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INTRODUCTION 

When discussing the concept of Total War, it is 

difficult to exclude World War One (WWI) and World 

War Two (WWII) due to their global scale of 

involvement and their impact on the history of the 

world. After all, WWI gave birth to the ideas of ‘la 

guerre integrale’ in 1917 and Der Totale Krieg in 1935, 

while the larger scale of WWII is ‘often taken to 

represent total war.’1 However, does one war exemplify 

the concept of Total War more than the other? 

In this essay, the author contends that WWII 

exemplifies the concept of Total War more than WWI 

through the larger scales of military and economic 

mobilisation, as well as the deeper level and impact of 

civilian victimisation. The author presents his argument 

in three parts. First, he will discuss how the scale of 

military mobilisation and complexity of WWII was 

markedly higher than that of WWI. Second, he assesses 

the cost of war and allocation of war economy as well as 

the relationship between military actions and 

economics of the key players. Lastly, the author 

assesses the impact that each war had on the non-

combatants of the war, as part of military and political 

actions. 

DEFINITION OF TOTAL WAR 

It is necessary to define the concept of Total War 

and the characteristics that define it, so that both wars 

can be viewed with the same lens. ‘Total War’, by sheer 

definition, refers to ‘fighting without any restrictions’ 

and should not be confused with Clausewitz's concept 

of ‘Absolute War’—war that ideally should be ‘waged 

with the extreme of violence.’2 The definition of Total 

War has been debated since the concept of totality ‘is in 

the eye of the beholder.’3 However, a more nuanced 

definition proposed refers to the ‘total mobilisation of 

the military, economic and human resources of the 

state.’4 In addition, due to the involvement of civilian 

resources to support the war efforts, they also become 

legitimate targets. For the purposes of this essay, Total 

War will be characterised in the following domains, 

which will also be used for comparison between WWI 

and WWII (Unless otherwise specified, the comparisons 

will between the major powers of the wars: United 

Kingdom (UK), Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR), United States (US) , Germany, Italy, Japan): 

a. Military Scale and Complexity; 

b. Scale of Economic Impact; 

c. Extent of Civilian Victimisation. 

MILITARY SCALE AND COMPLEXITY 

Scale of Mobilisation  

This essay examines the number of nations which 

were involved in the conflicts, as well as the total 

military strength that were mobilised throughout the 

duration of each war. Both WWI and WWII involved 

nation states from all over the world and, due to the 
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involvement of major colonial powers, mobilised 

military personnel from nations beyond the main 

belligerents to conduct the fight. Table 1 lists the 

nations and number of personnel mobilised for the 

armed forces in WWI and WWII . 

Both WWI and WWII involved nation states from 

all over the world and, due to the involvement of major 

colonial powers, mobilised military personnel from 

nations beyond the main belligerents to conduct the 

fight. 

The list of participating nations, as well as their 

mobilised force sizes give rise to some insights: 

a. In general, WWII saw a significantly higher level 

of overall troop mobilisation (>50% higher) than 

WWI. In addition, we can see that some of the 

major players, such as USSR, UK, Italy, United 

States, Germany and Japan, in themselves 

mobilised more troops for WWII. 

b. WWII saw deeper involvement of forces from 

Asia, particularly Japan and China, than in WWI. 

On a related note, both conflicts also saw a 

difference in expanse of the war—while fighting 

was mostly confined to Europe in WWI, WWII saw 

action in more theatres of war across the globe, 

including the Pacific, Asia and North Africa, 

embodying the global nature of the war. 

Therefore, from a quantitative perspective, WWII 

demonstrates a significantly greater embodiment of 

Total War than WWI. 

Complexity of War 

Both WWI and WWII saw the introduction of new 

weapons technology that increased the efficiency of 

fighting and redefined warfare, which made war more 

complex. This can be seen in terms of the deaths caused 

and social or cultural impacts of proliferation during the 

conflicts. 

In an effort to break the stalemate imposed by 

trench warfare during WWI, both Allied and Central 

power forces had to develop new fighting techniques 

and weapons to give their sides the edge. This is where 

the world saw the introduction of (1) the tank, and (2) 

gas warfare.  

