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Abstract
This special issue deals with the phenomenon of the emergence of radical violence in what might
be called ‘shatter zones’ of empires after the end of the First World War. It argues that the
emergence of violence was due to the absence of functioning state control and facilitated by the
effects of experiencing mass violence during the First World War. In the multi-ethnic regions of
the former empires, the rising wave of nationalism directed this violent potential against ethnic
and religious minorities.
The collapse of multi-ethnic empires towards the end of the First World War ushered
in a new wave of conflicts. During the period 1917–23, the dissolution of the
Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman and Russian empires was often accompanied by violent
attempts to forge new nation-states or to consolidate revolutionary gains through
force. Hundreds of thousands of people, mostly civilians, were caught up in this wave
of violence. Typically, the violence was concentrated in ethnically or religiously
diverse regions or areas, mostly former imperial borderlands, as these culturally
heterogeneous ‘shatter zones’ of multi-ethnic empires often posed a threat, either real
or perceived, to the project of realigning territories as parts of an integral nation-state.1
This special issue will analyse this wave of violence in its broader European context.
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We consider transnational patterns of violence and similarities or dissimilarities with
respect to victims and perpetrators, as well as the intensity and manifestations of
violence.
Along with this comparative approach, the issue explores this history
diachronically, by suggesting that 1918 did not mark the cessation of violence in
the areas under examination, but rather assigned a new phase of an ongoing conflict.
Frequently, these post-war clashes drew on men, experience and weaponry of the
First World War. Many combatants who engaged in these conflicts perceived their
struggle as a continuation of the war or of the issues that it had raised but not settled.
In order to locate the causes and the nature of this transformation (or continuity)
from wartime to post-war violence, the articles contained in this issue discuss the
role of veterans of the First World War in ethnically or culturally motivated violence
in the period 1917–23. By concentrating on men who had been involved both in
officially sanctioned ‘legitimate’ combat during the war and in violence which could
be described as paramilitary or ‘parastatal’ thereafter, the articles contribute to our
understanding of the differences and similarities between the two. Because of the
imperial history of the men and the areas in question, ‘para-state’ is suggested here
as a useful definition of extra-military forces which considered themselves to be
‘proto-national’ armies fighting to establish their own nation-state.2
The special issue focuses on violence exercised by unofficial or quasi-official
formations that utilised military force usually monopolised by the state. The power
vacuum left by the demise of multinational empires acted as a catalyst for violence.
This dissolution both encouraged its emergence and allowed it to assume a new
tenor. It encouraged violence because it motivated paramilitary and para-state groups
to enforce a new order to replace the old, and also because the lack of imperial
monopoly enabled new and less restrained forms of violence. Typically, this violence
was ethnically motivated, as different ethnic or religious groups who had previously
lived together would turn on each other in a struggle to create an integral and
homogeneous nation-state.
Having established this distinction, the editors propose that while ‘legitimate’
warfare was in some ways more efficient and on a larger scale, paramilitary and parastate violence was more intense, characterised by a blurring of distinctions between
‘legitimate’ and ‘non-legitimate’ targets, and carried out by men who were typically
more ideologically motivated than soldiers of a regular army. This violence was
eventually and in most cases reined in by regular military or state authorities, but it is
a subsequent hypothesis of the editors that in this process of ‘taming’ irregular soldiers,
post-imperial nation-states also internalised their violent or extreme ideology, and that
this ideology was frequently manifested in native fascist or radical right movements
in the inter-war period.
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The end of empires

The four contributions to this special edition are each concerned with the waves of
violence that followed the demise of the Romanov, Habsburg, Ottoman and German
empires over the period 1917–23.3 While not exactly a domino effect, the successive
falls of these empires and their eventual replacement by modern nation-states – or
in the case of the Soviet Union, a modern ‘ethno-federalist’ state4 – are part of
the same historical process, a process related to the ultimately overwhelming strains
of waging total war. However, a clear line of demarcation exists between wartime
violence conducted by centralised imperial authorities and the paramilitary and parastate violence of 1917–23. The articles that follow show both that the breakdown of
imperial and state authority created a power vacuum which came to be contested by
violent actors and groups and that the absence of state control of military and political
power freed those actors from pre-war and wartime restraints and controls. The result
was the creation of a violent milieu of imperial ‘shatter zones’, which transcended
pre-existing state and political borders and in which a number of paramilitary and
para-state actors with a variety of conflicting ideological visions and programmes
fought for control.
