
Introduction

14–18: Retrouver la Guerre is the title Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and
Annette Becker chose for their recent book on France and the Great War.1

The word ‘retrouver’ can be translated as ‘recovering’, ‘regaining’, ‘re-
finding’, and more. It implies that something has been lost – and Audoin-
Rouzeau and Becker do indeed discuss the war’s neglect in French
national history – but also that this is an event to be looked at again,
afresh. This is not a feeling confined to France. The 1914–18 War is seen
as ripe for reconsideration and analysis amongst historians of other
nations too. The organisers of one recent conference began their email
announcement by citing Pierre Nora, who has suggested that ‘the Great
War has undergone the kind of reappraisal applied to the French Revolu-
tion a decade ago …’ They went on to draw attention to the influence of
L’Historial de la Grand Guerre at Péronne, and the collaborative projects
which have ensued once French, British and German historians are gath-
ered together.2 This work, they wrote, ‘epitomises what could be dubbed
the second upheaval of the Great War: the academic upheaval, which
has meant that the isolated study of the military, cultural or economic
facets of the war is no longer possible.’3 The same year saw other con-
ferences in Britain; these were well attended by graduate students, mak-
ing it quite clear that there has been a resurgence of research into the
war. I would add only that this ‘reappraisal’ is not yet complete, and that
there is much work yet to be done.4

The focus of study has shifted. There is a new enthusiasm for tracing the
way in which the war has been remembered – or forgotten – over time,
which in turn is connected with research into the nature of memory and
has been influenced by the rise of ‘public history’. There is also a renewal
of interest in how different groups of people lived through the war, and
what we really ‘know’ about their various experiences. As a result there has
been an increase in research with a comparative European perspective (as
exemplified by Jay Winter and Jean Louis Robert’s edited collection, Cap-
ital Cities at War) but, at the same time, a willingness to break down the
vast, multi-faceted edifice of war history, and look for detail.5 Both kinds of
approach are to be found in recent writings and are necessary if we really

 



are to ‘look again’ at all aspects of 1914–18. While many solid and well-con-
structed social and economic texts on the war have been published since
the 1960s, we have also seen far too many books which are weighed down
with symbolism, or dominated by over-arching theories. When I read, for
example, that a particular new work is about ‘one of the most devastating
conflicts in modern history. The Great War traumatised a generation, and
shaped the whole of the twentieth century’, warning bells ring.6 This kind
of statement demands to be deconstructed, and raises questions in my
mind about what other ‘devastating conflicts’ around the world are implic-
itly ignored or marginalised, what is meant by ‘a traumatised generation’
(who, exactly?), and quite how the twentieth century was, or was not
‘shaped’ by four years of European war.7 A succession of texts in the 1970s
and 1980s fed this kind of approach, including books by Paul Fussell (1975),
Eric Leed (1981), Roland Stromberg (1982), and Modris Eksteins (1989), all
of which are to be found on every university’s bookshelves, and are invari-
ably included in reading lists on the social and cultural impact of war.8

These books concentrate on Western Europe, particularly the supposed
effect of the Western Front experience, lean heavily on literary sources, and
seek to show how the war separated the old world from the ‘modern’,
innocence from experience, and so on. The influence of the classic British
image of the war – as created in part by a select group of war poets, and
known and loved by the population at large – can be seen in the work of
Fussell in particular, with his quotations from Philip Larkin, who talked of
‘… the innocents of the remote Great War, those sweet generous people
who pressed forward and all but solicited their own destruction.’9 In this
world of patriotic, naive, middleclass young men (volunteers in Britain until
1916, though not, of course, in France or Germany), who threw themselves
into war and faced death, or survived bitter and disillusioned, even the
weather is co-opted as a symbol of some other, sweeter, era. Fussell writes:

Although some memories of the benign last summer before the war can be dis-
counted as standard retrospection turned even rosier by egregious contrast with
what followed, all agree that the prewar summer was the most idyllic for many
years. It was warm and sunny, eminently pastoral. One lolled outside in a fold-
ing canvas chaise, or swam, or walked in the countryside. One read outdoors,
went on picnics, had tea served from a white wicker table under the trees …
Siegfried Sassoon was busy fox-hunting and playing serious county cricket.10

It is clear that Fussell has fallen under the spell of a romanticised
Edwardian England and become fascinated by ‘the English’ – fascinated
above all by the sincerity and patriotism of the upper and middleclass
young men who volunteered. He is writing about the making of a ‘myth’,
yet his own prose further promotes the idea of 1914 as the last golden
summer and the end of innocence. He subscribes to the idea (as often
claimed during the war, and in the years that followed) that ‘… a whole
generation was destroyed that might have furnished the country’s jurists,
scholars, administrators, and political leaders …’11 He freely admits that
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he is trying, with his descriptive prose, to ‘illuminate’ a different world for
the benefit of American readers, which perhaps accounts for the feeling
of nostalgia which permeates the book. Although he is a literary, not
social, historian, his work has certainly influenced not just his compatri-
ots, but many British and Europeans writing on the wider emotional and
cultural impact of war as well.

For all his faults – and Martin Stephen, Brian Bond and John Terraine
all, in their different ways, make serious attempts to point out his inaccu-
racies and misconstructions12 – it is clear that Paul Fussell has a personal
interest in his subject. He is moved partly because of his own memories
of the Second World War. He writes about young men who died a gener-
ation before, but he is also remembering his contemporaries. Whether
one agrees with his approach or not, he did indeed have some new
things to say about literature, war poetry and the English ‘memory’ of war.
Other less original writers, who claim that the war symbolised something
deep and dark in the twentieth-century psyche, or marked the birth of a
cynical modern age, are troubling. They write as though the war has
some kind of universal historical significance. They write with hindsight,
yet with a strange lack of awareness that this may have coloured their
judgement. They also write as though the sequence of events which fol-
lowed on from 1914 was inevitable: world history was fixed from that
moment. As Pierre Sorlin, writing about cinema and the war, has said:

In pictures, the War has been turned into myth. It is like a Greek tragedy: we
can tell the story again and again; we can create new characters and cir-
cumstances; but we can change neither the plot nor the symbols which
define the period.13

Some have placed a major part of the blame for this portentous
approach amongst historians fairly and squarely on Fussell’s immediate
predecessors, the writers of the 1960s who readily adopted the English
war poets as the voice of a generation, and influenced countless readers,
young and old. However, attempts to use the war as representative of a
new kind of evil (with the implicit assumption that 1914–1918 was worse
than any other conflict in history), or as a symbolic watershed between
old and new societies, or as the inevitable product of a decadent civilisa-
tion’s malaise – and any of these contradictory claims may feature in
books which generalise about its wider impact – began long before.
Daniel Pick, in War Machine: the Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Mod-
ern Age, traces this preoccupation back to nineteenth-century dread
about the nature of ‘future’ warfare, and points out that even in 1914 there
were writers who greeted the conflict with a kind of grim satisfaction. The
war they prophesied had arrived, and they anticipated that their worse
fears would be realised – but this was before a trench was dug or a war
poem published. Pick looks at how more recent writers have interpreted
these sources, and pleads for a more subtle interpretation:
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My point here is not to make the (absurd) claim that wars, least of all perhaps
the First World War, should be seen as simply continuous with a ‘pre-war’ cul-
ture and society, but to suggest that a highly idealised juxtaposition of past and
present may come to operate, imbuing the war with a range of philosophical,
evolutionary and psychological functions which eerily echo the war philoso-
phy of the nineteenth century. These need to be analysed, not taken for
granted. The First World War cannot be seen as either the final signified or the
new signifier which emerges out of nothing – and yet so often it is.14