Tank  

The first tank offensive took place in Cambrai in 

November 1917, with 476 British tanks gaining four 

miles of ground despite over 1,000 German artillery 

guns.5 Despite providing mobility and protection to 

fighting troops and helping to break through the 

trenches, it had limited impact on the war, due to its 

Table 1: Personnel Mobilisation Figures for Selected Nations in WWI and WWII.6 



 3 

Did The Second World War, More so Than the First World War, Exemplify the Character of ‘Total War’? 

durability and speed.7 The impact of armoured warfare 

is more pronounced during WWII, with the maturation 

of armoured technology, such as through the 

employment of Panzerkeil tactics by German Panzer 

divisions. 

Gas Warfare 

Gas warfare (such as chlorine or mustard gas) was 

primarily used in the trenches. Although it is disallowed 

by the Hague Declaration, it was still used on a large-

scale during WWI, representing an acceptance of using 

unauthorised means to achieve the end state in war. 

Although it resulted in about 90,000 deaths, its effects 

remained with 1.3 million casualties.8 

Likewise, WWII saw the further development of 

weapons to improve the efficiency of the kill. It is here 

that the premise of armoured warfare was taken 

further—while WWI saw about 9,000 tanks deployed by 

both Allied and Central powers, WWII had more than 

260,000 operated by both Allied and Axis powers.9 Just 

as significantly, WWII also saw the increased use of 

aircraft for offensive purposes, such as tactical bombing 

of not just military but also civilian targets, whose 

impact will be discussed later in this essay. The direct 

result of the increased use of these new fighting 

techniques was the significant increase in military losses 

of major powers in WWII, as shown in Figure 1. 

Therefore, from an overall military perspective, 

WWII demonstrated the higher level of totality in terms 

of its sheer scale of involvement, as well as its greater 

acceptance of more complex methods of warfighting. 

SCALE OF ECONOMIC IMPACT 

Both WWI and WWII involved 

nation states from all over the 

world and, due to the involvement 

of major colonial powers, 

mobilised military personnel from 

nations beyond the main 

belligerents to conduct the fight. 

Resource Mobilisation 

 The scale of national resources that were 

mobilised to support both war efforts, including civilian 

resources, were deemed unprecedented for their times. 

Given the large scales of both wars, they needed to 

mobilise and divert national resources to sustain war 

efforts. Once again, as summarised in Figure 2, we can 

see that WWII had a greater economic impact on the 

major players with greater absolute mobilisation of 

Figure 1: Military Losses of Major Powers in WWI and WWII.10   
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economic resources. This impact is all the more felt by 

Russia (10% to 23%) and USA (10% to 34%), who saw 

increased military spending in proportion to their GDPs, 

based on the same set of data provided by Gatrell & 

Harrison.11 

Both WWI and WWII saw the 

introduction of new weapons 

technology that increased the 

efficiency of fighting and 

redefined warfare, which made 

war more complex.  

The impact of economic mobilisation is not just 

felt on the home fronts, but also in the colonies and 

associated states, who diverted their domestic 

resources to aid the major powers in their war efforts. 

For example, in WWI, India supplied food and textiles 

for Britain, while Germany took millions of tons of food 

from Russia and Romania.12 Beyond just merely 

diverting resources to the war effort, WWI also saw 

legislative actions made to officially restructure 

countries' economy in support of the war, as can be 

seen in Germany's implementation of the Hindenburg 

Programme, under which the Auxiliary Service Law of 

1916 mandated service for all able-bodied Germans, as 

well as the guaranteed allocation of skilled workers for 

war production.13 

Other than the higher level of economic 

mobilisation, what sets WWII apart from WWI in this 

aspect is the level of economic mobilisation by the 

warring nations even before the outbreak of war. This is 

particularly evident in the Axis powers Nazi Germany—

whose eight-year remilitarisation plan saw military 

spending already reaching 11% of its national income by 

1936, which overshadows the 3-4% of GDP spent by the 

major European powers in WWII. Japan's military 

spending also went beyond 20% of its GDP in 1937.14 

Military Action on Economies 

With the inclusion of civilian resources to support 

the war efforts, both wars saw the use of military assets 

to disrupt economies as legitimate targets. For example, 

both wars saw the use of naval assets to perform 

blockade missions in an attempt to starve opponents. 

