Although this plan was never put into practice, there were
numerous skirmishes between Polish units loyal to differ-
ent commands throughout the country during 1919.

In the face of such a confusing variety of power cen-
ters, which partly cooperated, partly competed, and partly
fought against each other between 1918 and 1921, cate-
gorizing conflicts as state wars is a vain attempt to order
political chaos. This simplification also neglects large
swathes of the population of East-Central Europe, who
experienced this period as a civil war. In a poem composed
during May 1919, a Polish platoon leader implored Czechs,
Poles, and Ukrainians: “Slavs, do not place obstacles in
each other’s way, in the end we’re not stupid peasants,
we’re members of one family.” Writing around the same
time, Michat Rémer, a Polish-Lithuanian political activist,
noted in his diary that the war had “reached into human
societies and transformed itself into a state of permanent
chaos, a bellum omnium contra omnes.” During the con-
flict over Eastern Galicia that took place between 1918 and
1919, the Polish and Ukrainian press frequently referred to
the fighting as fratricidal.?

The British historian David Armitage has written exten-
sively about civil wars. “How do we tell civil wars apart
from other kinds of wars,” he asks, “when so many inter-
nal conflicts spill over their countries’ borders or draw
in combatants from outside...2” His answer: “Civil war is,
first and foremost, a category of experience; the partici-
pants usually know they are in the midst of civil war long
before international organizations declare it to be s0.”%
One would like to add: “and long before a nationalizing
historiography takes it over.”

THNIC NATIONALISM EMERGED in East-Central

Europe toward the end of the nineteenth century;

and after the First World War, it led to the forma-
tion of an assortment of nation-states who almost at once
imposed some form of national identity on their border
minorities.”” This is the standard view and well-known.
It is not false. Research has long recognized the destruc-
tive potential of ethnic nationalism.? If this account is not
false, it is nevertheless incomplete simply because histori-
ans have not properly taken into account the transitional
character of the years between 1918 to 1921. It is during
these three years that theory was put into practice. What-
ever the politicians said or thought, local populations in
disputed territories perceived the conflict as civil war, and
not as a national awakening. The assumption that, by 1918,
some sense of national affiliation had already been estab-
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lished is erroneous. Recent research speaks against it. As
Tara Zahra has observed,

the dissolution of the Austrian empire marked the demise
of the nationally indifferent or neutral state in east central
Europe. The Czechoslovak, Polish, and Yugoslav govern-
ments all forcibly classified citizens, hoping to boost the
legitimacy of their states domestically and internationally
by reducing the number of people counted as members of
minority groups.?’

Indeed, the new nations were formed as part of the con-
flicts that broke out between 1918 and 1921. It was only
during these hostilities that individuals and populations
across many different regions were suddenly forced to
decide which side they were on.

An understanding of this period is more necessary
today than ever. In the face of a resurgent national pop-
ulism, historians must make their findings accessible to
a broader public. Similar events are occurring in Britain,
France, Germany, Hungary, and Poland, as parties with
national agendas are gaining ground in multicultural soci-
eties. The fact that these agendas plunged Eastern and
Central Europe into a civil war between 1918 and 1921 has
been largely forgotten.

Translated and adapted from the German by the editors.
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