As he points out, it is possible to lean too heavily on some of the
gloomy, or apocalyptic commentaries of the time without understanding
the personal views of those writing or the intellectual debates about the
nature of warfare which had characterised the preceding decades. His
book also shows how writers (of all kinds) have always been willing to
utilise the war in support of their fears about the future, or their judge-
ment of the past. This is demonstrated well by Roland Stromberg’s 1982
book, Redemption by War. Although he begins with the admirable aim of
showing that there was no simple division across Europe between war-
mongering (elderly) politicians and pacifist (young) intellectuals, his anx-
ieties about his own time somehow come to dominate the text and
influence his conclusions about the war. Thus he writes that:

The resemblance between today’s youth and a much smaller band of intel-
lectuals and artists in 1914 continually strikes us. Violence, often of the most
extreme sort (à la Charles Manson, Clockwork Orange, urban guerrillas), is
invoked as an answer to the unendurable clockwork society; a thirst for com-
munity, adventure, spirituality, can lead to the neoprimitivism of hippy com-
munes but is within a hair’s breadth of street battles with the police,
demonstrations turning into riots, or Tupermaro-style terrorism … the disaf-
fection of Timothy Leary, Paul Goodman, Frantz Fanon, and Herbert Marcuse,
for example, seem only vulgarized versions of the 1914 malaise.15

Are these comments helpful? Do they tell us anything at all about 1914?
Even Bernard Bergonzi, in his thoughtful critical text on war poets,
Heroes’ Twilight: a Study of the Literature of the Great War, nevertheless
concludes by writing:

The Great War is not likely to be forgotten: the memory of its waste and dumb
heroism is part of twentieth century sensibility. It started as a war to end wars,
but instead it pointed forward to the totalitarian state, to an even greater war
and a concept of unlimited conflict in which not merely uniformed armies but
whole populations, down to the smallest child, are regarded as appropriate
victims for destruction on a scale that makes the slaughter on the Somme
appear ordinary.16

Key aspects to note here are references to ‘dumb heroism’, ‘the war to
end wars’ (although it could not possibly have ‘started’ as this), the
inevitable connection with totalitarianism, the claim that this war created
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a new kind of warfare, and the suggestion that civilians first became legit-
imate targets during 1914–18 – an idea which is clearly untrue, as any cur-
sory look at military campaigns across the centuries will show. And does
the slaughter on the Somme now ‘appear ordinary’? When such general-
isations about the effect of the war on world history dominate the text
there is no place for dispassionate analysis or discussion. 

While this kind of approach remains common in popular history
books, school curricula and internet sites – all of which, perhaps
inevitably, seek to tell simplified stories about the war – it has also fea-
tured in enough academic writing to be problematic. For example, all the
books I have mentioned so far will be found on the average reading list
for undergraduates, and they are influential – they are the starting point
for many of those who begin research into some aspect of the war. This
is why recent trends in the field of the social and cultural history of the
war are so important. From the 1990s onwards there has been an increas-
ing interest in the complexity of the war’s impact on different societies
and social groups, and a growing recognition that there was no one ‘war
experience’. There is also a new willingness by diplomatic, economic,
military, social and cultural historians to share information, and to com-
pare the war’s effect across different nations. Conferences and edited
collections of papers have become an extremely important part of this
process: it is necessary for the different strands of history to mix. If we are
to have detail, we need people to look closely at small parts of the jigsaw
– but at the same time, these pieces need to fit together.

At this point I could offer lists of ‘useful’ books or papers which exem-
plify the encouraging trends evident in the last few years, but lists are, in
isolation, not that interesting. Instead, as an example let me consider
some of the background reading one might need to do if researching
some aspect of the wartime experiences of young men in the British
Army in France. What kind of work has already been done, and what
debates are going on? The work of a substantial number of historians has
already provided a great deal of information, and demonstrates that there
were many kinds of war for young white men alone, let alone their wives
or sisters, their parents, and their allies or foes. Key texts on the Army
would include the work of Tim Travers and Tony Ashworth. In The Killing
Ground: the British Army, the Western Front and the emergence of Mod-
ern Warfare 1900–1918, and How the War was Won: Command and
Technology in the British Army, Travers gives us practical detail on the
nature of warfare, including how the British Army transformed itself and
turned near defeat to victory in 1918. He also places the army in a social
context and considers how war was viewed by strategists in the years
before 1914.17 Ashworth, in Trench Warfare, 1914–18: the live and let live
system,18 is informative on the practicalities of warfare, the diversity of
experience in the trenches, and the nature of day-to-day life in the army.
He shows how the ordinary soldier spent a considerable amount of time
behind the lines, and how both the British and German soldiers often
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tried to keep life in the trenches as quiet as possible, avoiding direct
engagement with each other. Joanna Bourke and Ilana R. Bet-el both
offer valuable information on the more mundane aspects of army life –
what happened when men joined up, what was training like, what did
soldiers write home about?19 The former, in Dismembering the Male, goes
much further, including interesting discussion of soldiers’ sexual behav-
iour (including some reluctance to visit prostitutes) and providing useful
material on the treatment of disability, sickness and ‘malingering’. Several
writers have recently published work on wounded soldiers, and what
became of them. How were ‘the crippled’ viewed in early twentieth-cen-
tury Britain, and how were these views influenced by the arrival home of
so many young disabled men? These issues are discussed, for example,
by Seth Koven in ‘Remembering and Dismemberment: crippled children,
wounded soldiers and the Great War in Great Britain’, and Jeffrey Reznick
in ‘Work Therapy and the disabled British Soldier in Great Britain in the
First World War: the case of Shepherd’s Bush Military Hospital, London.’
Deborah Cohen, in The War Come Home, compares the British and Ger-
man treatment of returning disabled soldiers, and the political repercus-
sions in the years that followed.20

When considering the culture within which these young men grew
up, Graham Dawson’s book Soldier Heroes is useful, while Fuller’s Troop
Morale and Popular Culture offers a picture of what men did with their
leisure time, including concert parties, sports and entertainment. For a
critical view of the war poets, who they were, their social and cultural
background, how their work was received, Martin Stephen, already men-
tioned, is enlightening, and so too is Elizabeth Marsland, who compares
the poetry of Britain, France and Germany in The Nation’s Cause, placing
it in its literary and social context, and looking beyond famous names.21

In the field of political/military history, Keith Grieves’ book, The Politics of
Manpower, 1914–18, gives us information about how the army was
raised, describing the relations between army and government, the move
to conscription and its impact. This was published the same year as Peter
Simkins’ Kitchener’s Armies: the Raising of the New Armies 1914–16.22 It
is educative to read these alongside A Nation in Arms: a Social Study of
the British Army in the First World War (edited by Ian Beckett and Keith
Simpson) which includes Jay Winter’s essay on workingclass recruits,
their economic/social background and their health. One glance at the
photograph on page 192 – headed ‘Specimens of men in each of the four
grades’, and showing examples of physical fitness – will emphasise the
separation between the world of the workingclass soldier and Fussell’s
England of wicker chairs and tea in the garden.23