WWI witnessed the use of unrestricted submarine 

warfare to sink 11.9 million tonnes of commercial 

shipping to the Allies, hampering Allied war efforts.15 

Although debatable, the German U-boat campaign also 

signalled a willingness by the Germans to target civil 

shipping as evidenced by the sinking of the Lusitania. In 

return, the Allies also instituted the blockade policy on 

Germany, which not only halved its supplies of food 

from sources of the Central Powers by the final year of 

WWI, but also impacted them after the war as well.16 

Figure 2: Comparison of Annual Average Military Outlay for Major Powers (Russia, Germany, UK and US) in 
WWI and WWII.17 
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Likewise, WWII saw blockade action by both 

Allied and Axis powers in an effort to restrict supplies to 

the other for military production and civilian 

sustenance. Across the span of WWII, both Allied and 

Axis forces lost more than 32.7 million tonnes of 

commercial shipping as well.18 

Therefore, just as in the case of military 

mobilisation, the level of quantitative economic impact 

that WWII has, significantly surpasses that of WWI. 

EXTENT OF CIVILIAN VICTIMISATION 

Civilian victimisation is defined as a military 

strategy ‘that targets or kills non-combatants 

intentionally or which fails to discriminate between 

combatants and non-combatants and thus kills large 

numbers of the latter.’19 This domain will examine the 

scale of civilian victimisation in both wars, as well as the 

acceptance of their legitimacy. 

As national economies became integrated as part 

of the nations' war efforts, along came a level of 

legitimacy for targeting non-military installations, 

particularly factories and production houses to disrupt 

war economies. While WWI saw the German bombing 

raids on London from Jun 1917, there was little 

tolerance for that action and there was a public outcry 

to this.20 This is in contrast with the public attitude in 

WWII, which saw bombing of cities not just to disrupt 

war production, but also to break civilian morale. The 

Blitz of 1940 and 1941, for example, saw the extensive 

German bombing of London to not just to damage the 

British war economy, but also to pressure Britain to 

surrender, albeit unsuccessfully. This idea of strategic 

bombing can also be further extended to the American 

deployment of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki to bring about a swift conclusion to WWII, 

resulting in 280,000 dead.21 

The victimisation of civilians also goes beyond 

direct military action, with selected ethnic groups 

targeted as part of a campaign. WWI saw the Armenian 

Genocide, during which 1.5 million Armenians were 

killed by orders of the Turkish government in 1915 in an 

effort to prevent them from supporting the war effort 

against Turkey.22 

WWII also saw mass persecution—one cannot 

discuss WWII without discussing the Holocaust, the 

systematic and state-sponsored persecution of Jews in 

Nazi Germany. All in all, six million Jews were estimated 

to have been killed.23 However, the author contends 

that this differs from the Armenian Genocide in that the 

hatred of Jews was used to drum up support for war, 

with Hitler leveraging on the irrational fear of his 

people, using it to drive the Nazi ideology raising it from 

‘his personal antipathy to an affair of state.’24 

On a similar note, WWII also saw the Japanese 

internment in US, whereby Japanese Americans were 

sent to detention camps due to the genuine American 

fear of the Japanese being spies and saboteurs 

supporting the Japanese war effort. While it did not 

directly result in the deaths of the American-Japanese 

population, it represented a governmental effort driven 

by an irrational fear in support of military actions.  

The victimisation of civilians also 

goes beyond direct military action, 

with selected ethnic groups 

targeted as part of a campaign.  

Thus, it can be argued that WWII embodies the 

concept of Total War to a greater extent through the 

planned victimisation of civilians not just during the war, 

but also in the lead-up to the conflict. 

CONCLUSION 
Looking in totality, it is evident that WWII eclipses 

WWI in terms of the sheer scale of impact on the 

military, economic and civilian fronts. While this may 

seem like a straightforward conclusion, a counter-

Japanese Americans in front of posters with internment 
orders. 
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argument is that Total War is not just a measurement of 

numbers. Some authors argue that Total War ‘is not 

absolute, but relative to its time’, and is characterised 

by cultural or social change as well.25 From this 

perspective. it can then be argued that WWI created a 

global change in the view of war, given its moniker as 

the ‘war to end all wars’, as well as some of the cultural 

influence in the memory of war. For example, the 

famous poem by Wilfred Owen, ‘Dulce et Decorum est’, 

in which he describes the horrors of a gas attack in the 

trenches. However, one can contend that this argument 

can be applied to WWII as well, with the social changes 

that it instituted—the greater acceptance of civilian 

target as part of the military action, and the targeting of 

ethnic groups to drive the support for war. 

