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 Foreword

Since the turn of the twenty-fi rst century the public attitude to war and peace 
has become a topic of acute importance. With the end of the Cold War, and 
in particular the return of war to Europe in the Balkans and the Iraq wars, 
European public opinion can no longer just be a reaction to ‘imagined wars’ of 
the Cold War era – it has to discuss and take on the concrete political and hu-
manitarian responsibility for military actions carried out in the name of their 
respective nations. Still today debates on the legality and proportionality of 
these new military interventions divide European societies and their govern-
ments like no other public dispute.

Against the backdrop of these current issues, it seemed a worthwhile aca-
demic enterprise to revisit the established research area of the popular attitude 
to war and peace in various European societies before, during and aft er World 
Wars I and II. Such a comparative reappraisal of research was the aim of a con-
ference organised by Professor Lothar Kettenacker for the German Historical 
Institute. Th e conference was entitled ‘War and Peace in Europe’s Collective 
Consciousness, 1900–1950’ and was held at the Evangelische Akademie Mei-
ßen. As deputy director of the German Historical Institute London, Lothar 
Kettenacker shaped and infl uenced its research activities and general devel-
opment over nearly thirty years. His own research focused very much on the 
questions that were at the centre of this conference. And it was particularly 
due to his research interests that the complex conundrum of public opinion 
and war at the outbreak of World War I as well as at the beginning and end 
of World War II were continuously part of the Institute’s research interests. In 
Meißen leading historians of the world wars debated their research, which is 
mostly concentrated on one of the wars and also on one society, in a compara-
tive approach. Th e result is this volume which provides us with a comparative 
conspectus of research which does not exist so far, and will provide a valuable 
tool for further research as well as for teaching.

As the new director of the German Historical Institute London I should like 
to take the opportunity provided by this preface to thank Lothar Kettenacker 
again for having organised the conference and for co-editing this volume. Th e 
Institute still profi ts from his contributions to its academic as well as organi-



sational development. I should particularly like to thank Dr Torsten Riotte 
who agreed to act as co-editor and see this enterprise through even aft er he 
had left  the Institute for a new position at Frankfurt University. Th anks also 
go to the translators Jonathan Uhlaner and Deborah Cohen in Berlin and to 
Jane Raff erty of the German Historical Institute staff  who has also overseen the 
copyediting with her usual careful attention. Finally my thanks go to Berghahn 
Books and particularly to Dr Marion Berghahn, Ann Przyzycki and Melissa 
Spinelli who took great care of the book, to the publisher’s anonymous exter-
nal referees who added valuable suggestions for the revision of the manuscript, 
and, last but not least, to the contributors who were prepared to bear with us in 
the protracted processes of editing this volume.

—Andreas Gestrich, London, August 2010
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chapter  
 1

‘Old Europe’ and the Legacy of 
Two World Wars
Lothar Kettenacker and Torsten Riotte

Th e aim of this book is to trace the moods and attitudes of the people of four 
Western countries before, during and aft er the First and Second World Wars. 

Th e contributions examine public opinion in Great Britain, France, Germany 
and Italy during the crucial moments of the two major confl icts of the twen-
tieth century (in their diff erences and similarities).1 Th e inspiration to look 
again at the attitudes of ordinary Europeans to the two wars came from the 
controversy surrounding the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. Th at decision, if one 
is to believe US policy at the time, was taken mainly to liberate the people of 
Iraq from the yoke of a dictator. In many ways, the language and arguments 
used to justify Operation Iraqi Freedom were in keeping with the Wilsonian 
tradition, according to which it is the responsibility of the USA to bring de-
mocracy and civilisation to suppressed and misgoverned people. However, 
the many protest marches – according to BBC reports, two million Britons 
marched against the war in London on a single day alone – imply that the 
policy of ‘making the world safe for democracy’ was, certainly in the UK con-
text, essentially undemocratic. Government ministers ignored the people in 
the streets. Great Britain was, of course, only one of forty-eight governments 
who joined the ‘coalition of the willing’ despite massive global protest – not 
least from the populations of those countries.2

Th e question therefore arises as to whether governments can legitimately 
– or eff ectively – conduct a war without the backing of a majority of their 
people. It would certainly be far too simplistic to view the historic relationship 
between societies and war as one in which warmongering governments on the 
one hand are pitted against peaceful populations powerless to prevent confl ict 
on the other. As Jost Dülff er, one of the most distinguished experts on de-
escalation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries argues, popular accep-



2 | Th e Legacies of Two World Wars

tance of a military solution is a necessary prerequisite, though not a suffi  cient 
explanation, for the outbreak of a war.3 Similarly, historians have looked at 
peaceful periods in history to determine how war was avoided. While schol-
ars have argued that on some occasions, wars are inevitable, the question re-
mains why they occur at particular moments in time. A recent publication 
lists thirty-three incidents between the end of the Crimean War in 1856 and 
the outbreak of the First World War in 1914 in which a multi-lateral military 
confl ict of global dimension seemed a possible option (or danger) and was 
discussed amongst contemporaries.4 Th e number alone illustrates that the de-
cision to go to war in 1914, aft er it had been avoided for so long, was a chal-
lenging one for the governments involved.

It is against this background that the present volume takes a closer look at 
how society responded to the outbreaks and the conclusions of the First and 
Second World Wars in order to examine the relationship between the conduct 
of wars and public opinion. Th ree hypotheses are implied. Th e fi rst of these is 
that, in the case of the First World War, confl ict did not come ‘out of the blue’. 
Th e threat of military confl ict had been almost palpable during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries and the fi nal decision to engage in a war 
was predated by several occasions on which war was avoided.5 Governments 
of the day decided to go to war on various grounds and the attitude of the 
people as expressed in the political press or in public demonstrations played 
into the decision to declare an active state of war.

Secondly, the population was aware of the danger that war might break out. 
It will be established that it was less the active wish for war than a perceived 
lack of alternatives that shaped the attitude of many. Enthusiasm for war was 
oft en accompanied by a degree of anxiety, fear, concern or uncertainty.6 Hence, 
historians who argue that a great deal of support existed for military confl ict 
are oft en challenged by evidence of more cautious or alarmed voices. Th e dis-
tinction between enthusiasm for war, and concern about its consequences, is 
therefore rarely clear cut, and more a question of shift ing balances.7

Th irdly, war was experienced not only as an individual and personal en-
counter but also as a collective experience.8 Th e present volume examines 
the latter with a particular focus on public demonstration, public debate and 
public discourse. Opinion polls are preferred to individual biographical nar-
ratives.9 Writers have emphasised that people experienced the outbreak and 
the end of war in diff erent circumstances at diff erent times. As Richard Bessel 
demonstrates, many German privates were far from the frontline when fi ght-
ing ceased in late 1918.10 Th e experiences of people on the home front varied 
just as much. And yet, the book implies a moment of collective experience. 
Accounts of demonstration marches and public gatherings illustrate that a 
specifi c time and place existed when people voted with their feet. Such events 
oft en created their own particular dynamic, which was beyond government 
control and which shaped the way in which society later remembered war.11
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Th is volume is not about the First and Second World Wars as such. Gov-
ernmental politics, military strategy and the history of ideology are only sub-
ordinate reference points. Th e focus is less on politics and much more on how 
people experienced the pre- and post-war periods, the time immediately be-
fore the outbreak of war and the responses aft er fi ghting fi nally stopped. One 
chapter proves the exemption to the rule – Jost Dülff er discusses two interna-
tional peace conferences as important political events. Th e First and Second 
World Wars changed public attitudes towards military confl ict. Scholars have 
rightly stressed that the particular characteristics of total warfare and its im-
pact not only on the military but also on other aspects of life gained a new 
quality aft er 1914.12 However, the divide between traditional cabinet wars and 
total warfare should not imply that governments before the outbreak of the 
First World War were indiff erent towards international eff orts at peace-keep-
ing. In 1899, fi ft een years before the July Crisis, representatives of almost thirty 
nation states met at the peace conferences at Th e Hague seeking a multi-lateral 
agreement to resolve confl ict peacefully. Most of today’s accounts emphasise 
the shortcomings of the conference. In 1899, a text for the creation of a Perma-
nent Court of Arbitration was adopted. However, the court did not receive co-
ercive power over individual nation states and dealt only with minor political 
issues. Th e next conference in 1907 proved equally unsuccessful in establish-
ing binding regulations to resolve international confl ict. Th e leading powers 
refused to accept signifi cant infringements of their national sovereignty. Th e 
two conferences at Th e Hague (a third was scheduled for 1915 but was never 
convened) were unsuccessful in securing peace internationally. So were their 
successors. Th e League of Nations, the Briand-Kellog pact and fi nally the 
United Nations seem, at fi rst glance, to have done little to avoid war. However, 
as Dülff er stresses, both the former and the latter represented attempts to re-
solve political problems in a universal or global context. A total of forty-four 
states participated in the meeting of 1907. Although the more powerful nation 
states resisted the more restrictive or coercive obligations of the conference, 
they still recognized a need to participate and contribute.13

Th e peace conferences also proved infl uential in galvanizing pacifi st move-
ments, particularly in Germany and France. However, while pacifi sts criticised 
politicians for their lack of commitment to multilateralism, their own move-
ment proved equally divided when it came to organisational matters. Pacifi sm 
did not produce a united political movement or party, either nationally or in-
ternationally, before 1914 or during the inter-war period. Th is made it diffi  cult 
for pacifi sm to reach a wide public audience, or to substantially infl uence pub-
lic opinion in the inter-war period.14

Today we know a good deal more about what people think of certain move-
ments or events. Political surveys and opinion polling have been a vital part of 
political and public debate since the mid twentieth century. Th is was not the 
case in the period around the First World War. Instead, historians have had to 
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create diff erent tools to trace the public mood during the years 1914 to 1918. 
Writing the history of mentalities is still one of the most challenging tasks for 
any historical scholar. Just how diffi  cult this can be is demonstrated by the re-
cent debate around the outbreak of war in 1914. Th e general assumption that 
people living in Germany and France welcomed the war as an opportunity for 
their countries to establish their position as leaders in the struggle for power 
has been challenged for some time now.15 Th e theory of ‘war enthusiasm’ was 
based on snapshots (to a certain extent quite literally) of bourgeois urban life 
and artistic representation. However, a more recent focus on rural communi-
ties has shown that there were large groups of people who found it diffi  cult to 
deal with the uncertainties that were to come. As Gerhard Hirschfeld shows in 
his contribution, it is almost impossible to paint a coherent picture of German 
society in 1914. Despite the euphoria and excitement about the outbreak of 
the war by some Germans, there were many who feared the atrocities of war 
and articulated their unease. Hirschfeld’s research follows the tradition of the 
French historian Becker whose work has proved crucial to a re-interpretation 
of war enthusiasm in his country. Many of the observations Hirschfeld makes 
for Germany are therefore equally true of the French situation in 1914.