Of course, the enthusiastic scholar might also be interested in how the
army experiences of British men compared with those of the Empire,
whether New Zealander, Australian, Canadian, or West Indian, African,
Indian and Chinese? Or, how different was life as a French or German sol-
dier, or American, whether black of white? And what of conscientious
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objectors or deserters? The list of books and articles grows accordingly,
and it is soon apparent that one needs to appreciate work produced by
writers from a range of different disciplines, from the military historian to
the feminist, from the literary to the economic; all have their own partic-
ular skills and knowledge to bring to bear on the material. The few books
I have mentioned here all have a different approach to the subject of men
in the army, and all are illuminating in one way or another. This range of
material reveals both the advantages and disadvantages of working on
the war. The literature is vast, especially if one is also interested in the
way it has been interpreted and remembered over the years by each sep-
arate nation – and I must recommend Keith Wilson’s Forging the Collec-
tive Memory: Government and International Historians through two
World Wars,24 which is invaluable for showing how governments (and
official historians) attempted to justify their own nation’s part in the war
from the outset. (This book is a sobering reminder of the extent to which
all of us, as historians, have been influenced by prevailing national wis-
dom regarding the war’s origins and influence.) The amount of research,
across all areas, with which one needs to keep pace is therefore daunt-
ing. On the other hand, this very richness is what now allows us to re-
view the war so effectively. For the more one finds out about the
experiences of individuals, social groups, armies, populations, the more
one sees that the classic, simplified picture of the war, as described by
Fussell, Leed, Eksteins or others like them, is not only disturbingly Euro-
centric, but deeply flawed, even on its own terms. The Western Front, for
example, was not the only kind of battlefront in 1914–18; in other areas,
environment and strategy were different. Those seeking to use the mud,
the blasted landscape of No Man’s Land, and the tunnels and trenches as
some kind of metaphor for a dark twentieth century have usually ignored
this inconvenient fact. In contrast, as Ben Bar-Yosef writes in a recent arti-
cle, ‘The Palestine campaign, with its feasible objectives, linear narrative,
relatively few casualties and, most important, its unequivocal victory, sim-
ply could not – and cannot – be moulded into an Apocalypse.’25 The
impact of war was more complex, more diverse, more interesting, than
some ‘classic’ texts would have us believe. This is why reading across his-
torical disciplines is useful. Again, a single example will suffice. The
development of ‘modern warfare’ is an issue for debate amongst recent
military historians. It is not widely accepted that 1914–18 was the ‘first
modern war’, or that it was some kind of template for twentieth-century
warfare. It has to be viewed in the context of developments in weaponry
and tactics during the American Civil War, the German wars, the Japan-
ese-Russian war and, indeed, the Boer War. ‘Modern war’ certainly 
does not just mean using machine guns, digging trenches or killing thou-
sands of soldiers, as far too many social/cultural historians seem blithely
to assume.26

We may well be past the point of needing ‘big’, single author, books
about the war – it is not possible for any one person to understand, let

Introduction | 7

 



alone interpret, all aspects of the conflict across continents. (I say this
even though Hew Strachan’s multi-volume history promises to be an
excellent survey and analysis of the war’s political, military and social
scope.27) The future lies in collaboration and comparison. A more modest
approach to writing about the war in general would also be useful,
together with an acknowledgement of how much there is still to find out.
It sometimes seems as though writers about the war feel obliged to make
grandiose statements or dwell on wide-ranging themes, as though only
such an approach will suit the magnitude of the conflict; this does not
necessarily add to our understanding.

The essays in this book all bring something fresh to debates about the
war. Some of these debates are long running, and others are new; one
interesting facet of war history is the way some arguments fall out of fash-
ion while others continue to inspire research. The first two chapters, by
Catherine Moriarty and Deborah Thom, join the growing body of work on
the way in which the British have interpreted the war, and continue to
remember it. No other country marks Armistice Day with the same fer-
vour, although all have their own ways of viewing the war, as essays in
John R. Gillis’ Commemorations: the Politics of National Identity, show
well.28 Adrian Gregory (another contributor to this book) has written else-
where about Armistice Day’s shifting meaning over the decades, and
many historians expected its importance to fade away as the last few old
soldiers died.29 However, it has seen a renaissance in recent years, and
the fluctuating public focus between Remembrance Sunday and 11
November has served to make both days part of a formal or personal fes-
tival of remembrance. It is often difficult for historians from other nations
to understand the extent to which the war has entered the consciousness
of the ‘ordinary person’ in Britain, or to believe that there can still be argu-
ments (as there have been) about whether or not TV newsreaders wear
poppies. People will tell you they know about this war – even though they
are unlikely to claim much knowledge of many other historical events.30

In England, Wales and Scotland the war occupies the kind of space in our
collective imagination filled by the 1789 Revolution in France, or the Civil
War in the United States. Furthermore, the historians of Eire too are now
eager to recognise the part played by Irishmen in the British Army, and
there has been a wave of new work on this subject.31 The war is widely
seen as some kind of defining moment for the nation, while the ambigu-
ities inherent in the way we remember it are glossed over. Even in France,
with whom we share the experience of the Western Front, the war has
been less prominent in national memory – although recent work sug-
gests that the French people (particularly the young) are rediscovering
it.32 The classic British war story has also been nurtured from the 1960s
onwards by television drama, documentary and films, including the
BBC’s Great War series, the dramatisation of Vera Brittain’s Testament of
Youth, the ITV serial Upstairs, Downstairs, and the film of Oh What a
Lovely War, all of which are part of popular culture. The importance of
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film is discussed in Michael Paris’ book, The First World War and Popular
Cinema, and he may well be right when he suggests that this, rather than
literature, has embedded a particular view of war in our national con-
sciousness.33 Pierre Sorlin, in the same volume, describes how 1918
newsreels, often showing staged scenes, have been shown over and over
again ever since, ‘so that spectators accept them as authentic’.34 This
story, or series of pictures, is not passing away with time: the war poets
are still favourite subjects for school English lessons, while Pat Barker and
Sebastian Faulks have written popular novels which revolve around the
Western Front, and which build on what we ‘know’ about the war.35 Even
in 2002, the BBC was prepared to give us a bizarre interpretation of the
‘soldier’s experience’ with its ‘reality TV’ series, The Trench.36 As Paul
Fussell discovered, the British story is one of lost Edwardian summers,
enthusiastic young men, poetry, disillusionment and battles waged by
doltish army commanders who cared nothing for the soldiers who died.
Implicit in this too is the idea that the war was unnecessary and pointless:
that it should not have happened; ‘never again’ is the motto, even after
another world war, the Falklands, the battle against Iraq and
Afghanistan.37 (Cynics might say that recent wars are acceptable as long
as our men do not die in their thousands.) Yet still we see, again and
again, how the war exerts its power on those seeking connections
between our own time and ‘the past’. It is extraordinary that nearly thirty
years after Fussell, another American (with British connections) can write
an eight page article for the London Review of Books in 2002 about her
search for a great uncle’s war grave in France, and her own obsession
with the war and that generation. Again, we see how present preoccupa-
tions interact with one person’s view of the war; in this case her interest
was revived by the events of 11 September 2001.

