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On Paula's small South Sea island there are 

no prisons and no army, no parties and no 

property. She looks at what we take for 

granted with the astonished eyes of a child.  
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"With her wrap-around dress on which exotic 

birds screamed in bright colours, her face 

that seemed to be carved like out of ebony, 

her thick black hair, in which the sunlight 

sparkled, and her supple feet whose smooth-

ness formed a striking contrast to the 

cracked asphalt, Paula looked so alien to me 

that I stared at her as if she were a halluci -

nation."  

 

from: How I got to know Paula (Conversa-

tions with Paula, Introduction) 

  

https://literaturplanetonline.com/2021/03/10/wie-ich-paula-kennengelernt-habe-how-i-got-to-know-paula/
https://literaturplanetonline.com/2016/02/28/neuerscheinung-gespraeche-mit-paula/
https://literaturplanetonline.com/2016/02/28/neuerscheinung-gespraeche-mit-paula/
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Paula's South Sea Song Language 
 

When Paula speaks, it always sounds to me 

as if an exotic bird is singing. Or rather, it 

sounds like I imagine an exotic bird singing. 

After all, I only know exotic birds from the 

zoo. Whether they sing in their natural envi-

ronment in the same way as behind bars, I 

do not know. 

My impression that Paula speaks in a singing 

voice is probably due to the fact that there 

are a lot of vowels in her language. When 

she speaks in our language, she stretches 

the vowels longer than necessary, as if she 

wanted to delay the hard landing on the 
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consonants. The latter, in turn, she pro-

nounces softer than would be correct and 

intersperses a few additional vowels to sof-

ten their harshness. This gives Paula's way of 

speaking something very melodic, and her 

words still seem friendly even when she is 

on a confrontational course with her inter-

locutor. 

Thus, listening to Paula is like experiencing 

the gentle warmth of a South Sea song. 
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War Crimes and the Crime of War 
 

Only once did Paula's words sound as harsh 

to me as they were meant to be. That was 

when, at breakfast with her, I read a report 

in the newspaper about a war criminal – I 

don't remember which one. "What a mon-

ster!" I cursed, disgusted by the man's de-

scribed misdeeds. "I really hope he will be 

held accountable for his war crimes!" 

I still recall Paula's raised eyebrows, this ex-

pressive statement of disapproval that so 

often foreshadows her tempests of ques-

tions. "War crimes?" she echoed. "What a 

strange word! War itself is the crime, after 

all. To speak of 'war crimes' is like speaking 

of the 'raping rapist' instead simply of the 

rapist." 

Sighing, I explained to her: "War crimes are 

acts of war that are not necessary to achieve 

the actual war aims and are characterised by 

disproportionate cruelty. This refers in par-

ticular to crimes against the civilian popula-
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tion, but also, for example, mistreatment of 

prisoners of war or attacks on refugees." 

"And apart from this it's not a crime in war if 

I kill my fellow human beings?" Paula asked 

indignantly. "Do people become pawns on a 

chessboard just because they wear a uni-

form? Do you lose your human rights when 

you put on a soldier's coat?" 

Paula's impetuous, for her quite untypical 

way of speaking irritated me. Nevertheless, I 

didn't let her criticism upset me. I knew her 

penchant for exaggerating and thus dis-

torting things. "The normal acts of war are 

also subject to a number of rules," I pointed 

out. "For example, the use of certain types 

of weapons is considered a war crime. Bio-

logical and chemical weapons, cluster 

bombs and landmines are nowadays ..." 

Paula looked at me reluctantly, almost with 

disgust. "If the murder is only carried out 

neatly enough, it is justified by the noble 

aims," she interrupted me. "Is that what you 

want to say?" 
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Now I, too, was beginning to get a little up-

set – mainly because Paula's accusatory 

tone, which I was simply not used to from 

her, worried me. 

"But you can't talk about 'murder' here!" I 

objected. "Nobody starts a war just like that. 

It is always the last option in politics, a 

means to be used when all diplomatic at-

tempts have failed. And then it is always 

about serving one's country, about putting 

one's own life in the service of something 

higher and, if necessary, sacrificing it for 

that. You can't call someone who takes on 

such a burden a 'murderer'!" 

But Paula continued taking me under fire 

with her words: "And what about those your 

hero kills in his attempt to serve the coun-

try? Will they not see a murderer in him ei-

ther?" 