On a more individual level, personal responses to the events can be traced 
in diaries, memoirs or private correspondence. However it is extremely dif-
fi cult to generalise from such accounts. Similarly, press coverage, artistic rep-
resentations and contemporary literature can help determine the public mood 
only to a certain extent. Historians today agree that there was a divide be-
tween more enthusiastic responses to war among the urban middle classes 
and greater anxiety in more rural regions.16 Such a generalisation, however, is 
not without its problems. Stefan Geinitz’s work on Freiburg has illustrated that 
it cannot explain the events in a medium-sized town on the Franco-German 
border inhabited by a Catholic majority.17 A typology and juxtaposition of 
urban/bourgeois on the one hand and rural / working class on the other does 
not resolve the problem of the diversity in responses to the outbreak of war.

Although the situation presented itself somewhat diff erently in Great Brit-
ain, the variety of opinions that made up the public opinion was equally co-
lourful. In Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann’s interpretation, the confusing mix 
of Germanophobia on the one hand and a desire for political neutrality on 
the other created a situation which made it almost impossible to reduce pub-
lic opinion to a single mood. Many voices spoke out in support of neutrality. 
Large groups within society, however, eagerly consumed the gutter press with 
its vitriolic attacks on Germany and the Kaiser. Anti-German spy novels were 
printed in their thousands if not millions to support the idea of the threat of a 
German invasion. Governments also played a signifi cant role in shaping pub-
lic opinion, or to borrow Pogge von Strandmann’s terminology: ‘Politicians 
like to react to and occasionally hide behind or even invent popular attitudes 
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regardless of whether they had really been swayed by the public or not.’ As in 
the German and French cases, the society in pre-war Britain showed diff ering 
attitudes towards war that coexisted and coincided.

It seems almost impossible to come to a conclusion as to whether European 
societies embraced or opposed war in 1914. Gerhard Hirschfeld, Hartmut 
Pogge von Strandmann and Nicolas Beaupré show convincingly how diffi  cult 
it is to decipher the public mood of 1914. One crucial aspect in the interpreta-
tion is to look not only at separate groups of society and diff erent places within 
a country but also to include several divisions in the chronology of events. 
Although the societies of Great Britain, France and Germany experienced the 
summer of 1914 very diff erently, there were still comparable moments of ex-
citement and uncertainty within each of the countries. It is essential for the 
historian to diff erentiate between an acceptance of war as a means of politics, 
and responses aft er the actual outbreak, as well as responses to specifi c events 
and confl icts. While visual representations and the media mirror primarily 
the underlying current of opinions as part of a political discourse, success or 
failure in strategic movements, military confrontations, personal experiences 
of encountering war or domestic and foreign political changes also infl uence 
people’s attitudes and can lead to sudden changes of opinion within weeks or 
sometimes even days. As Beaupré explains, France’s take on the war not only 
changed continuously, but was characterised by several competing views.

Beaupré’s interpretation of French society is particularly interesting as it 
follows the public debate beyond the armistice of 1918 and demonstrates how 
the mix of opinions was moulded into just one way of remembering the Great 
War during the post-war period.18 Th us the chapter also provides a link to the 
time immediately aft er the First World War. Th e images left  by the catastrophe 
of 1914–18 formed an important part of the political and historical narrative 
of the inter-war years. Despite encounters on the battlefi elds, remembering the 
Great War took on very diff erent forms in Germany, Britain and France. As 
Jay Winter shows in his contribution on Britain, the national narrative proved 
very powerful in creating collective images of the Great War.19 Th is was partly 
infl uenced by diff ering post-war economic and political challenges but what 
arguably played a far greater role were cultural diff erences between the three 
countries. In the British case, the ‘cultivated detachment and distance’ that 
shaped the national character is evident in literary expressions such as war 
poems but also in soldiers’ letters home and in trench journals. Th is, to use 
Winter’s term, ‘national defl ection’ of remembrance also aff ected historical ac-
counts. Th e British perception of the war as having been futile did not cor-
respond with French views.

Winter’s contribution also addresses the transformation of competing in-
terpretations of war into a collective way of remembering. Th e public debate 
surrounding the British victory ceremony in London in July 1919 and the in-



6 | Th e Legacies of Two World Wars

ternment of the Unknown Soldier in Westminster Abbey a year and a half later 
show that these offi  cial occasions did not turn out as the authorities had origi-
nally planned. Th e people attending the ceremonies in London transformed 
the choreography into a mournful ceremony free from elitist distinctions. Th e 
staging of both rites developed its own dynamic which is an indication that 
more profound social and political changes were about to happen.20 Against 
the background of labour unrest, colonial violence and civil war in Ireland the 
ruling class lost much of its credibility and power to shape public attitudes. 
Th is also shows that British people were less preoccupied than others with the 
idea of their victory in 1918.

Many historians have questioned whether the Versailles Treaty inevitably 
led to the Second World War.21 However, Gerhard Krumeich insists that in 
the German case ‘the lost peace of 1919 represents the beginning of the fi nal 
decline of the old Europe of Nation states and Nationalisms into the barbarity 
of the Second World War.’22 Krumeich’s revisionist interpretation uses the leit-
motif of the traumatic experience of war to explain the aggression of political 
thinking and political acts in the 1920s. Th e humiliating aspects of German 
defeat led to what can be termed the ‘nationalism of frustration’, an aggres-
sive response by young men and women who had lost confi dence in the state 
and now referred to categories of war. Th e presence of the terminology of war 
throughout the public and political discourse in Weimar Germany is a good 
indication that the defeat of 1918 remained part of the public consciousness. 
Heterogeneous groups were united under the categories of war and defeat 
combining old militarism and new militancy which entered into a symbiosis 
of new political brutality. To assume a ‘conservative revolution’ aft er 1918 does 
not necessarily lead to the inevitability of Nazi-dictatorship in 1933 but it il-
lustrates that the burden of Versailles was too heavy for Weimar politics to 
bear.23

France as a victor state found itself in a diff erent situation. Despite the many 
British and German losses, it was French and Belgian territory that had seen 
most of the fi ghting at the Western front. Th e peculiar situation of a victori-
ous European power suff ering in terms of fatal casualties, wounded, invalids, 
damage to buildings and agriculture, as well as the war debt created a much 
more ambivalent situation than that found in Great Britain or Germany. Th e 
presence of the ‘gueules cassées’ at the signing of the Versailles treaty illus-
trated the ambivalence of winning and mourning the war.24 Th e French public 
responded to the traumatic experience by negotiating between concern to em-
phasise human tragedy and material destruction on the one hand and the wish 
to forget or ignore the war by expressing ‘joie de vivre’ on the other.

As Jean Claude Allain’s article points out, the developments that originated 
in the French experience oscillated between extremes. Th e anti-German nar-
ratives found in French schoolbooks undermined the notion of a victorious 
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nation succeeding over a barbarous enemy. Memoirs, biographies and eye-
witness accounts published in the early years aft er the war, but also memora-
bilia from the war such as postcards and tour guides of the battlefi eld, implied 
a much more ambivalent form of patriotism and attitude towards war. Hu-
man suff ering and the destruction of monuments or landscape as described 
or depicted in such evidence questioned a glorifi cation of war. Th is led to a 
specifi c form of pacifi sm with diff erent political notions, as is evident in the 
French terms pacifi que and pacifi ste. It was the collective fear that a renewed 
war might bring similar suff ering rather than a political struggle for peace that 
characterised French society in the period from Versailles to the outbreak of 
the Second World War.

French historians have been tempted to link the prominent anti-war men-
tality in France to the defeat by Hitler’s army in 1940.25 Barbara Lambauer 
illustrates in her chapter that the political polarisation of society, as well as 
a general desire for peace, played into French misapprehensions of German 
aggression in the 1930s. Th e traditional anti-German policies of the conserva-
tives and right-wing associations were transformed by the dominance of anti-
Bolshevist ideology, as vividly expressed by Emmanuel Monier in 1938: ‘rather 
Hitler than Blum’. Antagonism to the left -wing government in France made 
German policies appear less threatening to a majority of the French people. 
Arguably, this could be seen as a crucial reason why French society entered 
the war reluctantly. As an opinion poll by the newly founded Institut français 
d’opinon established, the majority of the French population (57 per cent) were 
satisfi ed with the outcome of the Munich conference of September 1938.

France’s reluctance to go to war and domestic uncertainties, however, were 
only part of the picture. Th e poll also claimed that more than two thirds (70 
per cent) of the French expected that France and Great Britain would eventu-
ally face direct confrontation with Germany. Th e French were not unaware of 
the danger of war. According to a poll of 1939, almost half the population ex-
pected war to start within the year and more than two-thirds were convinced 
that Germany would not be pacifi ed by peaceful means. Th e Russo-German 
treaty of 1939 gained particular importance in this context as it linked fears of 
a coming war with anti-communist feelings. Th ese fi gures illustrate the gen-
eral concerns that existed in France immediately before the outbreak of war 
and beyond.

Language is an unreliable tool with which to trace public opinion – accord-
ing to the eighteenth century French diplomat Maurice de Talleyrand, it is 
more a weapon of disguise.26 Maybe it was in this tradition that Hitler continu-
ously spoke of preserving peace in Europe, even during the early stages of the 
Second World War. While a recent study on the fi rst seven years of Nazi Ger-
many concludes that the period 1933–1939 showed the ‘overriding imperative 
of preparing Germany and its people for a major war’,27 Hans Mommsen ar-
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gues the opposite in his chapter here. According to Mommsen’s interpretation 
an important characteristic of the Führer-cult was its presentation of Hitler as 
the only statesman able to guarantee a peaceful future.28 Th is helps to explain 
why – despite the aggressive terminology of Nazi propaganda – the majority 
of Germans lacked enthusiasm at the actual outbreak of the Second World 
War in 1939. Th e massive armament programme and Hitler’s (and the Nazi 
leadership’s) constant threat to go to war in the period of 1935 to 1939 did not 
prevent a large number of Germans from believing that Hitler had done every-
thing possible to avoid it. Large sections of German society still remembered 
the events of 1914 to 1918 from fi rst-hand experience. What the German ex-
ample shows is that the experience of the previous war shaped views in 1939 
and of subsequent events. Concerns and war weariness cannot provide a full 
answer to the question of why German society followed Hitler into the war. 
But they do illustrate that the memories of atrocities and suff ering during the 
First World War, as well as the collective trauma of Versailles, survived into 
the Nazi era. However, aft er the German victories over Poland and France, or-
dinary Germans began to view Hitler’s decisions in a diff erent light. To a large 
extent (although not exclusively) early military success bribed German society 
into accepting and, from 1941, supporting the war, which made it extremely 
diffi  cult to return to a more distanced attitude aft er the experiences in Russia 
and the approaching defeat.29