He [the uncle] lives in the same world as I do – the familiar valley of sorrows,
fuck-ups and relentless, chain-reaction human disasters. (How acutely one
feels the 11 September violence to be, like so much in our time, simply one of
the hundreds of geopolitical aftershocks of the First World War.38

But of course, not only was Terry Castle moved to write this, an editorial
team was happy to publish it: the London Review of Books knew that its
readers would recognise the issues, the connections and the relevance of
such a piece, even now.

An increasing number of historians are looking at why the British pic-
ture of the war has remained so potent and so resilient. In his introduction
to Forgotten Victory, Gary Sheffield, a military historian, grapples with the
origins of the standard idea that the war was simply futile, and that
Britain’s military commanders were inept fools, tracing the way it has
been interpreted by TV, film and radio.39 Daniel Todman (a social histo-
rian), explores the way so many people still feel connections with the
war, long after the death of grandfathers or great uncles, and take pride in
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their role.40 Both these writers look at the influence of the 1960s, and the
fiftieth anniversary of the war, and both see the importance of family
memories. For many of us, family history (middle class and working class
alike) began with that war: photographs, letters, medals and other mem-
orabilia, are treasured. They are also our immutable connection with a
great event in history – our ancestors were there. At the same time, the
rise of research into material culture, as exemplified by the work of Nick
Saunders, has established valuable connections between art, archaeol-
ogy and social history, together with an appreciation of the visual impact
of war iconography, and an awareness of the psychological effect of war
memorabilia, from postcards to war memorials.41

Both Catherine Moriarty and Deborah Thom are here concerned with
some of the early representations of the war in Britain, and the way in
which these have affected us, as ‘ordinary people’ and as historians.
Catherine Moriarty’s chapter, ‘“Though in a Picture Only”: Portrait Pho-
tography and the Commemoration of the First World War’, explores two
forms of memorial, and two aspects of the powerful visual record with
which we live in Britain.42 The war memorial is concrete, symbolic and
designed to unite a community in mourning. Soldiers’ photographs – the
product of the rise in portrait photography during these years – in con-
trast remind us that every man who fought was an individual. These pic-
tures, of the young or middle-aged, the handsome or plain, the smiling or
serious, were often the only mementoes of lost husbands, fathers or
sons. En masse, as seen in the Imperial War Museum’s collection of por-
trait photos, this can be shocking. Photographs add an extra dimension
to the national ‘memory’ of the war, and even outside the context of the
family album their resonance remains. Who has not seen, as Catherine
Moriarty describes, a sepia-coloured postcard in a junk shop of a young
soldier, and wondered whether he survived, or died during the war?
From the photograph alone we cannot tell whether he perished on some
muddy battlefield or returned home to a good job and a long and pros-
perous life, but there is always the fear that he too must have been a vic-
tim of the war. As for war memorials, Moriarty reminds us that in both
Britain and France these were specifically designed to reach out to the
viewer and make an emotional impact: they were supposed to act as a
focus for those – individuals and communities – who had been
bereaved.43 It is hardly surprising that these were, for many of us, a child-
hood introduction to 1914–18. Their carved angels, their stone soldiers –
departing with one last wave of the hand – their alphabetical lists of ‘the
Fallen’, all affect us still. This is a legacy bequeathed by the survivors of
the war. Such powerful imagery, public and private, goes some way to
explaining why this long-gone conflict still maintains such a hold on our
imagination – and inevitably affects us as writers about the war, for bet-
ter or worse. I would say we ‘remember’ the war exactly as sculptors
wanted us to, but that the impact of their formal memorials is, ironically,
re-inforced by the personal photograph.
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Deborah Thom, in ‘Making Spectaculars: Museums and how we
remember Gender in Wartime’, writes about the Imperial War Museum,
and in particular the origins of the Women’s Work Collection, which has
had an enormous impact on both popular and academic views of
women’s participation in the war. As Thom shows, exhibits were chosen
for a particular reason: the collection was to exemplify what women
could do in time of war, and thus the emphasis was on the unusual, the
heroic, the picturesque. The theme of women’s splendid war work was
dear to the hearts not just of patriots or politicians, who hoped to mobilise
volunteers and illustrate support for the war effort, but to feminists as
well. Agnes Conway, the organiser of the collection and a feminist herself,
was delighted to have the opportunity to show how skilled and resource-
ful women could be when the nation called. The Women’s Collection is
a wonderful and unique resource, yet there is a danger that it is seen –
partly because of its sheer scale – as ‘the truth’ about women and the
war. As Thom reveals, it is important to be aware of what was left out, or
marginalised. Furthermore, the very quality and variety of the pho-
tographs, as seen in exhibitions at the time, or reproduced in countless
books since, has influenced public perception of women’s role. There is
a telling contrast between these pictures and those discussed by Moriarty.
While the men are frozen in time as soldiers, victims of war, their civilian
identities disguised by uniform, the women appear to be workers of all
kinds and all classes: clerical, professional, industrial, rural, they all
appear vibrant and alive. However, it is notable that there are few pictures
of women working in the ‘traditional’ industries, let alone mopping floors,
cleaning stairs or cooking (unless they are in the Army Corps) and no pic-
tures of women campaigning about low pay and long hours. And, while
we frequently see pictures of wounded men, photographs of sick or
injured women are rare, even though they suffered from the effects of
TNT poisoning and a variety of industrial injuries. Nor do pictures or mod-
els tell us anything about why women took up their war work. Was it for
patriotic reasons or for the money – or a mixture of both? Photographs
show much, but require careful examination, and knowledge of what the
photographer was trying to achieve.

The next few chapters examine some aspects of the war which are sup-
posedly ‘known’, but are open to reinterpretation. Adrian Gregory, in
‘British “War Enthusiasm” in 1914: a Reassessment’, looks critically at the
widely accepted belief that the British public greeted the prospect of war,
and indeed that their jingoistic response helped urge politicians into declar-
ing war – as suggested by so many historians for decades, including a num-
ber of recent writers. He quotes W. J. Reader’s confident pronouncement
that ‘The suddenness of the onset of war fever and the way in which it
smothered all other national pre-occupations … is one of the best docu-
mented aspects of the outbreak of the Great War.’44 Nor is this claim made
for Britain alone. Marc Ferro’s words represent the standard picture: ‘In
Paris, London and Berlin they left exuberant, “with flowers in their rifles”.’45
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Niall Ferguson raises the subject afresh in The Pity of War, but provides lit-
tle new evidence for his counterclaim that the amount of enthusiasm was
exaggerated.46 While Becker challenged this idea for France over twenty
years ago, and Verhey has recently reassessed the German response, there
is still little sign of detailed work on the British response.47 In his chapter for
this book Adrian Gregory uses newspapers, diaries and autobiographies in
an attempt to find out more about the views of those who were more cau-
tious in the summer of 1914. His careful reading of these reveals a more
measured approach amongst both journalists and other observers, from
clergymen to union officials, and shows the way in which opinion seemed
to change as the conflict shifted from threatened to real. 

