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WRITING ABOUT THE WAR

More than eight decades have passed since the war’s conclusion, but the exam-
ination of this grandiose and horrifying event continues. New directions in re-
search and new controversies make clear how this complex subject continues to
fascinate. There follows a consideration of only a few of the many paths histo-
rians have taken.

Did Europeans go to war enthusiasticaily, even joyfully? The pictures of fren-
zied crowds bidding farewell to soldiers leaving for the front seem to confirm
that many welcomed the war. Recent scholarship has presented a more nuanced
picture. The research of Jean-Jacques Becker indicates that, at least in rural
France, people greeted the war—and went on to bear it—as a harsh duty forced
upon them. Jeffrey Verhey has presented a subtle picture of Germans at many
social levels reacting ambiguously to the outbreak of the conflict.

Books of comparative social history, tapping the talents of many specialists,
have atlowed us to see the various belligerent peoples side by side as they coped
with probiems ranging from mobilizing their young men to heating their homes.
The outstanding works in this genre are Richard Wall and Jay Winter's Upheaval
of War and Jean-Jacques Becker and Jay Winter's Capital Cities at War. Another
valuable collection, although with essays of more varying quality, is Hugh Cecil
and Peter Liddle’s Facing Armageddon .’

A vital, new line of inquiry has approached the way in which people from the
belligerent countries remembered the war. The mass graves of previous wars
with no indication of their inhabitants’ identity gave way to carefully planned
cemeteries containing individual graves. Massive monuments displayed a careful
listing of the names of the missing. Every community sought to remember its
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tactics combined with better technology, especially in the British Army, to bring
a long-awaited but deserved victory.*

Such a view was likely to be unconvincing to the soldier suffering through the
bloodbath at Passchendaele in the final months of 1917. A view that leaders
understood the war better and fought it with greater skill seems to pertain, at
best, to the final year of the conflict. And here, apart from the continuing heavy
casualties, the question remains whether it was skilled Allied leadership, or vast
Allied numbers, or perhaps just Germany’s exhaustion from attrition that de-
cided the issue.

A soldier at Passchendaele or any number of other bloody encounters would
likely find even more controversial the views of Correlli Bamett in The Collapse
of British Power. Brian Bond has recently taken up the same position.” In a com-
pelling chapter, “Covenants without Swords,” Bamett presents three important
themes to draw from the war. First, it was a conflict undertaken for appropriate
political reasons, namely to defend British interests against dangerous German
aggression leveled at France and Belgium but eventually imperiling Britain. Sec-
ond, the horrors of the war have been overemphasized. It was Englishmen from
privileged and sheltered backgrounds who wrote the war memoirs that began
to appear at the close of the 1920s. These writings gave a picture of suffering
and hardship that looked far different—that is, were more tolerable—to men of
working-class origins who made up the mass of the armed forces. Finally, such
a view of the war had a disastrous impact on British foreign policy when Adolf
Hitler's Germany raised new threats in foreign affairs in the 1930s.

One issue of particular interest to an American audience is the assessment of
the AEF's performance on the battlefield. The view Americans long favored was
presented by General John Pershing in his memoirs, published in 1931. Pershing
lauded bath the skills of his soldiers and subordinate commanders and pointed
to the great role they had played in bringing the war te a conclusion. European
leaders like Georges Clemenceau and David Lloyd George had contested that
view while the conflict still raged. It was to their advantage to diminish Amer-
ica’s military role in the war in order to diminish America’s influence at the
peace conference. By the last decades of the twentieth century, American scholars
like David Kennedy were contesting Pershing's view. They stressed the raw char-
acter of the Arnerican units that fought in France, as well as the often uncertain
leadership those units received. Unskilled American unilts contributed to the
overall victory by pinning down portions of the German army while the French
and especially the British army conducted the war-winning offensive.*

Most recently, Mark E. Grotelueschen’s Doctrine under Fire has proposed a
more sophisticated alternative. Grotelueschen, a professional officer as well as a
historian, shows how some AEF divisions developed formidable fighting skills.
The Second Division, the particular target of his investigation, became a crack
military unit, skilled in taking the war to the enemy and successful in reaching
its objectives.”