Ambivalent experiences were equally true in the Italian case. Here, Mus-
solini’s success during the 1920s can be understood as a response to the trau-
matic eff ects of the First World War, but also as a result of society’s uncertainty 
about the sudden and wide-ranging changes during the fi rst decades of the 
twentieth century. Angelo Ventrone’s contribution to this book specifi cally 
looks at the Italian case and illustrates the impact of the fascist ideology of a 
‘culture of hierarchical brotherhood’ as an alternative model to what had been 
understood as the development of modernity. Many strands of Italian fas-
cism like the myth of rural life and simplicity or the role of the individual as 
such and as part of a group responded to the specifi c political experiences 
and expectations of Italian society. Th e tension between the old and the new 
developed its own dynamics which Mussolini tried to capitalize on. However, 
Mussolini’s mission to remake the ‘Italians through combat’ did not meet with 
unrestricted support in Italy. Th e anti-war policy of the Vatican combined 
with a growing suspicion of Italian ruling elites demonstrated to the Duce that 
his expansionist goals did not enjoy unanimous support.30

Th e rise of modernity and the experiences of the Great War shaped society 
during the fi nal period before the outbreak of the Second World War. While 
the years immediately aft er 1918 were characterised by continuing crisis and 
violence, the fi nal year before the outbreak of the war showed a diff erent face. 
Now, the societies of Europe seem to have reverted to a more normal routine 
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of looking to great statesmen to avoid war. In Britain, people looked to Neville 
Chamberlain, the apparent personifi cation of political common sense, to reign 
in a rogue like Hitler. But when he failed the self-respect of the nation was 
at stake. Lothar Kattenacker sees the ‘appeaser’ Chamberlain as being driven 
by public opinion to accept the inevitable. Th e British declaration of war can 
be described as ‘a question of honour’, much more ‘the people’s war’ than the 
politicians’. Th e eventual rejection of appeasing Hitler was forced upon the 
government, the declaration of war a necessity. Th e latter meant honoring a 
pledge given to the Poles rather than the resolution to fi ght. Th is, to some 
extent, explains why the British declaration of war in September 1939 was not 
followed by immediate consequences and led to what is known as the phoney 
war. It was only aft er the handover from Chamberlain to Churchill, the tribune 
of the people, that decisive military action followed. So while the public eleva-
tion of the Second World War to a mythical confl ict had not become apparent 
before the resignation of Chamberlain, the people of Britain had already taken 
ownership of it, and enforced their will.

Th e end of the Second World War changed many of the familiar patterns of 
society. Just like the earlier debate around 1918, it is not helpful to look at pub-
lic attitudes in the simple terms of victory and defeat in 1945. Th e four great 
Western states had all suff ered materially. For the Germans, 1945 has been de-
scribed as ‘zero hour’ (Stunde Null), an end and a beginning at the same time. 
As Clemens Vollnhals shows, the ‘German Catastrophe’ was followed not by 
remorse and regret but by disillusionment and pragmatism. Shocked by the 
ruthlessness of the Nazi leadership and the latter’s criminal and catastrophic 
conduct during the fi nal months of the war, German society escaped the role 
of perpetrator by declaring itself victims of the Th ird Reich. Self-pity seems to 
have become a main characteristic of post-war Germans while the much-ac-
claimed community of the people (Volksgemeinschaft ) dissolved into Germans 
individually struggling for survival and thus avoiding the question of collec-
tive responsibility.31 As Vollnhals convincingly demonstrates, the democratic 
‘new beginning’ of German society was reduced to a small minority, and to 
borrow Vollnhals’s expression, the ‘pragmatic retreat into the private world’ 
which included an extremely generous policy of integrating all those with Nazi 
connections. Vollnhals is more critical than many recent historians who iden-
tify a German learning process aft er 1945. Despite the withdrawal into privacy 
and personal remembering Konrad Jarausch stresses the importance of the 
war experiences for Germans in distancing themselves from extreme national-
ism and militarism.32 It was in the light of the economic success of the Federal 
Republic in the decades aft er the war that the following generation of Germans 
engaged in a discussion about its past and established democracy on a critical 
level. Th is gained particular importance during the 1960s and here Jarausch 
and Vollnhals agree in their interpretations.
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Although victorious, Great Britain struggled hard to come to terms with 
the war. As Toby Haggith shows, the fi rst fi ve years in Britain aft er 1945 were 
historically far more complicated and ambivalent than might appear at fi rst 
glance. Despite the comparatively small eff ects of the war in material terms 
and human suff ering compared with the other European nations and despite 
the heroic representation of war in popular culture and patriotic literature, the 
majority of the people did not engage in activities such as collecting military 
memorabilia or memorialising the Second World War as had been the case in 
1918–19. As Haggith demonstrates, the majority of the British people were too 
tired and malnourished to celebrate the defeat of Hitler. Th e British govern-
ment was expected to agree not only to international but also to a domestic 
peace. Would a ‘just war’ be followed by a ‘just peace’ in the sense that wartime 
sacrifi ces would be rewarded? Based on the sources available at the Imperial 
War Museum, ranging from eye-witness accounts to satirical magazines, Hag-
gith paints a lively picture and demonstrates that despite the fact that Britain 
had won the war, many people felt the country had lost the peace.33

Similar to Haggith’s approach Fabrice Grenard looks at the social dimension 
of post-war life. While popular remembering has termed the period from 1945 
to 1975 the ‘glorious thirty years’ (Trente glorieuses) the late forties proved to 
be much more diffi  cult for a majority of French society than is generally as-
sumed. Food rationing, scarcity of other commodities and the presence of war 
in the form of destruction and potential danger to life (Michelin published a 
map indicating areas polluted by mines in 1945) make the end of the war less 
visible to a large proportion of the French. It was not until 1950 that the French 
economy recovered from the consequences of the Second World War. Hence 
Grenard prefers the term ‘sortie de guerre’ to transcribe the fi ve years from 
1944 to 1949 to a clear-cut distinction between war and post-war societies.

On an ideological level we fi nd French shame over the defeat in 1940 and 
the responsibility gained during the Vichy years blurred into a narrative of 
France as a ‘grande nation’ betrayed by a minority of German sympathisers. 
Th is divide into a majority of patriotic French and a small number of ‘guilty 
collaborators’ showed its expression in many variations ranging from legal 
prosecution by the new authorities to social exclusion by local communities. 
Th e examples of French women who were shaved bald due to their ‘collabo-
ration’ with the Germans illustrates that the anger and aggression accumu-
lated during the occupation years did not only hit political opponents. Next to 
women who had had aff airs with German offi  cials or soldiers, prostitutes and 
social outsiders were also recorded as victims.

Th e need to keep the idea of France as a great power alive is at the core of 
the post-war ideological discourse. In this respect the years aft er the Second 
World War diff er essentially from the period 1918–20. Damage to national 
self-esteem were compensated by a particularly patriotic way of remembering 
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the war. Despite the diffi  cult economic situation the majority of monuments 
and public displays commemorating the war were erected or created during 
the years 1944 to 1950.

In this atmosphere of rehabilitating French claims for great power status 
there was little space left  for remembering Jewish victims of the war or other 
minorities who had suff ered under Nazi oppression. It was not until the end of 
the decade that French society had recovered enough to devote its attention to 
those groups that were less easily integrated into the picture of France’s return 
to the ‘beaux jours’ aft er 1945.

Th e Italian case is particularly suited to illustrate that a war-torn society 
did not necessarily come to a unanimous and morally justifi able verdict on 
the Second World War. As Gustavo Corni shows, Italian post-war ideology 
relied heavily on the Italian resistance movement for a moral justifi cation of 
the events between 1939 and 1945. At the same time, Italian post-war society 
was not prepared to re-integrate resistance fi ghters and accept them as part 
of the political or governmental elite. Historicising the wartime events was 
used as an ‘anaesthetic’ to public criticism. As Corni puts it, ex-partisans grew 
more and more frustrated with ‘the offi  cial celebrations of the Resistance and 
the Liberation’ while their anger rose with regard to ‘the political reality of the 
nation in which the left -wing parties were now completely side-lined’. At the 
same time the Italian case demonstrates how regional diff erences and indi-
vidual experiences were key to later attitudes towards the war. Th e north-south 
divide in Italy is a case in point: the republican movement won the referendum 
on the Constitution of 2 June 1946 almost exclusively by votes from the north-
ern region with two-thirds of the south voting for the restoration of the Savoy 
monarchy. Th e confrontations in domestic Italian politics led to a number of 
contested elections with political demonstrations bordering on civil war. It is 
partly due to the post-war violence that the partisan movement in Italy was 
unsuccessful in its attempts at gaining power. However, the tendency to de-
politicise the memory of the war was overwhelmingly responsible for the ab-
sence of a historical debate. While personal suff ering was mourned and mor-
alised, collective responsibility was refuted. Corni concludes: ‘An in-depth 
analysis by Italian society and culture of the war only took place during the 
1990s when, initially, the war on Iraq (the “fi rst war of 1991”) … refocused 
attention on the subject.’

Th e authors of this book emphasise the peculiarities of history in each of 
the individual nation states. Th e experience of the societies in France, Ger-
many, Great Britain and Italy before and aft er the two world wars should be 
examined in their own right and without broad generalisation. However, the 
diffi  culties in coming to terms with the results of the First World War aff ected 
the way in which all four entered the Second. Th e collective experience of the 
atrocities of the events from 1939 to 1945 when all four were immediately af-
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fected left  a further legacy. War may have remained the ultima ratio of politi-
cians but for the populations of the four Western countries of Great Britain, 
France, Germany and Italy, previous experiences were too strongly embedded 
in the public memory to allow them to view wars as anything but disasters. In-
evitably, such attitudes also infl uenced politicians, though to diff erent degrees, 
in all four states. Th is could be the reason for the formation of the opposition 
to the war in Iraq in 2003 by what has been termed ‘Old Europe’. Britain only 
proved to be an exception to the rule inasmuch as the government felt bound 
by its loyalty to the United States which had twice come to the rescue of the 
former mother country.34 Generally history tends to tune down its verdict on 
horrendous events of the past. Not so in the case of the two World Wars: they 
appear more appalling, more incomprehensible with every decade gone by. 
Th e Hague conferences, the League of Nations, the Briand-Kellog pact, the 
charter of the United Nation – all those attempts at solving confl icts peacefully 
or at least to limit the fallout-out of wars – may not have proved an entire suc-
cess. Nevertheless, combined with the suff ering and death of so many people, 
they changed the mind-set of the European nations for good. Aft er all, the ef-
forts to create a European Union have been inspired by the resolution to make 
wars on the European continent a thing of the past.
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Prevention or Regulation of War?
The Hague Peace Conferences as a Limited Tool for 
Reforming the International System before 1914

Jost Dülff er

One of the most remarkable episodes in nineteenth-century diplomacy was a 
reception given by the Russian Foreign Minister Mikhail N. Murav’ev in Au-
gust 1898. As every week, diplomatic representatives in St. Petersburg received 
invitations to the event, but this time the minister presented them with an odd 
text. In this diplomatic note, clearly designed to uphold the interests of Czar 
Nicholas II, the system of state alliances was emphatically condemned and in 
its place a new goal proclaimed: ‘to put an end to these incessant armaments 
and to seek the means of warding off  the calamities which are threatening the 
whole world – such is the supreme duty which is to-day imposed on all states’. 
It continued:

Th e intellectual and physical strength of the nations, labour and capital, are for the 
major part diverted from their natural application, and unproductively consumed. 
Hundreds of millions are devoted to acquiring terrible engines of destruction, 
which, though today regarded as the last word in science, are destined tomorrow to 
lose all value in consequence of some fresh discovery in this fi eld. National culture, 
economic progress, and the production of wealth are either paralysed or checked 
in their development. Moreover, in proportion as the armaments of each Power 
increase, so do they less and less fulfi l the object which the Governments have set 
before themselves.