It should be noted, however, that Gregory does not claim that enthusi-
asm did not exist. We have all seen the pictures of cheering crowds,
though the date of such pictures is important, and so too is the context.
Are these pictures of crowds waiting for news of war’s declaration, or of
men queuing at recruiting offices in the autumn, or of families gathering
to greet returning soldiers? Film of women smilingly waving off their men
is real, but we do not know what lies behind any of these pictures. There
are many reasons why crowds gathered – there was the desire to give vol-
unteers a good (often civic) send-off, there were genuine feelings of patri-
otism or pride, but at the same time there were often doubts and fears
amongst those who stayed at home. ‘Enthusiasm’ for war need not have
been the sole, or even dominant response.48 It is important to acknowl-
edge that the response to talk of war was often more ambiguous and var-
ied amongst ordinary people than is usually suggested. The views of
those who were more phlegmatic, nervous or fearful at the thought of
war are no less valid. If we accept this then we can see that the idea of
1914 ‘enthusiasm’ and later inevitable ‘disillusionment’ is simplistic. Just
as some people remained against the war, others supported it through-
out. The neat picture of innocence and experience is immediately under-
mined. There is also much more, as Gregory points out, for us to discover
about the response to war in different geographical areas, even within the
United Kingdom. Reactions may have varied between town and country
as well as between regions. Furthermore, it is surely time that men’s feel-
ings of duty, obligation, or patriotism (as individuals and as groups) were
looked at more closely by historians.49 Gregory’s essay shows that a range
of opinion existed, but does not seek to replace one dogmatic assump-
tion about what ‘the British people’ felt with another.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 all discuss some aspect of the long running debate
about ‘women and the war’. This is an intriguing subject, as it crops up in
different ways in different strands of history writing. The supposed impact
of the war on ‘women’ (and the all encompassing word is singularly
unhelpful in this context, given differences in age, class, race, region) is
always mentioned in general history books, whether they are about
Europe (for which read Britain, France and Germany) or Britain alone,
where women’s war experiences as VADs (volunteer nurses) and muni-
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tion workers are a key part of the greater war story. Deborah Thom’s
chapter on the Imperial War Museum goes some way to explaining why
the images of working women are so familiar to us, as the photographs
from its collection are widely used by press, magazines and TV. In addi-
tion, women’s own experiences, the effect of their work on them as indi-
viduals, and the longer term impact of war on their role at home and
work are often cited in both popular and more academic texts. The
amount of space given to this varies from a few paragraphs to several
pages in those many books concerned with broader arguments about the
war, while of course whole volumes are devoted to the subject by writers
within the field of women’s history. The latter, however, include practi-
tioners from a range of historical disciplines, and their approach varies
accordingly. For convenience, one might divide these into ‘social histori-
ans’ and ‘gender historians’, though these terms are problematic as the
main proponents are by no means as sharply defined as their names
imply. Deborah Thom’s book, Nice Girls and Rude Girls, includes an
extremely useful chapter on ‘The History of the History of Women and
War’ which outlines the developments of the last forty years, and lists
some of the key texts; I would recommend this to anyone seeking more
information about the shifts in methodology within women’s history.50

British social historians (women and men) have long been interested
in the impact of war on different social groups, and the apparent change
in what was acceptable work for women, together with the emergence of
new kinds of factory work in the postwar period, the extension of suf-
frage, smaller family size, changes in the nature of marriage, and so on.
These have all been subjects for detailed discussion – sometimes linked
together, and sometimes as separate topics. Penny Summerfield’s valu-
able essay on ‘Women and War in the Twentieth-century’ in June Purvis’s
book, Women’s History: Britain, 1850–1945, gives an excellent overview of
writings about social policy, and the search for dynamic effects on ‘soci-
ety’ as a result of war. (It is intriguing that so many of the same issues
emerged from discussions about the Second World War as well, given the
vastly different economic, social and political background.)51 ‘Progress’ is
usually accepted as being the expansion in women’s employment oppor-
tunities, higher wages, work for married women, availability of birth con-
trol and childcare, improved diet and health. These areas of women’s
physical/social/economic lives seemed to be improving during the early
twentieth century, and the question is the extent to which such a process
was accelerated by what happened during the war. This kind of approach
to women and war should ideally be read alongside other research
examining just how much of an impact the conflict may or may not have
had on a variety of institutions, industries and individuals. Constantine,
Kirby and Rose list the main areas of debate in the introduction to their
edited collection of essays, The First World War in British History.52

The rise in the history of gender – often closely linked to cultural history
– over the past twenty years has encouraged the fragmentation of
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‘women’s history’. This in turn has promoted a different kind of approach
to women and the war. The years between 1914 and 1918 have been
defined as a critical time for issues of gender: women appeared to step
outside their usual arena, but were still barred from heavy or skilled work,
and from the battlefield. Their social world was thus seen as expanding,
but certain territory was still ‘male’ and still forbidden. This fact has nur-
tured the idea that 1914–18 instituted a ‘sex war’, encouraging hostility
between men and women. Another question then arises: did the war
result in longer term changes in gender roles and relations or not? Again,
it must be said that English language writing in this area is extensive,
although books are usually firmly focused on Britain and France. In many
ways the debate has shifted towards issues of psychology and percep-
tion, and it is significant that the primary sources used to support this
strand of history are often literary. 

There is nothing inherently contradictory in these two kinds of approach,
but there are sometimes tensions between practitioners, as well as a lack
of cross-disciplinary discussion. This may be in part because the ‘social’
historians are often European, with their own strong links to other areas of
French and British writings about war and society, and frequently with polit-
ically left wing or liberal ideology too, while many of the ‘gender’ historians
are American, working within a rather different intellectual and political tra-
dition – though this statement is itself a generalisation, and may be seen as
provocative! It is notable, however, that continuing interest in women and
war has resulted in so much English language writing, while issues of race
and racism lag far behind. A few key texts have emerged over the years, but
there is little of the wide-ranging and heated debate one finds about
women. It is perhaps surprising that historians interested in the war’s sup-
posedly liberating effects on wider society have rarely chosen to compare
the experiences of a range of socially disadvantaged groups and set them
in context.53 Intriguing similarities can appear. For example, there were
expectations amongst a wide variety of groups campaigning for economic
and civil rights that the war would bring about change. Thus women’s suf-
frage organisations and unions in Britain and France, black leaders and
recruits in the United States, and ordinary black or Asian troops from
nations within the British Empire all expressed the hope that they would
prove their worth as citizens, and would gain respect, if not reward. Disap-
pointment was thus widespread in the 1920s amongst those who returned
home from war service to find that, on the contrary, the world had not
really changed. Hostility towards working women in Britain led to critical
newspaper articles or insults in the street. In contrast, racism led to mur-
derous attacks against African American soldiers who returned to the
United States with a greater sense of self-worth. ‘Rights’ did not automati-
cally follow war service in any of the combatant nations. There are thus
interesting comparisons to be made in this area which seldom appear in
general books about the war, and are rarely noticed by those who concen-
trate only on issues of gender.54 This is disappointing.
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My own contribution to this volume, ‘Winners or Losers: Women’s
symbolic role in the War Story’, looks at the superficial approach to
women which characterises those many books which refer to the war as
a ‘watershed’ of some kind. A number of writers, writing about the war in
general, merely repeat the familiar claim that women’s status was raised
by their war work, their higher wages, greater independence and so on.
Authors of these kinds of book have no particular interest in women’s
experiences: they simply seek a few sources which will provide a syn-
thesis of what they already ‘know’ about the war and women, given this
is part of the classic war story – in Britain, and to some extent in other
nations. (One of the problems is the frequency with which the ‘British
experience’ is then adopted as the norm.) Arthur Marwick’s work is often
cited, particularly The Deluge and Women at War, and there is usually no
mention of the debates which have featured in feminist history since the
1970s.55 One or two quotes from books asserting women’s changed
wartime/postwar role will suffice, and idea that the war instituted major
social reform is then reiterated. Yet, curiously, a number of books by the
‘new’ gender historians share many of the same faults. Authors such as
Susan Kingsley Kent (Making Peace: the Reconstruction of Gender in
Interwar Britain), and Sandra Gilbert (No Man’s Land: the Place of the
Woman Writer in the Twentieth Century) are now widely read, and they
are seen as specialists on women and war, but they too eschew detail,
satisfy themselves with a small range of sources, and choose to discuss
‘women’ as though all ages and classes went through a single, defining,
war experience.56 Evidence which points to other interpretations is simply
not used; variety is ignored and discussion of what actually happened to
women as individuals or social groups is still dominated by literary texts.