In conclusion, beyond the larger scale of military 

and economic mobilisation, what sets WWII apart from 

WWI as the greater exemplification of Total War is its 

deeper premise of civilian victimisation. Unlike in WWI, 

where the Armenian genocide merely took place as part 

of the war, the reasons for the Holocaust i.e., the 

slaughter of the Jewish people, can be argued to be 

exploited as part of the narrative by Nazi Germany to 

incite war itself. This point of view is supported by other 

academics, who opine that the Holocaust represented 

the ‘culmination of a totalising ideological militarism.’26 

Therefore, from both a quantitative and qualitative, it 

can be seen that WWII does indeed exemplify the 

character of ‘Total War’ more than WWI. 



 7 

Did The Second World War, More so Than the First World War, Exemplify the Character of ‘Total War’? 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Astourian, S. (February, 1990). The Armenian genocide: An interpretation. The History Teacher, 23(2), 111-160. 

Baylis, J., Wirtz, J. J., & Gray, C. S. (2016). Strategy in the contemporary world. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Black, J. (2006). The age of total war, 1860-1945. Westport, CT: Praeger Security International. 

Black, J. (2013). Introduction to global military history: 1775 to the present day (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Chickering, R., & Förster, S. (2003). The shadows of total war: Europe, East Asia, and the United States, 1919-1939. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Downes, A. B. (2008). Targeting civilians in war. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Ellis, J. (1993). World War II - A statistical survey. New York, NY: Facts on File. 

Fitzgerald, G. J. (April, 2008). Chemical warfare and medical response during World War I. American Journal of 
Public Health, 98(4), 611-625. 

Gatrell, P., & Harrison, M. (August, 1993). The Russian and Soviet economies in two world wars: A comparative 
view. The Economic History Review, 46(3), 425-452. 

Harrison, M. (1988). Resource mobilization for World War II: the USA, UK, USSR, and Germany, 1938-1945. 
Economic History Review, 41(2), 171-192. 

Harrison, M. (2004). Why the rich won: Economic mobilization and economic development in two world wars. La 
mobilisation de la Nation à l’ère de la guerre totale, 1914-1945: Armer produire. innover, gérer (p. 28). Paris, 
France: Département d’Histoire de l’Armement, French Ministry of Defence. 

Howard. N. (April, 1993). The social and political consequences of the Allied food blockade of Germany, 1918-1919. 
German History, 11(2), 161-188. 

Marris, M. R. (1989). The Holocaust in history. New York, NY: First Meridian Printing. 

Royde-Smith, J. G., & Showalter, D. E. (9 January, 2019). Encyclopedia Britannica. Retrieved 10 April, 2019, from 
Encyclopedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-woundcd-and-missing  

Tooze, A., & Martin, J. (2015). The economics of the war with Nazi Germany. In M. Geyer, & A. Tooze (Eds.), The 
Cambridge History of the Second World War. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. (4 February, 2019). Documenting numbers of victims of the Holocaust 
and Nazi persecution. Retrieved 12 April, 2019, from Holocaust Encyclopedia: https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/
content/en/article/documenting-numbers-of-victims-of-the-holocaust-and-nazi-persecution  

Verhey, J., & Chickering, R. (n.d.). Auxiliary service law (December 1916). Retrieved 13 April, 2019, from German 
History in Documents and Images: http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=953  

von Clausewitz, C. (1989). On war. (M. Howard, & P. Paret, Eds.) Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Yap, K. C. (2012). The impact of armor on the design, utilization and survivability of ground vehicles: the history of 
armor development and use. Monterey, CA: Naval Postgraduate School 

ENDNOTES 

1. Black, J., Introduction to global military history: 1775 to the present day (2nd ed.). (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2013). 

2. Baylis, J., Wirtz, J. J., & Gray, C. S., Strategy in the contemporary world. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2016). 

 Carl von Clausewitz, C., On war., M. Howard, & P. Paret, Eds. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
 1989). 

3. Black, J., The age of total war, 1860-1945. (Westport, CT: Praeger Security International, 2006). 

4. Baylis, J., Wirtz, J. J., & Gray, C. S., Strategy in the contemporary world. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2016). 