Precisely because Nicholas II’s manifesto addressed problems of the interna-
tional system of the time, it was not taken seriously by many contemporaries. 
Yet the czar’s statements should not be glibly dismissed as mere cant, a deliber-
ate deception of the world public about the main elements of Russian impe-
rial policy. Doubtless there were reasons that inclined Russian economic and 
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military policy to favour a peace initiative. As a developing industrial nation, 
Russia, under its minister of fi nance, Sergey Yulyevich Witte, needed all the 
means it could lay its hands on for domestic development, so that savings in 
the military sector would have been an obvious option. However, since the 
Russian army was just then preparing to keep pace with an international surge 
in artillery development, an attempt would have to be made to solve the prob-
lem at the international level. Still, this could hardly have been the only reason 
for the czar’s appeal.

Over and above this, there was a Russian tradition of peacemaking, a de-
sire for a qualitatively new international order, based not only on material or 
fi nancial diffi  culties, but also bound up with ideas of improving the world. 
Nicholas II could tie in with this tradition just as he could tie in with British 
liberal ideas which had found their way into international politics only a few 
years before. Even if the czar was not prepared to make similar concessions in 
his own country, as August Bebel straightaway noted in an SPD (Social Demo-
cratic Party of Germany) party rally resolution,1 the challenge he had issued 
to the existing system of power, the appeal to convert its pathology into a new 
order, was more than a mere gambit.

Th e czar’s unusual appeal resulted, in fact, in two general international con-
ferences. In 1899 the European states formed the core of the twenty-six par-
ticipants; in 1907 there were forty-four states, and so, with the participation of 
Latin American countries, the second conference comprised nearly all states 
then recognised as sovereign. Actually, the conferences paid only limited at-
tention to the task formulated by the czar, namely to seek new paths in inter-
national politics, and therefore yielded only modest results.

Main Topics and Results of the Hague Conferences2

Broadly speaking, there were two strategies discussed at Th e Hague for re-
forming the international system: fi rstly, that of the peaceful settlement of dis-
putes, and secondly, arms limitation or disarmament. A third strategy implicit 
in the czar’s manifesto, namely social reform, played no part in the offi  cial 
discussions.

Th e czar’s manifesto primarily addressed the limitation of arms, which in 
later phases could lead to discussing disarmament. Th e idea of arms limitation 
was a major consideration in the nineteenth century and periodically acquired 
international importance. In 1816, Czar Alexander I of Russia had already 
made a proposal for disarmament to the Concert of Europe’s other important 
fl anking power, Great Britain, and then to the other Great Powers. Confronted 
by the threat of civil wars aft er the July revolution of 1830, the European pow-
ers sought to scale down the danger of international war by limiting arma-
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ments competition. On the eve of the Franco-Prussian War, the British foreign 
secretary, Lord Clarendon, following insular tradition, sought to persuade the 
French and the Prussians to de-escalate tensions by reducing armaments. In 
the fi nal decade of the nineteenth century, Clarendon’s successor as foreign 
secretary, Lord Rosebery, attempted to gain the support of the Russian czar for 
a disarmament initiative among the militarised European states, but there was 
no response and this exercised no discernible infl uence on any of the czar’s 
later initiatives.3

All these initiatives, which were in part the result of liberal free-trade ideas, 
were mainly inspired by the politics of national interest, which partly explains 
their failure. Detached from such incidental contexts, the idea of disarma-
ment gained particular importance in the middle-class peace movement and 
was discussed extensively, especially at international meetings. A World Peace 
Congress of national pacifi st associations was fi rst held in 1889; in the same 
year Parliamentarians organised themselves internationally for the fi rst time 
in the Interparliamentary Union. Both groups increasingly called for the cre-
ation of a new international order based on disarmament.4 In the socialist part 
of the workers movement, the idea of arms limitation also became a topic of 
everyday political signifi cance, even if the question of armaments in general 
was seen rather as systematically bound up with the social order and symp-
tomatic of it.

Basically, the Russians’ original goal in 1898 was to avoid a new round of 
armaments modernisation, that is, to suspend the improvement of heavy artil-
lery through a multilateral agreement. Th is idea did not even enter the interna-
tional debate. Th e negotiations at the fi rst Hague Conference in 1899 showed 
that no sustained political will supporting general arms limitation existed or 
could be mobilised in another European Great Power (in contrast to 1907). 
Th e general point of avoiding the costs of armaments modernisation by means 
of disarmament was therefore not generally negotiated at Th e Hague in 1899. 
Instead, three groups of new proposals were introduced.

Firstly, at the qualitative level, a defi nition of certain characteristics of in-
dividual weapons systems was established. Th ere were proposals about stan-
dardising land artillery, infantry rifl es and naval artillery in connection with 
ships’ armour. Once the technical capability of weapons could be couched in 
formulas, the upper limits of certain parameters could be set. Secondly, at the 
quantitative level, they set limitations of either state budgets or the strength of 
armies. Th irdly, they enacted the prohibition of weapons that were regarded as 
promising, but had not yet been tested or introduced.

Th e Russians presented all three categories of arms limitation with little 
expectation of success, and yet these proposals remained aspects of the inter-
national armaments discussion well into the time of the East-West confl ict. 
Th e problem with all the proposals, but especially the second group, was lack 
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of verifi ability. Given enduring national sovereignty on the one hand, and con-
tinuing international mistrust on the other, only the age of satellite surveillance 
and electronics was able to provide a solution. Th e proposals for quantitative 
limitation were therefore quickly passed over as ‘impracticable’.

Th e proposals for qualitative arms limitation failed because of the diffi  culty 
of defi ning the military features of only one weapon detached from its interac-
tion with others (though to some extent this was only a pretext). In the third 
category, the promising new weapons of air war, poison gas and submarines 
were discussed, though of course their future signifi cance was hardly fully 
grasped. Nonetheless, there were agreements in 1899 to ban the use of poison 
gas, the dropping of projectiles from balloons and the use of dum-dum bullets 
for fi ve years. Th is was possible only because these weapons were still looked 
upon as ineff ective and the military fi rst wanted to test their applicability.

At the second Hague Conference in 1906–7, on the other hand, the connec-
tion between the naval armaments debate and concrete international politi-
cal tensions between Great Britain and Germany was the major topic. In the 
long, wearying preliminary negotiations, Great Britain’s main concern was a 
reduction of expenditure. However, the Liberal government in London did 
not propose budgetary arms limitation, but envisaged a limit on the number 
of big ships of the line and battleships. Th is was, assuming the political will of 
the relevant powers, a highly suitable proposal which could, from a military 
and technical point of view, constitute a realistic basis for agreement. Th e con-
temporary view was that the types of ships in question represented the core of 
peace-threatening and militarily decisive naval weapons which could, despite 
their interdependence with other armaments, form meaningful categories for 
seizing strategic naval fi ghting power. Moreover, as soon as they were built 
their size would make them subject to public surveillance, so to speak.

At the preliminary negotiations, however, the German Imperial Govern-
ment, in accord with the Russians and Austrians, already succeeded in having 
the armaments question, which it viewed as harmful to Germany, removed 
from the offi  cial agenda. Dressed up as a friendly resolution on the subject of 
the Conference, the armaments question received ‘a fi rst class funeral’.

Th e chances of reaching agreement on arms limitation were generally re-
garded as slight. During the preliminary negotiations at both Hague Confer-
ences hopes therefore shift ed to a possible agreement on the peaceful settlement 
of disputes. Th e goal envisaged was not so much a confl ict-free society of states 
as forms of resolving confl icts other than war. Courts of arbitration and other 
international arbitration authorities therefore become considerations of major 
importance. Th is idea gained its strongest support from the middle-class peace 
movement, and here too sustained eff orts were made to develop a practicable, 
that is, gradual, process of resolution. Th e hope was that great results could 
come of small beginnings, that power relations could be increasingly recast as 
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legal relations, and that a gradual acceptance of amicable resolution might fi nd 
a place in international practice; in short, that a snowball eff ect could arise. 
Th e peace movement’s greatest disappointment with both Hague Conferences 
was therefore on this point – for precisely such a snowball eff ect was feared by 
some governments and thus precluded, especially by the Germans.

Th e results can only be described as meagre. In 1899 a Permanent Court of 
Arbitration was founded in the Dutch capital, but the reality behind this was 
very much more modest than its name. In fact, only a bureau had been created, 
staff ed with subordinate Dutch offi  cials. Th e bureau kept a list of arbiters, for 
which individual states could nominate up to four members, mainly experts in 
constitutional law or politicians in favour of the idea of arbitrated settlements. 
In the case of a confl ict, states could assemble a court of arbitration from this 
list with the assistance of the bureau, and this court could then give a non-
binding verdict. A convention on arbitration laid down rules of procedure for 
such a court. Th ese began with defi ning the matter in dispute and regulated 
the decision-making process of the court, which was to be formed from case 
to case. Th e Hague bureau was not allowed to take the initiative. Th us the Per-
manent Court of Arbitration really existed only on paper.

Procedures for arbitration, set up ad hoc by the participating governments, 
had already been common in international politics. It soon became apparent 
that these procedures would continue to be carried out in the traditional man-
ner. Th us, for instance, the government of the United States paid its respects to 
both the national and international peace movement when it gave the Perma-
nent Court of Arbitration its debut in 1901–2, by allowing it to decide a long 
and insignifi cant dispute with Mexico over church property.5 Th ere can be no 
question here of the government yielding to political pressure: from the list of 
arbiters, the United States chose a Russian and an Englishman, and Mexico 
two Dutchmen, who then jointly chose a Dane as a non-partisan member. 
Aft er a month’s negotiations at Th e Hague the court reached its verdict (in 
favour of the USA) in October 1902. By 1914, a total of fi ft een confl icts, all 
essentially insignifi cant to peace-keeping, had been resolved using the instru-
ment of the Hague court, the precursor of the International Court of Justice 
at Th e Hague.