In contrast, Susan Grayzel and James McMillan look closely at particu-
lar claims made for women’s changing role, both during the war and
since, and test these. Grayzel, in ‘Liberating Women? Examining Gender,
Morality and Sexuality in First World War Britain and France’, offers a per-
fect illustration of the complexity of women’s experience. Women were
sometimes described as behaving ‘like men’ in the wake of widening
employment opportunities. This claim, although apparently humorous –
as in the cartoon analysed by Grayzel – could also be seen as critical, or
even hostile. In what ways were women perceived as being ‘like men’?
Was this because the newly visible young workers were more indepen-
dent, smoked, drank, or were sexually predatory? Grayzel duly examines
three related subjects: anxieties about workingclass women’s drinking
habits; maternity and abortion; and public debates about women’s sexual
behaviour, prostitution and venereal disease. She looks at what seems to
have been taking place, in social/economic terms, and what a number of
commentators believed – or even feared – was taking place. The distinc-
tion is important: as I have written elsewhere, when considering the his-
tory of women during the war one always needs to take account of the
way in which ingrained prejudice about ‘women’s proper role’ influ-
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enced the comments of their critics. It is clear from Grayzel’s essay that
while cultural norms and anxieties may have varied between Britain and
France, for many workingclass women in both these countries the idea of
greater sexual freedom was an illusion. Women certainly did not, and
could not, behave ‘like men’.57

In ‘The Great War and Gender Relations: the Case of French Women
and the First World War Revisited’, James McMillan engages with what evi-
dence really exists for the idea that the War instituted a ‘crisis in gender
relations’ as maintained by Mary Louise Roberts, one of the new wave of
feminist cultural historians (whose work is also mentioned in Grayzel’s
chapter). Roberts is best known for her book, Civilization without Sexes:
Reconstructing Gender in Postwar France, 1917–1927, which, as McMillan
points out, suggests that ‘… debate concerning gender identity became a
primary way to embrace, resist, or reconcile oneself to changes associ-
ated with the war’.58 Implicit in this approach is the assumption that atti-
tudes changed, although, as McMillan points out there is often very little
comparison with anxieties and debates before 1914. McMillan goes on to
test the Roberts hypothesis by considering the war’s apparent impact on
three aspects of gender relations. Under the category of ‘Power Relations’
he looks at the range of work available to women, and the way their war
work affected the suffrage debate. In ‘The Body and Sexuality’ he consid-
ers how the war impacted on the physical lives of men and women: for
the former it meant, as always, the possibility of injury and death; for the
latter, it could mean rape, and the risk of abortion, but not the danger of
the battlefield. Finally, under the heading of ‘Private and Public’, McMillan
looks for signs of any change in the prevailing belief that women’s primary
role was maternal. In all these areas he finds, that ‘traditional’ views of
men’s and women’s place in society remained as strong as ever, and that
the experience of war probably reinforced a conservative agenda after
1918. It is true to say, therefore, that James McMillan’s view of the war’s
effect on women’s status in general (as also expressed elsewhere in his
own books) is fairly negative,59 but again it needs to be recognised that he,
like Grayzel, is not arguing that some changes, whether temporary or per-
manent, did not occur: of course women entered various new trades, of
course there was criticism and debate about their wartime and postwar
role, but this can hardly be interpreted as a ‘crisis’. Both Grayzel and
McMillan illustrate that the only way to engage in argument about the
war’s impact is to look in detail at what did or did not appear to change,
at economic, political and personal levels.

Much used, but little understood, the term ‘shellshock’ is the subject of
Laurinda Stryker’s essay, ‘Mental cases: British Shellshock and the Politics
of Interpretation’. The trauma of war, and its impact on the fighting man,
remains an issue for doctors and psychiatrists. Post-traumatic shock syn-
drome is now discussed by those looking at the health of soldiers who
fought in the Falklands and Iraq, and its cause is by no means established.
Over the past few years there has also been renewed interest in this sub-
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ject amongst social and military historians and historians of psychiatry, as
evidenced by the work of Paul Lerner and Ben Shephard.60 A complete
issue of the Journal of Contemporary History was dedicated to the sub-
ject in 2000, and included essays by Jay Winter, Marc Roudebush, Cather-
ine Merridale and Joanna Bourke, as well as Lerner, with themes ranging
across Britain, France, Germany, Ireland and Russia in the twentieth cen-
tury.61 This more historical, and historicist approach is to be welcomed,
but it still remains true that one of the most well-known contemporary
writers on shellshock is Elaine Showalter, a cultural historian, whose
arguments have received attention and widespread acceptance amongst
many historians and literary critics, as well as journalists. Her feminist cre-
dentials have made her work well-known to those outside the academic
arena, and encouraged the notion that shellshock should be compared to
women’s ‘hysteria’ as defined by Victorian physicians – with all this
implies for discussion of gender roles, sexuality and power during the
war years. Such an approach is beginning to seem rather dated in the
context of recent medical debate, but nevertheless Showalter is often
seen as a reliable source of solid information on diagnosis and treatment.
(It should also be noted that several contributors to a recent collection of
essays on medicine and war point out how the kind of approach to shell-
shock exemplified by Showalter has even distorted arguments within the
history of psychiatry and mental illness.62) We therefore find that even
Joanna Bourke cites Showalter as a reliable source, in Dismembering the
Male, within in a chapter otherwise well supported by primary material.63