Nevertheless, in the context of shatter zones of empire, there is a distinction
between the German and British empires, on the one hand, and the Romanov,
Habsburg and Ottoman empires, on the other. In the three last examples, ethnic
conflict arises in large part due to the dissolution of the imperial polity as
such. In the Romanov, Habsburg and Ottoman empires authority rested on a
supranational dynastic principle, and in these cases the violence of 1917–23 was
sufficient to undermine this authority. The aftershocks, therefore, were experienced
apocalyptically. On the other hand, such a supranational dynastic authority had never
been the goal or self-justification of the British and German empires in Catholic
Ireland or in Poland in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In these regions,
violence was related not to the dissolution of imperial authority, but rather to a
reconfiguration and an accommodation of territorial losses and resistance of ethnic
minorities. The eruptions of violence caused by the disappearance, shifts or retractions
of imperial authority, which are linked to, but are separate from, the experience of
waging total war, are what we term ‘aftershocks’.
Since these articles are concerned with the end of conventional, regular warfare
and the subsequent emergence of paramilitary violence, the period under study
3
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begins not with the fall of the Russian Romanov dynasty in March (February, OS)
1917, but with the Bolshevik seizure of power in November (October, OS) that year.
This is the point at which a monopoly on the political and military control of the
territory of the former Russian empire ceased to exist, not to be restored until some
time after the Bolshevik victory in the civil war.5
In terms of the subsequent collapse of European empires, the significance of this
revolution extends beyond the territories of the former Tsarist regime and informs
much of the argument and analysis of the contributions to this issue. The immediate
withdrawal of the Russian army from the war dramatically changed the face of the
Eastern Front,6 creating a chaotic scramble for control in these regions, which would
become a crucial theatre in the subsequent civil war. In addition to this, the apparent
success of the Russian workers’ and peasants’ revolution provided both something to
work towards and something to work against for numerous paramilitary groups during
1917–23.7 The possibility of a transnational Leninist revolution created a violent
dynamic of revolution and counter-revolution in Europe, a dynamic which resulted in
Red and White waves of terror in places such as Bavaria, Berlin, Austria and Hungary.8
The Bolshevik revolution also set in motion a chain reaction which hastened the end
of the war and contributed to the demise of the Habsburg and Hohenzollern empires.
The release from Russian captivity of hundreds of thousands of Austro-Hungarian and
German prisoners of war at the end of 1917 as part of the Bolshevik withdrawal from
the war, destabilised both the Hohenzollern and Habsburg empires. Over the course
of 1918, these ‘returnees’ arrived back home, many refusing to re-enlist in the army,
and some even joining armed bands in rural areas of central Europe.9 Austria-Hungary
became caught between the exhaustion of its subjects, their unwillingness to continue
fighting the war and the increasingly mettlesome nationalities problem, eventually
succumbing in October 1918 and disintegrating into what would eventually become
the ‘successor states’: Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Poland and (an
enlarged) Romania.10 The Hohenzollern dynasty fell at the same time, the failure of
5
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the spring offensives in 1918 being a decisive turning point, as was the failed levée
en masse later that year.11 As Richard Bessel notes, ‘the war had bankrupted the old
regime in every sense: militarily, politically, financially, and morally’.12
Slightly adrift from these events in Europe, the Ottoman Empire, unlike the
Hohenzollern, survived the initial shock of its defeat and occupation in 1918.