"War is not a ring-around-the-rosy," I replied 

impassively. "If our soldiers are attacked, 

they should be allowed to defend them-

selves, I suppose!" 
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Military Service and Serving the War 
 

Paula frowned. It was clear that she did not 

agree at all with my argumentation. "By the 

way, what actually happens to those who 

are not willing to kill for their country?" she 

wanted to know. 

The provocative nature of the question went 

against my grain. But since I thought I had 

the arguments on my side, I still managed to 

keep cool. 

"Generally, this is only a problem if the army 

consists of conscripts," I clarified. "In this 
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case, however, there is usually the possibil-

ity of refusing to do military service. Then 

you normally have to do some kind of alter-

native service, for example as a paramedic 

or as a construction soldier." 

"But you still have to serve the war?" Paula 

followed up. 

"To some extent, yes," I conceded. "Only not 

on the front line. However, as I already said, 

that only applies if a general conscription is 

in force. But we have a purely professional 

army nowadays." 

"So you make killing a profession? You train 

people to kill others – and then even pay 

them to do it?" Paula asked me challen-

gingly. It was a deliberate misunderstanding 

of my words, a conscious provocation. 

"We train people to defend our country in 

case of war and to represent our interests 

abroad if necessary," I replied tight-lipped. 

"From your mouth it sounds as if we're set-

ting up killer camps!" 
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More gently, almost compassionately, Paula 

added: "But aren't you afraid of what your 

combat training will turn people into? Of the 

fact that you encourage the beast in them to 

raise its head? That those you hand over to 

this beast will be eaten up from the inside 

and – if they don't fall victim to it completely 

– will never again be able to become a nor-

mal member of the community?" 
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How the Island Police Works 
 

The "post-traumatic stress syndrome" came 

to my mind. But I was careful enough not to 

mention it.  Paula was, as I found, already 

too sure of herself anyway. Instead, I de-

cided to reverse the direction of ques-

tioning. 

"I'd rather like to be devoured by inner than 

by outer beasts – and surely these do exist 

on your island, too," I countered. "So you 

will have to take precautions to avoid falling 

victim to them." 

"That's true," Paula admitted frankly. "We 

have agreed with the other islands in our 

region to form a joint police force that will 

intervene in cases of conflict." 

"You see," I said triumphantly. "You can't do 

without violence either! And whether you 

call the defence force 'police' or 'army' is 

basically irrelevant." 

"I wouldn't say that," Paula contradicted me. 

"The special thing about our inter-island po-
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lice is that they act in a completely autono-

mous way. Therefore, conflict resolution 

measures cannot be mixed up with the spe-

cial interests of single islands." 

I tried to beat Paula with her own argumen-

tative means and immediately shot off the 

next question arrow: "But your police cer-

tainly are allowed to use violence – or how 

else are they supposed to enforce peace 

against violent aggressors?" 

"Our policemen are equipped with tranquili-

zer darts that deliver a particularly fast-ac-

ting poison," Paula explained. "However, 

this means may only be used in extreme 

emergencies." 

 
Gullible Defence? 
 

I imagined Paula's peaceful islanders using 

smoke signals to alert the police at the ap-

proach of a war fleet, and the brave island 

defenders then opposing the enemy armada 

with bows and arrows. This image, together 
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with Paula's solemn 

seriousness, triggered a 

hysterical fit of 

laughter in me, which I 

hardly could suppress. 

Although I tried to 

conceal it by artificially 

coughing, I was unable 

to hide my feelings 

from Paula. 

"I don't see what's 

funny about that!" she 

rebuked me. "Do you 

find our efforts to re-

solve our conflicts 

peacefully so ridicu-

lous?" 

"No-no,", "not at all. It's just ..." – the urge 

to laugh was still so strong that I could only 

restrain it by pinching my forearm with all 

my might – "... your conflict resolution 

strategy already presupposes what it is sup-

posed to bring about: the willingness of all 
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those involved to submit to an authority for 

peaceful conflict resolution. In fact, what 

could your non-violent police do if one of 

your mini-island kingdoms suddenly decided 

to attack the others with modern weapon 

systems?" 

Hesitantly, Paula replied: "Of course we 

would be powerless against that. But actu-

ally that can't happen. Our conflict resolu-

tion system is based on an agreement 

signed by all members of the island alliance, 

which not only prohibits the use, but also 

the production of lethal weapons, because 

their production and testing in the past was 

always the first step towards their deploy-

ment." 