Th ese experiences showed that the procedure was time-consuming and 
costly. A fundamental improvement would have been possible only in the form 
of a court that was permanently in session. Th e attempt to set up just such 
a court failed in 1907 because the smaller states could not accept the loss of 
prestige involved in recognising a body in which they were not permanently 
represented. In 1899 declarations of intent were passed supporting the setting 
up of courts of arbitration for precisely defi ned legal cases and reliance on ami-
cable mediation in the case of political confl icts. However, reservations were 
expressed about the restrictions on national sovereignty bound up with this, 
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and these institutions consequently had little weight. Since no breakthrough 
could be achieved in institutionalising bodies for settling confl icts, in 1907 an 
attempt was made to place certain areas of confl ict, even if trivial or narrowly 
defi ned, under the obligation to arbitration.

Such obligations already existed. Th e 1878 contract regulating the Universal 
Postal Union, for example, contained obligatory arbitration clauses. In 1907 in 
Th e Hague various parties sought agreement on making other areas, below the 
level of great confl icts, subject to obligatory arbitration. Th ese areas ranged 
from the legal estates of seamen who died abroad to trade contracts. It was 
here, however, that questions of principle came into play, such as whether ele-
ments of national sovereignty would be surrendered by accepting this conven-
tion. Th e German Empire turned the argument in this direction, so that in the 
end no results were achieved in this sector. Th e most important lasting result 
of both Hague Conferences lay fi nally in codifying the laws of war – in rules for 
a war that had already begun. Th ey had little to do with peace-keeping.

Reactions and Positions of the Great Powers

None of the Great Powers intended to surrender its unrestricted power of ac-
tion in international politics, and all agreed that their capacity to decide auton-
omously matters of war and peace was an essential attribute of a Great Power. 
Nevertheless, it would be wrong to assume (as in Camus’s Th e Plague) that 
the right starting-point is ‘Everyone is guilty’, that is, to condemn the pre-war 
international system and its main actors out of hand. Th e nations’ willingness 
to engage in reforms of the international order was closely connected to the 
part played by an informed public in the formulation of foreign policy, to the 
infl uence that the peace movement, for example, could exert on national deci-
sion-making. It was expedient to accommodate strong political forces in the 
direction of peace, though presumably not necessary.

In terms of willingness to engage in reforms leading to peaceful agreement, 
Britain represented one end of the scale and the German Empire the other. 
However, this scale does not correspond to the nations’ degree of democracy 
or dictatorship. In these terms, autocratic Russia would have come in last. If 
the initiative for both Hague Conferences originated in the Czarist regime, 
however, this was because, in addition to the motives already mentioned, it 
could aff ord to engage in pro-peace rhetoric, since it had no need to justify 
itself before a national public. Appeals for peace were aimed at world opinion; 
within Czarist Russia, they were neither necessary for legitimation nor op-
posed in any way.

Moreover, it is clear that responding to the population’s longing for peace 
was also something of a domestic political tactic in liberal states. Th e French 
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government, for instance, was represented at both Hague Conferences by a 
prominent radical socialist politician and former prime minister, Leon Bour-
geois; his deputy was a senator who was a supporter of the peace movement 
(Paul d’Estournelles de Constant). With great sympathy on the part of the 
French public, these two men could celebrate the Hague plans for a stronger 
institutionalisation of arbitration, and in 1907 the obligatory arbitration in 
defi ned areas, as the dawn of a new golden age. French foreign policy gave 
these politicians a free rein since such matters had no impact on the pursuit of 
national interests in an imperialist context (for example, in the long Franco-
German confl ict over Alsace-Lorraine).

Characteristic of Great Britain both under the conservative government of 
Lord Salisbury (1898–99) and under the liberal-imperialist Foreign Secretary 
Sir Edward Grey (1905–7) was a pragmatic approach to the possibility of eff ec-
tive peace-keeping. Th e government deemed obligatory arbitration up to cer-
tain point to be a sensible measure and was prepared to go some way towards 
a limited trial of the new policy. In armaments limitation, the ruling liberals 
saw a good opportunity to set in motion a reallocation of state fi nances dur-
ing the run-up to the second Hague Conference: less money for armaments 
(battleships) and more for civic reforms (especially old-age pensions). Th e 
government was under massive internal political pressure in these questions. 
Grey himself considered it highly unlikely that arms limitation would meet 
with success, but the Conference was a welcome opportunity: if disarmament 
were unattainable, at least another of the Great Powers, preferably the Ger-
man Empire, could be left  holding the baby. As the Germans refused even to 
discuss disarmament at the Conference, it was apparent to a great part of the 
British public that an acceleration of naval construction was necessary. Th us 
the screw of armaments was de facto turned by the British precisely because 
of the second Hague Conference. Failed disarmament negotiations justifi ed a 
military build-up – in later years, too, a common principle.

Th e British military was responsible for this result only to a limited degree. 
Although their views had been considered in formulating the defi nition of 
national interests, they did not have the deciding word and loyally toed the 
government line in the relevant commissions at the Hague Conference. Nor can 
the decision to intensify the building of a fl eet be traced to the basic approach 
of British politics at the turn of the century. For the British politicians at that 
time there were more important criteria than military security, and these fi -
nally prevailed when the foreign policy course was fi xed. Th e British attitude 
at this time could be roughly summed up as ‘Peace as a national interest’. Th is 
did not mean avoiding a protracted colonial war, as the Boer War (1899–1902) 
shows. Th e threat of violence against other Great Powers – for example, against 
France during the Faschoda crisis (1898–99) and in many other confl icts – was 
also part of Britain’s foreign policy repertoire.6 Clear priority, however, was 
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given to peace in Europe. Even so, a willingness to consider and to wage a 
large-scale war under certain circumstances was a component of British poli-
tics, as 1914 shows.

Th e attitude of the German Empire was fundamentally diff erent. In 1899 at 
Th e Hague, the German military delegate attempted to show that arms limi-
tation did not come into question for his country in view of its material effi  -
ciency and especially its (supposedly) secure social order:

I do not believe that even a single one of my honourable colleagues would be pre-
pared to admit that his sovereign and his government is working for the unavoid-
able doom, the slow but certain annihilation, of his country. … As far as Germany is 
concerned, I can fully calm its friends and dispel all well-meant fears. Th e German 
people is not being weighed down under the burden of taxes; it is not being pushed 
to the edge of an abyss; it is not hurrying towards exhaustion and ruin. Quite the 
contrary: public and private prosperity grows, the common wealth and standard 
of living improves from year to year. With respect to general conscription, which 
is closely connected to this question, the German does not look upon it as a heavy 
burden but rather as a holy and patriotic duty, to whose fulfi lment he owes his exis-
tence, his prosperity and his future.7

By appealing to this militarily-centred politics of national interest, he succeeded 
in frustrating all further initiatives. Th e attitude of the civilian German leader-
ship was no diff erent. It allowed itself to be guided by categories of national 
strength, which were to be brought to bear precisely in the military sector:

It is conceivable that small states, without interests in the issue, may be the subjects 
of arbitration, and small questions its object, but not great states and great ques-
tions. For the state (and the greater it is, the more it does so) considers itself an end in 
itself, not a means of achieving some higher, external goals. … For the state, there is 
no higher goal than the safeguarding of its interests. Th is, however, is not necessarily 
identical in the case of a Great Power with keeping the peace, but rather with doing 
violence to the enemy and competitor by a truly cohesive and stronger group.8

Th is is the wording of the German chancellor’s directive for the Hague ne-
gotiations. Th e state’s absolute freedom of action forms its foundation. Th e 
sovereignty of a Great Power may not be curtailed by even the smallest obliga-
tion to arbitration or mediation. Th is was bound up with a defensive domestic 
political strategy: in the case of a stronger Parliament in future or the increased 
signifi cance of the peace movement, the government meant to provide no ba-
sis in international law for restricting the state’s freedom of action. Outwardly, 
it was a question of conceding smaller states no rights against the expansion of 
the Great Powers, but more important was preserving absolute autonomy in 
decisions to wage war against the other Great Powers.



Prevention or Regulation of War? | 23

Behind this German posture was not the intention of becoming a world 
power by means of a world war, a martial ‘grab for world power’ (as Fritz 
Fischer’s book title was in German). On the contrary, it was a question of lay-
ing claim to the attribute of a supposedly not-yet-attained Great Power status 
or of the reputedly increasing importance of the World Powers in the twentieth 
century, to which Germany also wished to belong. Th e long-term goal of Ger-
man politics was to revolutionise the system of power to German advantage 
– preferably by weakening the other powers through instigating wars between 
them rather than by means of a world war unleashed by German aggression.9 
A reform of the international system that would have enabled the stabilising of 
peace was therefore out of question from the outset. Th us between 1899 and 
1907 in most cases Berlin did not pursue a fundamentally bellicose policy, but 
rather operated with relative caution.10 Extrapolations of German economic 
growth increased the likelihood of a fundamental change in the international 
balance, and with a view to this expected improvement of Germany’s position 
the imperial government rejected even the modest restrictions on sovereignty 
proposed at the Hague Conferences. Whether the improvement was then to 
come about by ‘peaceful’ or by military means remained open.

Great Britain, the German Empire, France and Russia were the most impor-
tant actors on the international stage of the time. Although Austria-Hungary 
and Italy were also reckoned among the European Great Powers, they seldom 
developed their own initiatives. Like France and Great Britain, and with public 
opinion in mind, the political leadership of these countries showed a certain 
willingness to venture small steps in questions of arbitration and armaments. 
In the concrete politics of the Conferences, however, their conduct was domi-
nated by deference towards the most powerful member of the Triple Alliance, 
the German Empire, so that both states neither introduced nor supported any 
far-reaching proposals.

Th e attitude of the United States was again diff erent. It stood in an American 
tradition11 in which courts of arbitration were given a high position, and such 
courts had developed independently of each other in both North and South 
America. In 1899, therefore, the American delegation was initially prepared to 
champion far-reaching arbitration proposals, even to transfer the principles of 
national dispute settlement by due course of law to the international order as a 
whole. In this a certain sense of mission, a desire to bring the blessings of the 
New World to the quarrelling Old World, was unmistakable. All the same, in 
the end the State Department was glad that no extensive and binding conven-
tions were agreed to; even the Hague resolutions, such as they were, took the 
hurdle of ratifi cation by the Senate only with diffi  culty, since the latter feared 
possible European interference on the American continent. Th is was one rea-
son why the United States largely kept in the background in 1907.
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Th e picture of an international system dominated by the Great Powers is 
completed by the smaller states, most of whom had great expectations of a 
world at peace. In part they feared giving the Great Powers new legal oppor-
tunities for interference, and in part they accepted the primacy of the Great 
Powers by abstaining from their own initiatives and more or less adapting 
themselves to the ideas of the Great Power that was most important for them. 
Public opinion played a role in individual smaller states to a greater or lesser 
extent, depending upon their domestic political commitments and the need to 
justify policy within their own societies.