Nevertheless, ideological currents which were transforming the political landscape of
Europe also impacted on this state. For example, the rising tide of nationalism in the
empire’s Balkan possessions, itself an important trigger of the war, had culminated in
the first Balkan war of 1912, an event which had, according to Aviel Roshwald, served
as an ‘object lesson in the power of nationalism’,13 a lesson which was taken to heart
by the Committee of Progress and Unity (the ‘Young Turks’), in power in Istanbul
from 1908 onwards. Unlike other nationalist movements during the war, however,
the Young Turk government had been unable to resolve the tension between a ‘PanTurkist’ (that is to say, Turkish ethnic nationalist) reorganization of the empire and
the need to hold together the empire’s various ethnicities in order to continue the
war effort.14 The defeat of 1918 resolved this tension, creating the conditions for the
nationalist revolution from 1919 to 1923, based on the military successes of Mustafa
Kemal. Those successes enabled the new Turkish state to renegotiate, in 1923 (with
the Treaty of Lausanne), the humiliating terms of the Treaty of Sevres, imposed on
the Ottoman rump state in 1920.15
A history of violence

The historiographical discussion of violence has revived over the last decade. A
majority of the discussion ostensibly dealing with violence actually discusses social
developments and changes linked to violence, and the acts of violence themselves
are often under-explored. Sociologists rather than historians reintroduced into the
academic discussion the topic of violence as an important issue.
Moreover, and significantly, state violence is undisputedly the centre of attention
of historic research. Explaining the occurrence of mass violence in the twentieth
century has raised a discussion that centres on the question of modernisation and
evolving societies. Some argue that mankind evolves and becomes less violent by
modernisation, leaning on the thoughts of Norbert Elias on civilisation.16 History
in this sense would be seen as a continuous process of suppressing the human drive
for violence. However, many take the history of the twentieth century as the best
proof of the fact that violence does not decline with modernity. On the contrary, and
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especially with reference to the key subjects of historical research of mass violence –
Stalinism and the Holocaust – many believe that violence in fact has increased in
modernity. Reasons for this might be manifold. Zygmunt Bauman argues that the
roots of modern violence lie in the fact that modern man is no longer subject to
divine rules. The ‘modern gardener state’ introduced by Bauman as an analytical
category contained, he claims, the destructive potential of modernity.17 However,
while there are grounds for this explanation when applying it to the Holocaust, not
all national case studies might be explained this way. Some of the worst excesses of
violence in the twentieth century, as Jörg Baberowski has pointed out, took place far
from regions of urban settlement. In these cases it is not the modern gardener state
but in fact exactly its absence that facilitates the emergence of brute force, which
allows ‘scrupulous perpetrators to realise their destructive and belligerent fantasies’.18
It is these cases of violence in the absence of state control that the present issue
wants to address. While the topic has raised lively discussion in political science,19 it
is still quite a recent subject of history.20 In order to discuss violence it is important to
recollect the very basics: violence is a very precise physical experience, during which
physical and/or psychological pain is inflicted by human beings on their fellow men.
Michael Geyer has drawn attention to the fact that violence involves the physical
acts of (threatening) harm as well as the emotions that are aroused by the act or by
its threat. People are ‘initiated into violence: they hear of it, think of it, before they
encounter it’.21 This is especially true for violence in the period after the First World
War. Violence had been introduced into the lives of individuals, both victims and
perpetrators of the emerging para-state violence, over the course of the previous years
as an impending threat and as a physical reality, but also through myths of heroism.
These first encounters deeply influence the emergence of para-state violence after
the First World War. In this regard, the authors engage with reflections on the theory
of ‘brutalisation’ (George Mosse) of societies after 1918. The case studies presented
in the following articles stress the impact of the First World War experience and the
continuities represented especially in the form of ex-servicemen becoming involved
in para-state violence, but they also argue against stretching this argument too far.
The war changed the perceptions of violence not only among the former combatants
but also in entire societies, thereby raising potential for violence especially among
a younger generation that never experienced the violence of the World War, only
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its myths. While myth-making and narration often helps to overcome effects of
violence,22 in this case it also facilitated its continuation.
Nationalism and ethnicity

In the ethnically mixed border regions of former empires this violence, encouraged
by a rising radical nationalism, specifically turned against ethnic and religious
minorities. The following articles are therefore concerned with questions of ethnic
violence, defined as an action aimed at physically harming people chosen according
to an ‘ethno-rational friend–enemy scheme’,23 in a political context of national
independence movements.