 8 

Did The Second World War, More so Than the First World War, Exemplify the Character of ‘Total War’? 

5. Yap, K. C., The impact of armor on the design, utilization and survivability of ground vehicles: the history of 
armor development and use. (Monterey, CA: Naval Postgraduate School, 2012). 

6. Royde-Smith, J. G., & Showalter, D. E., Encyclopedia Britannica. Retrieved on 10 April, 2019, from 
Encyclopedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-woundcd-and-missing  

 Ellis, J., World War II - A statistical survey. (New York, NY: Facts on File, 1993). 

7. Black, J., The age of total war, 1860-1945. (Westport, CT: Praeger Security International, 2006). 

8. Fitzgerald, G. J., Chemical warfare and medical response during World War I. (American Journal of Public 
Health, 98(4), April 2008), 611-625. 

9. Harrison, M., Why the rich won: Economic mobilization and economic development in two world wars. La 
mobilisation de la Nation à l’ère de la guerre totale, 1914-1945: Armer produire. innover, gérer (p. 28). 
(Paris, France: Département d’Histoire de l’Armement, French Ministry of Defence, 2004). 

10. Ellis, J., World War II - A statistical survey. (New York, NY: Facts on File, 1993). 

 Gatrell, P., & Harrison, M., The Russian and Soviet economies in two world wars: A comparative view. (The 
 Economic History Review, 46(3), August 1993), 425-452. 

11. Ibid. 

12. Black, J., The age of total war, 1860-1945. (Westport, CT: Praeger Security International, 2006). 

13. Verhey, J., & Chickering, R. (n.d.). Auxiliary service law (December 1916). Retrieved on 13 April, 2019, from 
German History in Documents and Images: http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=953  

14. Tooze, A., & Martin, J., The economics of the war with Nazi Germany. In M. Geyer, & A. Tooze (Eds.), The 
Cambridge History of the Second World War. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 

15. Black, J., The age of total war, 1860-1945. (Westport, CT: Praeger Security International, 2006). 

16. Howard. N., The social and political consequences of the Allied food blockade of Germany, 1918-1919. 
(German History, 11(2), April 1993), 161-188. 

17. Ellis, J., World War II - A statistical survey. (New York, NY: Facts on File, 1993). 

 Gatrell, P., & Harrison, M., The Russian and Soviet economies in two world wars: A comparative view. (The 
 Economic History Review, 46(3), August 1993), 425-452 

18. Ellis, J., World War II - A statistical survey. (New York, NY: Facts on File, 1993). 

19. Downes, A. B., Targeting civilians in war. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008). 

20. Black, J., The age of total war, 1860-1945. (Westport, CT: Praeger Security International, 2006). 

21. Black, J., Introduction to global military history: 1775 to the present day (2nd ed.). (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2013). 

22. Astourian, S., The Armenian genocide: An interpretation. (The History Teacher, 23(2), February 1990) 111-
160. 

23. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. (4 February, 2019). Documenting numbers of victims of the 
Holocaust and Nazi persecution. Retrieved on 12 April, 2019, from Holocaust Encyclopedia: https://
encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/documenting-numbers-of-victims-of-the-holocaust-and-nazi-
persecution  

24. Marris, M. R., The Holocaust in history. (New York, NY: First Meridian Printing, 1989). 

25. Chickering, R., & Förster, S., The shadows of total war: Europe, East Asia, and the United States, 1919-1939. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 

26. Black, J., Introduction to global military history: 1775 to the present day (2nd ed.). (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2013). 



 9 

Did The Second World War, More so Than the First World War, Exemplify the Character of ‘Total War’? 

 

ME6 Kelvin Yap Chun Hong is currently on secondment to the Public Sector 
Science & Technology Policy & Plans Office (S&TPPO), Prime Minister’s Office.  He 
graduated from Cornell University with a Bachelor of Science in Mechanical 
Engineering. He is also a SAF Postgraduate Award recipient and graduated from 
the United States Naval Postgraduate School with a Master of Science in 
Mechanical Engineering.  

ME6 Yap is an Army Engineer by vocation and was previously the Commanding 
Officer of 6th Army Maintenance Base and 68th Combat Service Support Battalion. 


	January Cover Page
	January 2023 250123