"You see," I summed up fatherly, "that's 

what I mean. You are simply too trusting, if 

not to say gullible. After all, all these deadly 

weapons are in the world – and those who 

renounce them today may see them as a 

suitable means of enforcing their interests 

tomorrow.  You yourself spoke of the beast 
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that lurks in every human being. Well, and 

all we do with our army is to keep that beast 

under control." 

Paula made no reply. Was I really to have 

the last word this time? Confidently, I 

added: "In other words, while your childlike 

trust in each other exposes you to the dan-

ger of being overwhelmed by this beast at 

some point, we maintain a healthy distrust 

in our interactions with one another, be-

cause we know that this beast sleeps in each 

of us and can become a deadly threat to all 

of us at any time." 
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Mistrust as Fundament of Trust? 
 

Paula still didn't say a 

word. She looked 

thoughtfully out of the 

window, although 

there was nothing to 

be seen outside but 

the opposite wall of 

the house. After a 

while she asked me in 

a low voice: "You 

mean we have to 

mistrust each other in 

order to live in peace 

with one another?" 

"I would put it this way," I clarified: "Only on 

the basis of a healthy mistrust can the trust 

be cultivated that makes the peaceful reso-

lution of conflicts possible in the long term." 

Thereupon Paula finally fell into a brooding 

silence. It had a similar unsettling effect on 

me as the sudden cessation of bird songs 
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during a solar eclipse. I felt like a father who, 

out of a sheer know-it-all-attitude, had con-

vinced his child that Santa Claus didn't exist. 

Now I really had a guilty conscience. What 

had got into me that I had deprived my 

South Sea beauty of the light-hearted 

cheerfulness that I loved so much about 

her? 

To put a smile back on her face, I finally sug-

gested a trip to one of her favourite ice 

cream parlours. But that didn't help either. 

She just blinked her eyes and then con-

tinued to gaze out of a window. 

After a while, Paula got up from her seat 

and went to the door. But when I quite 

naturally reached for my jacket to accom-

pany her, she looked at me as if she had 

completely forgotten about me. 

"Don't be angry with me," she apologized. 

"But I'd rather be alone now." 

In the dark corridor, her eyes shimmered 

like two butterfly wings lost in the thicket of 

a jungle. 



19 

 

 

 

Picture Credits 
 
Cover: Arnold Böcklin (1827 – 1901): The 

War (1896); Staatliche Kunstsammlungen 

Dresden, Galerie Neue Meister (Dresden 

State Art Collections, New Masters Gallery) 

P. 2: Efes: Woman over Flames (Pixabay) 

P. 4: Jiří (JKD): Parrot (Pixabay) 

P. 5: Pexels: Sunrise on a Palm Beach (Pixa-

bay) 

P. 9: Käthe Kollwitz (1867 – 1945): The 

Mothers; Woodcut; sheet 6 from the cycle 

War (1921/22); Washington, Library of Con-

gress; the entire series of works can be 

https://www.kollwitz.de/folge-krieg-uebersicht


20 

 

found on the website of the Käthe Kollwitz 

Museum, Cologne. 

P. 11: Alfred Kubin (1877 – 1959): The War 

(1907); München, Lenbachhaus Online 

P. 14: Native with Dance Ornaments; from: 

Buschan, Georg: Die Sitten der Völker: Liebe, 

Ehe, Heirat, Geburt, Religion, Aberglaube, 

Lebensgewohnheiten, Kultureigentümlich-

keiten, Tod und Bestattung bei allen Völkern 

der Erde, S. 108, Abb. 139 (The customs of 

peoples: love, marriage, childbirth, religion, 

superstition, habits of life, cultural peculiari-

ties, death and burial among all peoples of 

the earth, p. 108, fig. 139). Stuttgart  1914: 

Union Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft. 

P. 16: Heinrich Vogeler (1872 – 1942): The 

Suffering of Women in War / Mourning 

Women (1918); Wikimedia commons 

P. 18: Igor Lewtschenko (Stergo): Butterflies 

in a Forest (Pixabay) 

 

https://www.lenbachhaus.de/entdecken/sammlung-online/detail/der-krieg-30032661
https://archive.org/stream/diesittendervl01busc/diesittendervl01busc#mode/1up