The link between nationalism and the promotion of national homogeneity and
the rise of ethnic violence is a crucial question for the period. The authors engage
with such questions as how far the violence committed after the First World War
was ethnically or politically motivated and how far political modernisation, as has
been claimed, is indeed a precondition for this kind of violence.24 All case studies
feature ethnic-national patterns of inclusion and exclusion, prominent specifically in
border regions, which appear less as zones of mixed population than as regions of
exclusion and distinction.25 The following case studies also help to prove the point
that major changes in the political and economic organisation of a society lead to
changes regarding the forms of violence.26
Closely related to the demise of empires and paramilitary and para-state violence
during 1917–23 is the increasingly influential role played by nationalists and by
nationalism as a political force in our area of study. Nationalism here is taken to
mean a political programme whose goal is the formation of a nation-state as the
alpha and omega of territorial sovereignty and political legitimacy.27 It is clear that,
with the significant exception of Russia, nationalist forces were in the ascendancy
in the ‘post-imperial’ period and that, by 1923, nationalist programmes had been
successfully consolidated throughout east–central Europe (by the formation of the
successor states to Austria-Hungary) and in the former Ottoman Empire (by the
Kemalist republic).28
Much of the violence studied in these contributions arises from this process of
consolidating national revolutions in formerly imperial lands. This is because, as
22
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Rogers Brubaker has noted in relation to the Balkan region from 1875 to 1924,
the period in which we are interested was part of the ‘high noon of mass ethnic
nationalism, undertaken by states bent on shaping their territory in accordance with
maximalist – and often fantastically exaggerated – claims of ethnic demography and
committed to molding their heterogeneous populations into relatively homogeneous
national wholes’.29 Key here is the conflation between ‘ethnic’ and ‘civic’ notions
of nationality. While the latter notion is based on an inclusionary, voluntarist
understanding of the individual’s relationship with the state, based on political and
legal rights and obligations, the former is defined through an exclusionary notion
of kinship in which members are bound through cultural factors such as language,
religion, common descent and so on.30 State-building during 1917–23 – the goal
of many paramilitary and para-state groups – was usually based on this exclusionary,
ethnic concept of nationality, identifying non-members as potential or actual enemies.
In this way, paramilitary and para-state groups saw the removal or destruction of other
ethnic groups as a necessary stage in forging a national revolution. This frequently
violent process is now referred to as ‘ethnic cleansing’, a term first used during the
Serbian–Croatian war of 1991–5, and meaning the ‘rendering of an area ethnically
homogeneous by using force or intimidation to remove from a given area persons
from another ethnic or religious group’.31
This ethnic dimension of violence during 1917–23 is essential for explaining the
behaviour and motivations of paramilitary and para-state groups in the region. It is
also entangled with the violent dynamic of revolution and counter-revolution and
the political dimensions of violence during the period. In many cases paramilitary
groups blurred distinctions between the politics and ethnicity of their targets, for
example associating Jews with the ‘red menace’ of Bolshevism.32
Legitimacy
Terror is . . . the form of government that comes into being when violence, having destroyed all
power, . . . remains in control.33
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All our case studies share the assumption that violence emerges in regions beyond
or otherwise without state control or an effective state monopoly of power at the
edges of the former ancien régime empires. The question of emerging violence is
therefore linked to the question of legitimacy. Violence is by definition a structurally
illegitimate form of power, ‘based on nothing but its sheer facticity’. The dissolution
of all restraints and norms is such an expression of the lack of legitimacy. In rare cases,
however, it may become legitimate, if the violence is popularly accepted as a political
means.34 The articles discuss how far a climate of collective fear, instability and loss of
orientation creates a psychological disposition that leads to excessive violence. They
also address the extent to which the abolition of state control dissolves any restraints
towards employing violence.35 In the middle of a dissolution of the integrity of social
bodies, and faced with the total insecurity that this break-up produces, ‘the threat
of death (executed with spectacular cruelty when it occurs) is the main bond that
holds societies together’.36 This special issue therefore aims to make a contribution
understanding the ‘complex interplay of long-term conditions, short-term triggers,
and cultural collective mentalities in the origins of excessive violence’ that Jaeger
describes as one of the ‘biggest challenges of historical research’.37
Finally, Michael Geyer gets to the heart of this issue’s interest when he points out
that
The question is not or no longer who is right (and hence uses force) and who is wrong (and hence
uses violence). Rather, it is the more fundamental question that defines sovereignty: who has the
right over life and death and who does not. If the contentions of the past concerned issues of
legality (who is right and who is wrong), the new concern is over legitimacy (who has rights and
who has none).38

This is particularly true in the shatter zones under discussion here. The disappearance
of imperial authority also meant the disappearance of pre-existing forms of legality.