Armaments Discussions and Contracts of Arbitration in Perspective

Th eodor Mommsen’s remark about the fi rst Hague Conference, that it was a 
‘printer’s error in world history’,12 is still one possible diagnosis. Or the verdict of 
Stanley Hoff mann, a political scientist, but also an outstanding historian, that it 
was a ‘spectacular failure’.13 A diff erent question, however, which is raised about 
the Conference by liberal internationalists and radical pacifi sts, is whether it 
represented the beginnings of a new system for the whole of international poli-
tics, one which could be better developed only in the twenty-fi rst century, as the 
great expert on international law, Walther Schücking, foretold in 1912.14

Recently, there have been clear attempts to re-evaluate precisely the legal 
internationalism to which the Hague Conferences testifi ed. Th e remarks that 
Bertha von Suttner confi ded to her diary in 1899 – ‘One hears nothing else but 
of “wounded, ill, belligerents”. A pretty peace conference! St. George rides out 
to kill the dragon, not to polish his nails. … Imagine that a conference on the 
emancipation of slaves had taken place. Would not a convention be necessary 
pertaining to the treatment of blacks, on the number of lashes they should be 
given when they dawdle too much over their work at the sugar plantation?’ 
– were obviously not in the spirit of the point-by-point intentions and goals 
actually implemented by the Conferences.

Madeleine Herren, among others, has argued15 that the role played by an 
international public such as the circle of peace supporters, journalists and pri-
vate sponsors who gravitated to Th e Hague, held salons there and published a 
daily newspaper, the Courrier de la Conférence, should not be underestimated. 
Th is circle, according to Herren, was not an alternative public to the state ac-
tors; government representatives and diplomats belonged to it, not only as 
guests but also as members of this new discursive community working for a 
peaceful world. Th is new kind of internationalism was an indication of future 
developments.

As regards the governments’ decision-making process, I am more scepti-
cal. Precisely because there were fears of public pressure on the purportedly 
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‘rational’, if culturally conditioned, activities of jurists and diplomats, competi-
tion for the public developed. One side wanted to exploit this for progressive 
purposes, the other emphatically rejected those purposes in the spirit of tra-
ditional international politics. Th e German stance in 1899, in particular, was 
determined by indignation at the new kind of negotiations. Th is points again 
to the diverse defi nitions of national interest. Since negotiations at Th e Hague 
required virtual unanimity in order for resolutions to be passed, this explains, 
to some extent, why the Conferences yielded such meagre results.

A diff erent observation on the persistence of public law and the continu-
ance of the Concert of Europe has been put forward by Matthias Schulz.16 He 
sees a growing drive towards codifi cation and thus a fencing-in of state rela-
tions through legal relations, so to speak. Especially experts in international 
law have constructed such systems since the days of the ‘classical concert of 
Europe’ (Edward Gulick) in the post-Napoleonic era. Th e variety of instru-
ments used in the concert, ranging from ambassadorial conferences to multi-
lateral military commissions, created new forms of international practice. It is 
not necessary to think of the international army under the command of Count 
Waldersee which put down the Boxer Rebellion (or what was left  of it) in 1900; 
there was also the naval blockade of Crete in 1897 by (nearly) all the Great 
Powers, which prevented a regional Greek-Ottoman war. Th e admirals of the 
fl eet sat together in a pub called ‘Au concert de l’Europe’ in the Cretan city of 
Chania and waited to see the fruits of their action.17 But this system had its 
clear limits: the war of 1897 was fought as a land war in Th essalia and won by 
one side (the Greeks), so that the Great Powers could have their way only later 
in dictating the conditions of peace. Th ough Schulz argues it was especially 
the German withdrawal from the concert that destroyed it, I remain rather 
sceptical about the long-term results of the legal regulation of international 
relations.

A third tendency seeks to emphasise the opportunities for peace contained 
in the traditional co-operation between the Powers, their past experiences and 
expectations. One factor dominated the minds of leading politicians, military 
and monarchs between 1911 and 1914: the fear of a great war that would be a 
‘world confl agration’, an ‘Armageddon’, a ‘Muspili’, a transvaluation of all val-
ues, and would bring with it a terrible cost in human life and material. Anxiety 
about such a long confl ict aided forces that were working to prevent war18 (Stig 
Förster, Jost Dülff er), yet preparations for war nevertheless continued. In this 
context, Holger Affl  erbach and Friedrich Kießling19 have pointed to the modes 
of co-operation in the years immediately before the First World War. Affl  erbach 
has sought to reverse Wolfgang J. Mommsen’s20 phrase ‘the inevitable war’ into 
that of the ‘improbable war’, while Kießling has patiently and sensitively pre-
sented evidence for the eff orts of the Great Powers to reduce tensions among 
themselves. Both studies point to something right – it is a matter of integrating 
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their insights. It is not a question of describing the war as a catastrophe which 
suddenly erupted out of an era of détente. Th e merit of these studies lies rather 
in showing the openness of the situation then, the diverse and multi-stranded 
expectations of the many actors. Th e diagnosis of a one-way street to war, the 
ever more precipitous path, the idea of a boiler waiting to explode (Imanuel 
Geiss’s image of German politics in the century aft er Napoleon21), has been 
put forward by the other side. More recent interpretations see events as hav-
ing been less determined. A third Hague Conference was planned for 1915, 
for which many governments and chancelleries had already made preliminary 
plans. None went further than ideas about palliative methods and goals; inter-
national relations would not have been substantially changed by this continu-
ation of the ‘achievements at Th e Hague’ (Walther Schücking).

Th ere was also a curative strategy that was refl ected in the diagnosis of 
the czar’s manifesto; it was represented particularly by the socialist workers’ 
movement, and here especially by its left  wing: a change in the relations of 
production over the long-term, a phasing out of the military-industrial com-
plex (also diagnosed by the czar). Th is strategy proved to be as ineff ective as 
the emergency measure of the general strike, which the Second International 
Conference contemplated time and again and narrowly missed resolving upon 
in Stuttgart in 1907. It did not come about in the ‘July Crisis’ of 1914.

Were there alternatives in the July Crisis? Refl ections on the long, the me-
dium-sized and the quite short path to war have occupied and divided the 
historical disciplines for over ninety years now, more than virtually any an-
other question. I should like to conclude with an anecdote. One of the last 
conferences of GDR historians on imperialism took place in Erfurt in spring 
1989, under the direction of Willibald Gutsche. In addition to historians from 
the GDR and its ‘brother countries’, especially the Soviet Union, Gutsche had 
invited guests from the ‘Federal Republic of Germany’, Fritz Fischer and the 
author of this article.22 Aft er everything from fi nancial imperialism to mili-
tarism had, as so oft en before, been turned this way and that and a general 
consensus of the participants seemed close, Fritz Fischer made the following 
passing remark: ‘Well, you know, if during the July Crisis Bethmann Hollweg 
had succeeded in patching up the quarrel over the murder of the Archduke 
and Serbia – who knows, perhaps the whole thing would have taken another 
and peaceful turn’. I have seldom been so astonished by an observation; he did 
not, alas, elaborate further. But it can be stimulating for historians always to 
keep alternative possibilities in mind, the open situations, and not to content 
themselves over-hastily with necessities and irreversible developments. In this 
light, the Hague Conferences gain importance as unrealised alternatives to the 
First World War. Whether they could have averted that ‘seminal catastrophe’, 
to use George F. Kennan’s phrase, and whether it could have taken another 
form, is not for the historian to say.
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‘The Spirit of 1914’
A Critical Examination of 
War Enthusiasm in German Society

Gerhard Hirschfeld

Anyone interested in the outbreak of the First World War will know those black 
and white photographs (now a few have also been found in colour) from the 
last weeks of July and the fi rst two weeks of August 1914. Th ey are pictures of 
cheerful masses gathered in the great squares and streets of European capitals, 
of more or less spontaneous-looking assemblies and demonstrations, mainly 
of middle-class young men waving their hats and caps and striking up patri-
otic songs; there are also young women handing the parading soldiers fl owers 
and small presents, so-called Liebesgaben; and fi nally there are railway cars 
emblazoned with patriotic slogans or satirical caricatures. Th ese are travelling 
to Paris (naturally to a boulevard), St. Petersburg or Belgrade and, along with 
their occupants, are expected to be back home no later than Christmas. Th e 
then eight year-old Klaus Mann described the patriotic mood of those days in 
his Report of My Life (fi rst published in German in 1949): ‘When I attempt to 
recapture the atmosphere of 1914, I see fl uttering fl ags, grey helmets decorated 
with droll bouquets of fl owers, knitting women, shrill posters and again fl ags 
– a sea, a cataract in black-white-red. Th e air is fi lled with general chatter-
ing and the noisy refrains of patriotic songs. “Deutschland, Deutschland über 
alles” and “Th ere Roars a Call Like Th under”. … Th e roaring never stops.’1

Th ere is hardly an idea that has had greater infl uence on the historical con-
sciousness of both contemporaries and subsequent generations than the actual 
or supposed general war enthusiasm in the summer of 1914 conveyed by these 
images. On the other hand, the new generation of historians of the First World 
War, especially those who since the mid 1980s have studied the history of ev-
eryday life and mentalities, argue that these images are predominantly icons 
or ‘cult images’, and obfuscate rather than reveal the true mood at the begin-
ning of the war. Jeff rey Verhey, the American historian of the First World War, 
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argues that while contemporary photographs suggest that ‘these people were 
without exception enthusiastic about the war’, in August 1914 there was, on the 
contrary, ‘no ecstatic war enthusiasm that seized all classes of the population, 
neither in Germany nor in France, Great Britain, Austria-Hungary nor Russia’. 
Instead the people of these countries evinced ‘a broad spectrum of quite diff er-
ent reactions, ranging from rejection of the war, perplexity and shock, to pa-
triotic ardour and even hysteria’.2 With this appraisal Verhey aptly summarises 
the latest research on the ‘spirit of August’ or Augusterlebnis in Germany, while 
also noting similar reactions amongst the other major combatant countries. 
Although there are now studies on France and England as well as on Germany, 
comparable work on Austria-Hungary or Russia, is still to be done.3

Th e fi rst study, as it were the pioneer work, on war mentalities in the Ger-
man Empire at the beginning and in the course of the First World War was 
Volker Ulrich’s book Kriegsalltag. Using the example of Hamburg, Ulrich noted 
that there had been no homogenous Augusterlebnis in the city and that the 
public mood, especially in the workers’ suburbs, was subject to considerable 
ups and downs during the fi rst days of the war, fl uctuations which were again 
infl uenced by local circumstances and class-specifi c conditions. Th ere was no 
question of rah-rah patriotism.4 In the meantime we have a great number of 
studies dealing particularly with rural areas or border regions of Germany. All 
in all they confi rm Ulrich’s fi ndings for Hamburg, and at the same time render 
them considerably more precise. Among these are Benjamin Ziemann’s semi-
nal account of the rural experience of the war in Bavaria, which was strongly 
coloured by anxieties about the survival of farming communities, and Chris-
tian Geinitz’s extremely concise study of the beginning of the war in the uni-
versity town of Freiburg im Breisgau.5 Geinitz especially underscores again the 
strongly regional form of the Augusterlebnis, but points at the same time to a 
supra-regional, collective perception of the reality of the war and its absorp-
tion by the German population. Th us in Freiburg, near the French border, he 
not only notes the historical fear of invasion (on account of experiences in 
1870–71), but also detects a ‘synchrony of positive, war-affi  rming and nega-
tive, war-fearing states of mind’, that is, a continuous ambivalence of feelings.6 
But in spite of the doubtless strongly regional character of the experience, the 
fi ndings of Verhey, Ziemann, Geinitz, Chickering, Th omas Raitel, and Michael 
Stöcker, and the summary works by Th omas Rohkrämer and Wolfgang Kruse, 
may be considered as representative and generally valid.7