In this essay, Stryker looks closely at Showalter’s hypothesis and her evi-
dence, including the influence of Eric Leed, whose own original source
material – concerning a variety of subjects, it has to be said – is scanty.
She goes on to show that even within the British medical establishment
(and Stryker is adamant that national differences need to be recognised
to a far greater degree than Showalter allows), treatment varied from
doctor to doctor, and changed over the course of time. Stryker reveals a
more practical, even humane, approach amongst many doctors than
Showalter claims, and suggests that her wider arguments lack logic and
consistency. Given that a brief mention of shellshock and its connection
with the Edwardian concept of ‘masculinity’ is almost obligatory in many
recent books about the social history of war, it is important to encourage
a more questioning attitude to the Showalter thesis and remind ourselves
that an interesting idea, strongly influenced by a limited number of liter-
ary sources, is not actually ‘proof ’ of very much. At this point it is worth
wondering whether the intensification of the debate about sex roles and
sexuality in our own time has allowed anachronistic attitudes about the
war, and those who experienced it, to gain a footing. Does a preoccupa-
tion with shellshock as an issue of gender, rather than as a medical con-
dition – allowing for the influence of social and cultural nuances, as with
many other psychiatric illnesses – reveal more about our times than those
of our forebears?
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Keith Allen, in ‘Food and the German Home Front: Evidence from
Berlin’, takes as his theme rationing and the provision of hot food to
Berlin’s inhabitants. The allied blockade caused food shortages and
increasing hardship from late 1914 onwards, and there are few doubts
about the physical and mental anguish endured by Germany’s civilian
population. However, the wider significance of this hardship has exer-
cised political, social and economic historians. It is ironic that while there
is often a tendency amongst writers to isolate the years between 1914 and
1918 from the period that followed, in the case of Germany attempts to
connect wartime events with the political developments of the 1920s and
1930s are almost obsessional. Why did Weimar fail, is the call, and why
did the Nazis come to power? What fault lines may be traced back to the
divisions and jealousies of the home front, or the way local bureaucracy
and national government seemed to fail the people as food shortages
grew desperate? These are perhaps natural questions, particularly in view
of the voluble discontent expressed by Germany’s ex-servicemen in the
1920s, yet does hindsight adversely influence both focus and judgement?
The efficiency of the allied blockade is acknowledged, and it is recog-
nised that civilian hardship was inevitable (particularly during cold win-
ters) yet there is still more than a hint of a suggestion in the work of many
writers that the German nation, or its people, were tested and in some
way found wanting – that there were clearly moral shortcomings in a
country which allowed the blackmarket to flourish, and failed to distribute
its limited resources fairly and efficiently. Avner Offer’s superbly provoca-
tive book, The First World War: an Agrarian Interpretation, has perhaps
encouraged this judgmental approach, with its claim, for example, that an
obsession with meat was part of Germany’s downfall.64 Yet food shortages
are bound to engender conflict, and rationing will always raise strong feel-
ings: the latter requires that judgement is made about which groups of
workers are most important to the war effort, as well as most needy. It will
often set one group against another, and this was not (and is not) a prob-
lem unique to Germany. Belinda Davis’s recent book, Home Fires Burning:
Food, Politics and Everyday life in World War I Berlin, has shifted the
debate further, considering the role of popular protest and, in particular,
the experiences and influence of the so-called ‘women of lesser means’.65

She raises further questions which certainly have a particularly German
dimension. What was seen as a ‘proper’ German meal at the time, under
what circumstances would people use soup kitchens, would married
women accept state provision of the main family meal, who were defined
as ‘weak’ or ‘strong’, and how were they treated by the rationing system?
What class divisions were reinforced by feelings of injustice? One has also
to agree that her account of women’s protests, and their role in food riots,
does indeed beg the question of ‘what constitutes politics, who are the
political actors, and where [do] they act politically’. 

However, she too sees Berlin’s food administration as failing the peo-
ple. Keith Allen’s view is rather different. He looks as how the city tried to
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deliver nutritious food to its inhabitants through dining rooms or the pro-
vision of ‘take home’ meals, and how it managed bread rationing. His
conclusion is that, despite the difficulties caused by a complex govern-
ment structure and genuine food shortages, Berlin did remarkably well –
it was not until after the war that things started to fall apart. The city suc-
ceeded to a considerable degree because it forged a unique partnership
with both volunteer groups and tradespeople. The former were usually
middleclass women, and it is rare to read an account – of any nation –
which recognises their crucial wartime role in the maintenance of day-to-
day food preparation and provision, although it is true to say that thou-
sands were involved in running factory or troop canteens and soup
kitchens across Europe. Allen also suggests that the role of local bureau-
crats was far more important than is usually claimed – particularly by
those who concentrate on the increase in state control during the war.
Allen’s chapter, and his recent book, thus offer an alternative interpreta-
tion and a different kind of emphasis, but both he and Davis are adding to
a debate which will no doubt continue.66 In one crucial regard they are
similar: they both show how necessary it is to look at what was happen-
ing ‘on the ground’ amongst city dwellers, and to examine the nature of
ordinary life and urban administration at an extraordinary time. There
are no easy generalisations to be made about the German people during
these years.

With the last two chapters, we move into a less familiar world. There
are many spaces in Western Europe’s history of the war, even within the
realm of the British Isles. In each nation, regional variations have often
been neglected, and so too have the experiences of different age groups
(particularly the children who made up such a large portion of the work-
force in industry and farming), various other social groups, and a whole
range of industrial workers who fell outside the arena of weapons pro-
duction. Nevertheless, although we should certainly be cautious in our
interpretation of autobiographical data, a vast amount of oral testimony,
personal opinion and description does exist. The British, or French, or
German histories of the war include many voices, for all their omissions.
When considering the history of Russia and Italy we enter a different
arena. These two major participants in the war have been excluded from
the greater picture not merely because of the general preoccupation with
the Western Front (and the relative familiarity of English/American acad-
emics with the French and German languages), or because their experi-
ences lie outside some of the standard paradigms of Great War history,
but because their own records, and their own memories, have been
damaged or occluded by succeeding communist or fascist govern-
ments.67 To a large extent the neglect by English-speaking historians has
thus reflected the unavailability of written and oral evidence within both
Russia and Italy. Furthermore, while many of us in Western Europe and
the United States have grown up immersed in a film culture which has
shown us, over and over again, what the war ‘means’ for us, reiterating
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(for good or ill) its importance to national pride, its tragic waste, its impact
on ordinary men and women, Russia and Italy also lack a familiar visual
fictional and documentary record.68

Russia is an extreme case. As the authors of one recent article have
written, it is ‘a society, possibly unique in the whole world, where remem-
bering has been dangerous at least since the 1920s’.69 The history of the
years between 1914 and 1917, defined by communists as an imperialist
struggle, was completely overshadowed by revolution and civil war: it
was deemed irrelevant to Soviet society. This silence lasted not just for
years, but for generations. Although oral historians are, painfully, begin-
ning to piece together a record of the experiences of ordinary Russian
people in the twentieth century, it is too late to find survivors of the
1914–17 war. Opinions and feelings about wartime life must be gleaned
from contemporary writing. Even now, the sheer scale of the political and
social conflicts of the 1920s and 1930s, or the military struggles of the
1940s, continue to marginalise the experiences of those who lived
through the earlier war, destructive though that was.70 In his essay for this
volume, ‘The Epic and the Domestic: Women and War in Russia,
1914–1917’, Peter Gatrell is therefore reconstructing part of a history
which was almost literally ‘lost’. There are other ways in which he is mak-
ing the obscure ‘visible’ too. Firstly, little has been written at all about
Russian women during the war. Here, Gatrell offers us some background
on life before 1914, and discusses the kinds of attitudes towards women
which were carried forward into the war. Secondly, although millions of
people were displaced by the fighting in Eastern Europe, their experi-
ences are virtually unknown: there is even less written about their lives
than about the civilians who struggled through four years of occupation in
northern France.71 When Gatrell turns his attention to refugees, many of
whom were women, he shows us something of what life was like for
people who have been doubly neglected by history, as women, and as
the displaced. Historians of women will recognise some familiar themes
– including anxiety about what was ‘fit work’ for women (both refugees
and the charitable workers who organised them), and fears about the
sexual behaviour of young women released from family supervision. At
the same time it is clear that while gender influenced experience, class
and ethnic background also influenced the way refugees were perceived
in their new communities, and indeed the kind of work they saw as
appropriate for themselves. This chapter is, therefore, a revealing exam-
ple of how one historian sensitive to issues of gender, but not dominated
by them, may include these as part of a wide-ranging exploration. It also
becomes clear that in Russia, as elsewhere, there could be no all-encom-
passing general ‘women’s experience’ of war.