The struggles over the newly emerging national states rephrased questions of
legitimacy in a violent way. Paramilitaries, warlords and criminal gangs were among
those who were now in a position to decide ‘who has rights and who has none’,
often to the disadvantage of ethnic minorities.
Summaries

As the following articles show, these common characteristics of violence emerging
in shatter zones of empires may take different forms: violence in the face of a lack
of state control may arise in form of organised criminality and banditry; para-state
control may be established by warlords or by paramilitary forces.
34
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Joshua Sanborn shows how the collapse of the tsarist regime in Russia and the
subsequent Eurasian civil war created the conditions which allowed the rise of violent
paramilitary entrepreneurs, practitioners of violence (most often veterans of the Great
War) who were also experienced in organizing, coercing and controlling civilian
populations. The unrestrained nature of the violence carried out by these paramilitary
actors was also closely connected with the breakdown of political authority and
(especially) military discipline towards the end of 1917. The author eschews an
interpretation of this violence that emphasises the political struggle between the
Bolsheviks and their enemies. Instead, he considers ‘warlordism’ as a phenomenon
that can be explained in the broader context of state collapse in the period after the
Bolshevik revolution. Just as the October Revolution triggered the civil war and the
rise of such warlords, the Bolshevik consolidation of power and reconstruction of
the state and army from 1923 ultimately restored order and ended the rule of the
warlords. The rise and fall of these paramilitary actors was, in the final analysis, due
to the absence and restoration of state control. Sanborn also discusses the impact
of the war experience on the forms of violence committed, the most significant
example being the controlling and shaping of the civilian population. Disputing the
all-too-easy dualism of ‘White’ and ‘Red’ terror, his article portrays the complexity
of violence in revolutionary Russia.
Julia Eichenberg’s contribution shows how, as with warlords in the Russian civil
war, the absence of a centralised state authority with a monopoly on violence allowed
new, less inhibited paramilitary groups to operate in parts of Ireland and Poland.
While the nature of the former British and German empires differed, the struggle
for independence in Ireland and Poland showed many similarities. Comparing the
Irish and Polish cases, the author discusses the question of ‘shatter zones’ as applicable
to these very different regions on the edge of Europe. The author discusses social,
political and religious motives both for mobilisation in paramilitary formations and
in their choice of targets. Her article concentrates on excesses against civilians rather
than combat situations. It sheds light both on the perpetrators and their heritage of
war experience, and on the victims and the change in acts of violence. Eichenberg
argues that certain forms of the violence committed had a symbolic meaning and
served as a message, further alienating the different ethnic and religious communities.
Finally, the comparison serves to raise questions about the obvious differences in the
excesses in Poland and Ireland, namely in terms of the scale of excesses and victims
and in the question of antisemitism that is central to the Polish case.