How does the German Augusterlebnis look in light of this recent research? 
To begin with, an analysis of the experience of war in the summer of 1914 can 
be clearly divided into individual phases or chronological sequences. As to the 
actual or supposed war enthusiasm of the masses, it is important to distinguish 
above all between a ‘July enthusiasm’ and an ‘August euphoria’. Th e strongly pa-
triotic enthusiasm following the Serbian government’s rejection of the Austro-
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Hungarian ultimatum on 25 July expressed itself particularly in the big cities, 
the princely and royal residential cities (among others, Hamburg, Frankfurt, 
Leipzig, Nuremberg, Karlsruhe, Munich, Stuttgart, Königsberg) and in most of 
the university towns (for example, Freiburg and Jena). By contrast, there were 
no demonstrations, or only very few, the in the cities of the Ruhr region and 
the border provinces (Saarland, Alsace, East Prussia). Members of the con-
servative middle class, in particular, responded to the news of ‘war between 
Austria and Serbia’ with processions and public singing of so-called patriotic 
songs (‘Wacht am Rhein’, ‘Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser’). Th e fi gures for these 
demonstrations vary: in the centre of Berlin on the evening of 25 July about 
thirty thousand people are supposed to have assembled. In the following days 
there were large gatherings of people in front of several public buildings, na-
tional monuments and the embassies or consulates of the relevant countries. 
Th ere are also reports of isolated excesses on the part of youthful participants 
in these oft en Carnival-like rallies against German opponents of the war or 
against Serbs and Russians or people thought to be such, mainly in the vicinity 
of restaurants and cafés. Th ree days later, the euphoria had clearly ebbed away 
and made way to a ‘tension of curiosity’, oft en noted in these days.8

Th ere is not always hard evidence that the ‘July enthusiasm’ proceeded 
primarily from middle class youth, including numerous students, but it is 
suggested by the available information. By contrast, the much-reported res-
ervations and cautious distance of older citizens, including the numerous 
veterans of the war of 1870–71, are striking. Th us the well-known historian 
Friedrich Meinecke described an evening walk through Freiburg (on 25 July 
1914) that took him ‘past the war monument for 1870, round which a band 
of students were gathered and jubilantly singing “Wacht am Rhein”. We older 
people did not feel exultant. What now lay before us was far darker and un-
foreseeable than what had fl ared up in July 1870.’9

Th e number of participants in patriotic demonstrations during the last 
weeks of July was also comparatively moderate. By contrast, more than 100,000 
people took part in the large SPD anti-war rally in greater Berlin on 28 July, 
in spite of a ban issued by the magistrate. Wolfgang Kruse, in ‘a new interpre-
tation of the Social Democrats’ Burgfriedensschluß’ (or truce with the other 
Parliamentary parties), cites a nationwide total of 288 anti-war demonstra-
tions in 160 cities, in which altogether about three quarters of a million people 
participated.10 Also on 28 July, the day of the Austrian declaration of war on 
Serbia, about seven thousand members of the SPD and its sympathisers are 
said to have attended a rally by its Freiburg local chapter. On the other hand, 
only about four thousand people took part in the patriotic, pro-Austrian dem-
onstration on the evening of 25 July, according to the middle class and Catho-
lic press – though they expressly mentioned that the crowd included ‘residents 
of the outer districts’ (Social Democrat strongholds).11
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Th is brings us to the role of the press on the eve of the war. Historians 
of the Augusterlebnis agree unanimously that it was the deliberately focussed 
reporting of the patriotic processions and rallies in Berlin by the middle class 
press (some, for example Geinitz, call it even orchestrated ‘propaganda’) that 
laid the foundations for the myth of general war enthusiasm. It is argued that 
the regional reporting of the ‘July enthusiasm’, rather than off ering a picture of 
reality merely refl ected a reality that it had created itself. Th e ‘July enthusiasm’ 
was, it is maintained, a case (now well known to us) of a self-generated media 
reality. Th e Social Democrat Vorwärts had already made a similar observation 
on 28 July: ‘Sensationalist middle class papers, which … lack all sense of the 
immense responsibility incumbent upon the press in this fateful hour, falsify 
these demonstrations into declarations of the people’s will.’12

Nevertheless, it was not the case that the war enthusiasm of August 1914 
was, as it were, already written up in July. Only a minority of the leading ar-
ticles in the liberal and conservative middle class press openly advocated a 
general European war at this time. Instead most commentators hoped that the 
war, which was seen as inevitable, could be confi ned to the Balkans, as it were 
‘hedged in’. Th ere can be no doubt, however, that most of them looked upon 
the situation as genuinely historical and earth-shattering.13

With news of the Russian mobilisation (31 July) the general tension be-
came, as commentators of those days and other contemporaries unanimously 
report, ‘simply unbearable’.14 Again there were patriotic processions, spontane-
ous chanting of patriotic songs (especially in the many beer gardens and street 
cafés) and homage was paid to the respective monarchs – for instance on 1 
August in Berlin, where between forty and fi ft y thousand people gathered in 
front of the imperial palace and Wilhelm II held the fi rst of his famous ‘I no 
longer see any political parties’ speeches. Th ere is evidence that such proces-
sions and demonstrations occurred in many of the larger cities of the Ger-
man Empire on 31 July and 1 August. A similar gathering even took place in 
front of the Town Hall in the workers’ city of Oberhausen. Yet reports of such 
‘jubilation’ suggest that only a minority of the population took part in it, and 
that this minority was recruited predominantly from the middle classes.15 
Th is appraisal is supported by numerous reports from smaller cities and rural 
communities where the mood was described mainly as rather depressed and 
pensive. Th us, for instance, the western German city of Minden, where there 
were ‘no rages of enthusiasm, no hay fi re of overly loud cheering, only the 
expression of serious and self-confi dent seriousness’.16 Even in the Berlin in-
ner city the exultation was by no means ubiquitous, as an eye-witness noted 
in his diary: ‘Earnestness and gloom. No jubilation, no enthusiasm. … Masses 
of people in front of the Schloßplatz. Cheers and singing groups in front of 
the Crown Prince’s palace. Th ose standing off  at a distance were passive.’17 Th e 
‘general war enthusiasm’ proves again to have been a big-city phenomenon, in 
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which the rah-rah patriotism of young men, blended out in later stylisations, 
is particularly conspicuous.

Th is was strikingly diff erent from the national ‘July enthusiasm’. Th is is 
true even of middle-class Freiburg, where news of the German mobilisation 
changed the atmosphere considerably. Th e national-liberal Freiburger Zeitung 
of 1 August described the mood of the city as follows: ‘Whereas on Saturday 
[i.e., 27 July] the citizens gave vent to a worthy enthusiasm in exultant hymns, a 
deeply serious silence now fell over the thousands that soon streamed together. 
A silence, however, under which a volcano of feelings brews and seethes. A 
dark earnestness of iron resolve is etched on the features of the men, and even 
the young are spellbound by the gigantic shadow of the threatening phantom 
World War. Women and girls weep and think with ardent concern of their 
husbands, their brothers, their fathers, who will perhaps soon follow the call 
of the commander-in-chief.’18

Very diff erent perceptions of the beginning of the war came together in this 
‘volcano of feelings’: fear at the coming uncertainty, concern for one’s profes-
sional and familial future, but also the discharge of an immense mental ten-
sion. In the diary of a Freiburg housewife we can read the following in the 
entry for 2 August: ‘Mobilisation. Th e tension of the past days was appalling.’ 
(And she adds: ‘I have saved the newspapers about the beginning of the war; 
they are in a box in the attic.’)19 Th e constantly described seesaw of feelings, 
the enormous nervousness and the extreme excitement of the last weeks be-
fore the war, now gave way, with the Kaiser’s declaration of a state of war (or 
more precisely a ‘state of the threatening danger of war’) on 31 July at 1 o’clock 
pm, to a ‘phase of order and clarity’ (Geinitz). Th e ‘mysterious chaos’ of July, 
‘which had overshadowed events more and more’ (according to the war di-
ary of Heidelberg historian Hermann Oncken in Ernst Jäckh’s contemporary 
kaleidoscope Der große Krieg of 1916)20 appeared, thankfully, to be over: now 
order again reigned. Th e politicians relinquished concrete control to the mili-
tary, which had, seemingly at least, very clear plans and schedules. Yet the 
hoped-for restoration of harmony was only temporary and ultimately proved 
to be an illusion.

Th e Bielefeld historian Joachim Radkau has described the Wilhelmine epoch 
as an ‘age of nervousness’. Wilhelmine nervousness may be partly explained, 
he maintains, by the confl icting impulses, with diff erent tempos, that con-
fronted imperial foreign and armaments policy, the mutual interference of dif-
ferent velocities (especially in everyday experience). According to Radkau, a 
comparable ‘discrepancy and problematisation of tempo’ had hitherto never 
existed in German society.21 If we follow this interpretation, then the Imperial 
government’s decision to go to war meant that with the beginning of the First 
World War Germans, at least temporarily, again found a common denomina-
tor to their time. As the German pacifi st Helmut von Gerlach observed aft er-
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wards, with the outbreak of the war Germans ‘clung with almost superstitious 
tenaciousness to two dictums of the military authorities: “Time is on our side” 
and “Whoever keeps his nerve longest will win”’. Trust in time and trust in 
nerve – in August 1914 both seemed to be present to excess. For Radkau this 
phenomenon may be explained ‘as a subsequent refl ex of the “nervous age”’.22

Decisive for the perception of the war in August 1914, however, was not least 
the image of the imminent confl ict that shaped people’s expectations or fears 
in the time before. Here, too, Germans had harboured confl icting hopes and 
fears since the turn of the century. Some historians and cultural commentators 
(among them, Klaus Vondung and Bernd Hüppauf) have pointed out that the 
First World War was preceded by a ‘veritable fl ood of war literature’ which 
took the new weapons technology into account and projected pictures of the 
battles of the future that ‘showed them as thousands of times more horrible 
than those of previous wars’.23 While the German military writer Friedrich von 
Bernhardi was still explaining to the Wilhelmine middle class (and, thanks to 
numerous translations, also to interested foreigners) ‘the duty to make war’, 
according to which a ‘war for the sake of our world signifi cance’ should ‘under 
no circumstances be avoided’, the Hamburg teacher and popular writer Wil-
helm Lamszus described in his book Menschenschlachthaus (Human Slaugh-
ter House) the magnitude, brutality and horrors of a future war.24 Both books 
appeared in the same year (1912) and their eff ect far exceeded their authors’ 
expectations. Whereas Bernhardi looked upon the world war as virtually in-
evitable, and pleaded for every sector of society to be prepared for the coming 
confl ict, Lamszus, for his part, demolished all the prevalent heroic clichés by 
creating an idealistic counter-fi gure who openly rebelled against war. Yet the 
‘enormous, monstrous curiosity about war’25 was present even among those 
who rejected war in principle (for whatever reasons) or regarded it only as the 
ultima ratio in politics, that is, as purely defensive. How far this curiosity cor-
roborated the ‘topos of the inevitable war’ (Wolfgang J. Mommsen) remains 
an open question.

