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Soldier’s letters as sources 

● Valuable insights into 
subjective experiences during 
a war

● Content: (mundane) aspects 
of soldier’s live

● Consideration: Subjectivity 
and biases of writers

Scholarship: 
Wette: Military History from below
Klaus Latzel: Study of Soldier’s 
Letters in WWI and WWII 



  
Violence during warfare 

 

● use of force, weapons, and 
military tactics

● Form of “organised” violence

● Impact of industrialization on 
warfare: increased destructive 
power

https://militarymaps.rct.uk/napoleonic-wars-180
3-15

https://militarymaps.rct.uk/napoleonic-wars-1803-15
https://militarymaps.rct.uk/napoleonic-wars-1803-15


  
Example WWII  

● escalation of violence 
● Nazi objective: war of annihilation

amnesty decrees (Gnadenerlass) 04.10.39
Barbarossa decree 
(Kriegsgerichtsbarkeitserlass) 13.05.41 
Commissar Order (Kommissarbefehl) 06.06.41

● Increasing violence against civilians and disregard for 
legal protection

● A racially ideologically motivated war, particularly in 
the Eastern Front 

 
Wikimedia Commons - German troops 
cannon crossing the Soviet border during Operation 
Barbarossa,

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Barbarossa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Barbarossa


  
Violence by soldiers 

● soldiers' primary duty revolved around employing 
violence to secure victory or avoid being killed

Latzel’s Study of Soldier’s Letters: 
● Language variations between the First and Second 

World Wars in describing violence and death
● WWI: “taken aim at”, “destroying”, “destroy”....
● WWII: “taking care for”, “smoking out”, “finishing off”.... 
● Indirect or euphemistic language to allude to acts of 

violence without explicit statements

Using effectiveness of weapons to “apply” violence
● as a matter of precision and accuracy, referring to it as 

a "hit" or successful "strike" Public domain, NARA
German soldier ready to throw a Stielhandgranate 
24. 



  
WARLUX: Luxembourgers writing about violence 

“Hier treten die Partisanen jetzt auch häufiger

in Aktion” (DE)

“Here, the partisans are now becoming more 
active”

Albert to Nicolas Pierrard, 18.08.1943

Collection Pierrard, WARLUX University of Luxembourg 

“Banditen [ Partisanen] richten nämlich allerhand Unheil 
an”

“Bandits [ partisans] indeed cause all sorts of 
mischief”

Letter from Nicolas Pierrard to his family, 17 February 1944, WARLUX Collection, Collection 
Pierrard



  
WARLUX: Luxembourgers writing about violence 

“Mer leienhei an engem ganz 
ausgebrannten Duerf. Vu
jidder Haus steht nach just de Kamein an
da leit é Ko'p ro't Zillen dremt”

“We find ourselves in a completely 
burned-down village. From every 
house, only the chimneys remain, 
and there lies a heap of rubble 
scattered around”

Nicolas Pierrard 1923-1944

Letter from Nicolas Pierrard to Albert 
Pierrard, 13 August 1943 (in LU), 

WARLUX Collection, Collection Pierrard



  
Conclusion  

 

● Additional factors to consider: diverse 
backgrounds, deployment nature, and military 
unit

● Limited insights into personal participation in 
acts of violence

● Modern examples of personal accounts in social 
media, such as the Russian war in Ukraine

● Complementing official military orders and 
decrees

● Contribution to a deeper comprehension of 
violence and its societal implications

Pierre Britz (1922-1943) to Mathilde Schmit Ulflingen, 02 
May 1943 Collection Rasqui, WARLUX Digital Collection, 

University of Luxembourg
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