In his study of the ethnic Laz minority in Istanbul and the role played
by the criminal underworld in the transition of the former Ottoman empire
into the modern Turkish national state, Ryan Gingeras shows how a sometimes
fraught accommodation existed between crime kingpins and nationalist forces. This
accommodation was based on the relative ability of each group to wield violence and
the desirability of working together to achieve their respective goals. The seeds
of this alliance were planted by the Young Turk government and strengthened
during the First World War, as Laz kingpins consolidated their control over various
suburbs of greater Istanbul. However, Gingeras’s contribution also demonstrates that

Introduction

193

the long-term effects and significance of this alliance between criminal gangs and
Turkish nationalists long outlasted the post-war, post-imperial period, as prominent
individuals and groups in the Istanbul underworld continued to wield influence and
authority long after the cessation of violence. Gingeras shows how the ‘aftershocks’
period in Anatolia, while an important historical turning point, needs to be related
to the larger context of what the author terms ‘the Young Turk period’ in Anatolian
history, which spanned the first half of the twentieth century. His article also calls for
a more global perspective in the study of gangs and paramilitary groups and their role
in the formation of modern states. While the authority of Ibraham’s clan and Ikhsan
Sekban, two of Gingeras’s examples, was ultimately subordinate to the authority of
the nationalists, it is clear that the phenomenon of paramilitary violence in modern
state formation across the globe is a topic that requires further research.
Finally, John Paul Newman’s contribution looks at the various responses from
Habsburg South Slavs, especially Croats, to the demise of Austria-Hungary in 1918
and the establishment of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes soon after,
and the way in which former Habsburg subjects made the transition from empire
to (Yugoslav) nation-state. Newman’s analysis focuses on the peasant unrest in the
Croatian countryside during autumn 1918 (briefly rekindled in 1920, and put down
on both occasions by the Serbian army) and the role played by a small number
of radical ‘Bolshevised’ ex-soldiers returning from Russia in fomenting socialist
revolution, as well as that of ex-Habsburg officers of Croatian descent in trying
to roll back the Serb-dominated Yugoslav state and gain national autonomy for
Croatia. The article shows that while national affiliation was important to Habsburg
South Slavs at the end of the First World War, institutional affiliations must also
be taken under consideration. Newman’s contribution also shows that although the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes was not the site of such violent revolution
and counter-revolution as elsewhere in central Europe, there nevertheless existed
radical paramilitary groups whose goals can only be understood in the context of
paramilitary and para-state violence elsewhere in the region.
Conclusion

By the end of our period the reconstruction of centralised state power throughout
east–central Europe and within the Soviet Union and the Turkish republic had,
to a greater or lesser extent, taken place. Because of this, paramilitary and para-state
violence of the kind considered by our contributors had either subsided or completely
disappeared. Nevertheless, it is clear that the period 1917–23 should not be placed in
parenthesis, nor should it be seen as merely a violent intermission following war and
the collapse of state authority. The contributions to this special issue also show the
way in which the violence of this period defined the structure of the new, post-1918
states and their relation to minorities and their neighbours. It is also clear that the
violence of this period was often inscribed in the states which emerged from the ashes
of the great empires. At one level, this was true in so far as paramilitary and para-state
personnel active in this period were absorbed into regular military formations and
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even politics after 1923. In other cases, structural relations between violent non-state
actors and the state itself were never entirely separated following the alliances forged
during 1917–23. In yet other cases, non-state groups opposed to the inter-war status
quo possessed an important prehistory which dated back to the violent conditions
at the end of the war and the ideological aspirations of their members during this
period.
A direct comparison of the four case studies that follow stresses the analytical value
of the ‘shatter zones’ of empires as regions specifically prone to a sudden rise of
violence. While the development of nationalism and the question of minorities vary,
all the case studies feature typical characteristics of ‘aftershock’ violence emerging
in shatter zones: (i) the collapse of the imperial state created a power vacuum as
the traditional authorities were unseated or overthrown, were liable to the process of
unseating or a coup, or were for different reasons no longer capable of exercising their
power; (ii) the collapse of the imperial state and the subsequent power vacuum led
to the dissolution of the state security apparatus and to the loss of a state monopoly
of violence; (iii) this dual vacuum of state power and of state control of violence
facilitates the emergence of structures and groups that usurp the control of both
power and violence; (iv) these formations pursue their own interests, frequently
employing brute force and violence, while often considering themselves as a parastate or even pre-state (preceding the new political and social order) force; (v) as
shatter zones of empires characteristically feature an ethnically and religiously mixed
population, the spiral of violence ignited by these forces usually takes the form of
purges; and (vi) the violence can usually only be stopped by the establishment of a
new state monopoly of the use of force and violence.