John Eisenhower’s Yanks, like Doctrine under Fire, examines the middle ground
of military operations, the war fought by majors and colonels. Discussions of
leadership at the highest level came immediately after the war, aided by the
publication of the memoirs of senior commanders. Soon afterward, the view from
the bottom of the military ladder—junior officers and men in the ranks—ap-
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war dead—who had for the most part been drawn from the ranks of the average
citizen—with some kind of memorial. A tradition of remembrance, including vast
war cemeteries, begun in the United States after the Civil War, now became the
norm for the European countries that fought on the western front. Works like
Jay Winter’s Sites of Memory, Adrian Gregory's Silence of Memory, George Mosse's
Fallen Soldiers, and Daniel Sherman’s magisterial The Construction of Memory in
Interwar France explore how the people and communities who survived the war
tried to come to grips with the memory of immeasurable loss.?

The study of women in the war has moved the spotlight away from the bat-
tlefield in some respects. But it has also added to our understanding of the com-
bat soldier. Women were drawn inte the conflict in innumerable ways, ranging
from service in uniform and work in war plants to moumning the loss of the men
they sent to the fighting fronts. Following the path marked two decades ago by
Gail Braybon, scholars like Laura Downs both have considered women's expe-
riences in the factory world many entered for the first time, and have explored
whether this newly central economic role for women proved lasting or liberating.
Susan Zeiger has presented an incisive look at American women serving with
the AEF, and Ute Daniel has explored the experience of Germany’s working-
class women. Margaret Darrow has offered a valuable examination of women in
various roles in wartime France, including the sometimes hostile view of them
that combat soldiers displayed. Belinda Davis’s study of women in World War
I Berlin shows the difficulties the authorities had in dealing with this segment
of the city’s population. In introducing and editing an examination of wartime
societies in the twentieth century, Margaret Higonnet has offered the stimulating
view that the war changed the roles of men and women but the size of the gap
separating the status of the two sexes remained fixed.*

Anocther new turn has been to consider the role of the average soldier in di-
minishing the camage of the war. Numerous books like Leon Wolff's In Flanders
Fields have condemned stupid and stubbormn “brass hats” for sending men to die
in hopeless attacks for unworthy objectives. Tony Ashworth has explored the
way in which units created or maintained quiet on much of the front during the
times when the great baltles were not taking place. By tacit mutual agreement,
the Germans on one side of the battlefield and their opponents on the other held
their fire, shot only on predictable schedules, and otherwise avoided inflicting
casualties on their foes. In a different fashion, Leonard Smith’s study of a single,
distinguished French infantry division has shown how the men in the ranks took
some control of battles to limit casualties. As he points out, all attacks logically
should have ended in victory or in 100 percent casuaities. In fact few did, and
this was due to the influence the soldiers themselves were willing to exert. The
French army mutiny in the spring of 1917 was simply the largest example of
soldiers who remained loyal to their country and their commanders but who
refused to sacrifice their lives in hopeless military ventures.

Was the war an exercise in futility? Did the generals fail to leam anything as
the conflict proceeded? Books such as Paddy Griffith's Battle Tactics of the Western
Front and Albert Palazzo’s Seeking Victory on the Western Front point to the grow-
ing sophistication of the military and its leaders in the final two years of the war.
The technical problems of trench warfare, these authors suggest, found sclutions
as those in authority came to understand the conflict they were fighting. Better
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peared. Eisenhower, like Grotelueschen, brings the experience of a professional
army officer as well as the talents of the historian to the question of how specific
operations were planned. How did regiments and battalions, the basic tools in
the senior commander’s arsenal, maneuver in order to achieve the generals’ ob-
jectives?®

World War | has long served as the background for important works of fiction,
witness the writing of Emest Hemingway and Erich Maria Remarque. By the
mid-1930s, C.S. Forester took the literary examination of the war in a new di-
rection with his superb psychological dissection of a senicr British military leader
in The General. Two recent authors who have enriched our understanding of the
war through imaginative and forceful novels are Pat Barker and Sebastian Faulks.
Barker's trilogy—Regeneration, The Eye in the Door, and The Ghost Road—slices
through multiple layers of British society during the war with psychological in-
sight. Its characters inhabit haunting scenes ranging from the battlefield to the
psychiatric hospital to the prison confining conscientious objectors. Equally im-
pressive is Sebastian Faulks’ Birdsong. One of Faulks’ achievements has been to
link the prewar world—his early scenes take place in the still peaceful locale that
was t0 become the Somme battlefield in 1916—to present-day characters discov-
ering the agony their ancestors experienced.!
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