Simonetta Ortaggi, in ‘Italian Women during the Great War’, begins by
discussing the impact of Fascism on the historiography of the war in Italy.
The Fascist regime literally marginalised and threatened the women who
had been activists during the war, and also influenced the way in which
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the conflict was defined and remembered. Ortaggi’s work is rooted in the
vibrant tradition of oral history which emerged in Italy in the 1970s, and
which has given a voice to many workingclass people. Yet ironically (or
perhaps not!) this strand of writing, which sprang from the history of
organised labour, has itself sometimes down-played or side-lined the role
of women during the war.72 Anna Bravo and a small group of feminist his-
torians shifted the perspective of oral history to women, and in this essay
Ortaggi continues the process, concentrating on the way in which Italian
peasant women and workers reacted to a deeply unpopular war. Many
were ‘politicised’ (my term) by their experiences, and played their part in
resisting the war effort, even while they maintained food production or
laboured in munitions factories. They spoke out: they tried to stop their
men from going to war, and protected the deserters who sought refuge in
the countryside. There is little doubt about the fact that the war had a
drastic effect on many workingclass women. However, Ortaggi makes it
clear that any ‘gains’ in independence were often illusory or temporary.
Both this chapter and Gatrell’s thus bring extra data to the debate about
the war’s impact on women, and show how dramatically different lives
could be, even while anxieties and suspicions about their changing
wartime role were remarkably consistent across national boundaries.

Each chapter in this book can be read alone, as a separate essay which
engages with one or more of the critical themes in current war history.
Common concerns run through them all – what is the nature of the evi-
dence available, what is its provenance, how has it been used by histori-
ans over the years? However, if the essays are read together other
connections will fall into place; comparative pictures also emerge, par-
ticularly in the areas of women’s history, and the development of
‘received wisdom’ about the impact of war in general. The key words
here are detail and context.

These essays fit into a history of 1914–18 which is not only vast, but
multi-dimensional. We need to know about national experiences, and look
across boundaries for similarities and differences, but we also need
research which concentrates on small groups, individual lives, the events of
a few days or weeks. We need to appreciate the scale of the war’s disrup-
tion, but at the same time we need to put this into perspective and see it as
part of the longer term. There was a time before 1914, and attitudes to the
war were moulded by this. There was also a time after 1918, and other dis-
asters played their part in people’s lives – the general strike and the depres-
sion in Britain, the rise of Fascism in Italy, the reign of Stalin in Russia were
not minor events, and could easily overshadow 1914–18. I hope that micro
and macro research mean that the picture should become more complete
in time, and also more complex. This is all part of the writing of history.

However, in one respect the war is unique. No other event in modern
history has generated so much writing over the last ninety years. Nor has
any war inspired so many novelists, poets and artists, thus attracting the
attention of cultural and literary historians too. But much of this writing is
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in English; it is dominated by the interpretation of anglo-american histori-
ans, and strongly influenced by the British war story – even writings in
French are seldom translated, which is a grave loss to the English-speak-
ing readership. Also, the bulk of available visual material, from portrait
photography to film, is Western European. There are two inherent ‘prob-
lems’ with this emphasis. Firstly, although the arena of research is now
expanding to encompass Russia, Italy, Austria and, one hopes, many
smaller nations, there remains the danger that the main perspective
remains white and concentrated on Britain/France/Germany, with con-
clusions about the war’s impact still tailored accordingly. If issues of gen-
der are still perceived as a minority interest, this is even more so of other
social, racial and ethnic groups. The role of colonial troops, their interac-
tion with standing armies, and the effect of war on their home nations
remains shamefully neglected by all but specialist researchers. We need
more diversity in the ‘greater’ war story.

The other ‘problem’ could be viewed as more of an opportunity. We
have an event which has been discussed for so long, and in such a pub-
lic manner, that we can chart the changes in emphasis over the years.
People of the 1920s and 1930s wrote about it in a different way from those
of the 1960s and 1970s, let alone historians of the 1990s. Layers of story-
telling have built up, many of which need to be examined carefully, some
of which may be misleading – like the idea that Europe was gripped with
war enthusiasm in 1914 – but the emergence of these stories is itself
important. How has the war been interpreted by journalists, or historians,
or politicians, or policy makers, in different nations at different times? The
writers of 1914–18 were part of their own time with particular preoccu-
pations and concerns, but so too were the historians of the 1960s or the
1990s. The focus has varied accordingly. For example, it is clearly no coin-
cidence that the 1970s saw an increase in the number of people research-
ing women and the war or the women’s peace movement. This makes
the use of ‘secondary sources’ challenging, and implies, I think, that there
are always themes which need to be re-examined, not merely as more
papers come to light, or new collections are utilised, but in a conscious
attempt to refine, and if necessary revise, the standard picture. We should
never depend on what historians have already said. It is also true, of
course, that we can choose to look back at the shifting interpretation of
texts, memoirs, reports, descriptions, as national and international events
impinged, and comment on this process. The history of writing about the
war may be as absorbing as the event itself, and all the essays in this
book are, to some extent, about this aspect of war history as well.

So, to return to the word ‘retrouver’. One commentator, to whose
rather jaundiced views I have referred in my own chapter as well, com-
plained that:

Since the World War ended, a thousand writers have set down their impres-
sions of the conflict, and a thousand more have declared the falsity of these
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impressions. Already the truth about the War has been told so often by eye-wit-
nesses whose accounts are mutually destructive that history in the future
must, as plain history has always done in the past, confine itself to the bare
bones of event …73

Can we really ‘recover’ what Ward, with unconscious grimness refers to
‘the bare bones’ of 1914–18? My conclusion has to be cautious. There is
no universal ‘truth’ about the war, beyond its magnitude and its destruc-
tion of countless men. Statements about what impact it had on individu-
als, groups, or societies must always be tempered. But at the same time
I understand what he means, just as I understand all those others who
complained so bitterly in the 1920s (and indeed in the decades that fol-
lowed) about the way ‘their’ war had been appropriated, defined and
used by novelists, poets and journalists.74 If we are to respect the people
for whom the years 1914–18 were part of life, or death, we must be care-
ful how we utilise their experiences or their opinions, and delicate in our
interpretation. Our view of events cannot possibly resemble theirs, no
matter how well we feel we know the war: it is a superimposition of
interpretations built up over time. Sometimes it is enough to recognise
this and work with it, but sometimes we need to look beneath, and, quite
simply, start afresh.
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