Contemporary observers had already remarked on the pronounced Ger-
man need to be in harmony with the spirit of the nation and the ‘euphoria of 
unity in August’,26 exhibited and propagated everywhere. Th is of course was 
by no means only a German phenomenon, yet there was hardly another Eu-
ropean society at the time in which the catchwords of a harmonious society 
united in feeling and action bore such a political stamp as in Wilhelmine Ger-
many. As is known, at the beginning of the war the vast majority of German 
intellectuals, writers and artists showed themselves to be virtually addicted to 
national harmony.27 Hardly any other social group had a more positive percep-
tion of the Augusterlebnis. Many artists volunteered for military service be-
cause they hoped that new artistic impulses could be drawn from the reality 
of war – for example, the painters August Macke, Franz Marc, Otto Dix and 
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Max Beckmann. Th e latter called the outbreak of the war, ‘with characteristic 
ambivalence’ (Wolfgang J. Mommsen), a ‘grand catastrophe’.28 Th e writer Ernst 
Toller, who had already longed for a war at the height of the second Morocco 
Crisis,29 wrote of the troops marching to the front: ‘Yes, we are living in an in-
toxication of feeling. Th e words “Germany”, “Fatherland”, “war” have a magic 
power when we utter them; they do not evaporate; they hover in the air, circle 
round each other, infl ame each other and us.’ Even in retrospect Otto Dix, 
whose blatant etchings and drawings of combat and his later great anti-war 
pictures probably made him the most important German painter of the First 
World War, testifi ed to the hitherto unknown radical aesthetic quality of the 
front experience: ‘Th e war was a horrible thing, but nevertheless something 
tremendous. It was something I could on no account miss. You have to have 
seen human beings in this unleashed state in order really to know something 
about man.’30 Max Weber’s frequently quoted remark about August 1914, ‘All 
the same whether we succeed or not – this war is great and marvellous’,31 is, at 
least in this context, more representative than is commonly acknowledged.

Th e collective enthusiasm and national engagement (‘war mission’) of nu-
merous German scholars, writers and artists has been the object of intense 
study in recent research on the war. Th eir enthusiasm, according to Steff en 
Bruendel (to whom we owe the most innovative account so far of the ‘ideas 
of 1914’), had less do with the actual war than with the mobilisation of the 
entire people that only the war had made possible. Th is involved, above all, 
the subordination of the ‘particular interests of parties, classes, religious com-
munities and organisation to the welfare of the nation’.32 Th e supreme guiding 
idea became the common good, to which everyone had to subordinate himself 
in order to create the new national community. At the same time, it seemed 
necessary to frame a ‘binding self-image of the German nation in distinction 
to its enemies’ (Bruendel). Th e result was the romantic construction of ‘Ger-
man culture’ as an identity consisting in inwardness, mind and morality, which 
was defi ned as a brusque counter-image to ‘western civilisation’ and in par-
ticular as a rejection of the world view borne by externality, materialism and 
utilitarianism which was ascribed to the Anglo-Saxon peoples. Th ough the 
dichotomy of culture and civilisation already existed as a fi rm theorem in the 
German critique of civilisation at the end of the nineteenth century (which the 
Heidelberg Germanist Barbara Beßlich has referred to in her work), it was the 
demarcatory nationalistic discourse of the German ‘culture warriors’ of 1914 
that gave it sharp contours.33 Th e patent on the expression the ‘ideas of 1914’ 
belongs to the Münster economist Johann Plenge, who introduced it in his 
preface to his collected lectures Der Krieg und die Volkswirtschaft  (Th e War 
and the National Economy) of January 1915 to explain his rejection of western 
capitalism in favour of a ‘comradeship [Volksgenossenschaft ] of national social-
ism’.34 Notwithstanding the semantic proximity to later National Socialist ex-
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pressions, all in all Plenge’s ideological agreements with that movement were 
in fact quite few. I will not deal here with the fl attening and abrasion already 
infl icted on these ideas during the world war at the hands of Rudolf Kjellén, 
Ernst Troeltsch and others.35 ‘[I]n the end’, said the Austrian writer Hermann 
Bahr in 1917, the ‘ideas of 1914’ degenerated into a catchword that ‘everybody 
uses without really knowing what it means’.36

Later on, various German scholars made strenuous eff orts to retain the 
‘spirit of August 1914’ and exploit it for the purposes of the German war ef-
fort in domestic and foreign policy. Th e polemics already reached a peak at 
the beginning of October when 93 scientists, scholars, artists and writers 
(among them such highly respected fi gures as Adolf von Harnack, Gustav von 
Schmoller, Franz von Liszt, Engelbert Humperdinck and Max Liebermann) 
published an appeal ‘To the World of Culture’ which consisted of six sentences 
beginning with ‘It is not true’. With this rhetorical trope, alluding to Martin 
Luther’s Ninety-Five Th eses in 1517, the authors (including the writer Lud-
wig Fulda) and the ninety-three signatories sought to counter foreign and in 
particular English charges against the brutal actions, sometimes in breach of 
international law, of German troops in Belgium and northern France (execu-
tions of actual or suspected franctireurs, the destruction of the University of 
Louvain, the bombardment of the Cathedral of Reims): ‘against the lies and 
calumnies with which our enemies strive to besmirch the purity of the Ger-
man cause in the hard struggle that they have imposed upon us’. Th e appeal 
culminates in the telling declaration that ‘Without German militarism, Ger-
man culture would long ago have been erased from the face of the earth. Th e 
former proceeded from the latter as its protector.’37 Th ough several signato-
ries such as the economist Lujo Brentano and the physicist Max Planck later 
distanced themselves from the content of the appeal, the damage it did was 
immense. Th e original text and about ten translations were read in many Eu-
ropean countries. For most scholars in the countries of the entente, but also for 
many in neutral countries, this appeal by their German colleagues amounted 
to a declaration of intellectual bankruptcy. Th e corresponding reactions were 
massive, and they in turn were carefully registered on the German side. In vain 
did a few intellectuals such as Romain Rolland in France and Ernst Troeltsch 
in Germany speak up against the increasingly ‘shallow polarisation of world 
views’ (Wolfgang J. Mommsen). Th e upshot of this ‘war of the mind’ is well 
known: it contributed decisively to the permanent harm suff ered by the com-
munity of scholars and scientists, which before the war had fl ourished in many 
fi elds.38 It was not the least casualty of the war.

Let us turn again to August 1914. A phase of resolution amidst the crisis fol-
lowed the psychological tension already described, especially in the last week 
of July. It was accompanied, particularly in the larger cities, by rejoicing in 
the streets and other eruptions of national feeling, which were everywhere, 
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but above all in rural regions, mixed with fears about survival and anxiety 
for the future.39 Wolfgang J. Mommsen is right to point out that the resolute 
‘enthusiasm’ of these days ‘would not have been possible without the politi-
cal leadership’s previous manipulation of public opinion’.40 Th is included not 
only the management of diplomacy and the public, and the Kaiser’s auto-
suggestive defensive pleas. In particular the constant refrain of the need to de-
fend Germany, the assumption that Germany was fi ghting a ‘just war’ and had 
to defend itself, proved to be a broadly accepted presupposition of the plangent 
‘sursum corda’ that was now intoned, as Gerd Krumeich, using an analogy 
from the Mass, has described the ‘high-minded’ readiness of many volunteers 
and draft ees to serve in the armed forces.41 Even if the number of German 
volunteers, viewed altogether, was probably much smaller than propagandistic 
reports would have the population believe, the rhetorical fi gure of a ‘voluntary 
military service, coupled with youth and sacrifi ce,’42 was an uncommonly ef-
fective element not only in the Augusterlebnis but also in the subsequent na-
tional war discourse.

However, the ‘euphoria of collective mobilisation’ (Steff en Bruendel) did 
not reach its height at the beginning of August but only in the second half of 
the month. Infl uenced by the successful German advance in the west and the 
swift  victories in Belgium and northern France, there were public speeches 
proclaiming patriotic feelings and a considerable intensifi cation of war en-
thusiasm. Even in many ‘red’ workers’ districts of Hamburg and Berlin black-
white-red fl ags sporadically appeared and in the clubs of working-class youths 
the popular patriotic song ‘Heil Dir im Siegerkranz’ (Hail the belaurelled vic-
tor!) resounded ever more frequently.43 Even those scholars and artists whose 
initial reaction had been fairly restrained now no longer wanted to remain on 
the sidelines. Th e composer Richard Strauss, one of the few prominent fi gures 
who had refused to sign the ‘Appeal to the World of Culture’ in October 1914 
(‘Declarations on war and politics are unseemly in an artist, who ought to at-
tend to his work and works’), dedicated the score of the fi rst act of his opera 
Frau ohne Schatten, completed on 20 August, to the successful recapture by 
German troops of the town of Saarburg in the upper Alsace (‘Completed on 
the day of the victory of Saarburg’). A few days later Strauss wrote to the Aus-
trian poet Hugo von Hofmannsthal: ‘It is a great and splendid time and both 
our peoples have conducted themselves really magnifi cently; one is ashamed 
in retrospect of every malicious word one may have uttered against this brave, 
strong German people. One has the uplift ing awareness that this country 
stands just at the beginning of a great development and that it must and will 
obtain hegemony over Europe.’44

How euphorically and with what increasing lack of criticism even schooled 
observers responded to the initial series of German victories is illustrated by 
the following diary entries by the Heidelberg historian and medievalist Karl 
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Hampe.45 Th e national-liberal Hampe had initially commented on the begin-
ning of the war without enthusiasm, indeed with restraint and even with much 
concern, yet aft er only fourteen days his enthusiasm at the success of German 
arms knew no bounds: ‘Th is morning again splendid news: victories and suc-
cess all along the Western Front. It is an irresistible advance of the German 
millions. Th e Battle of Metz was the biggest in the history of the world’ (Krieg-
stagebuch, entry of 24 August 1914, p. 11). At the same time the Heidelberg 
scholar had to admit that the war narrowed his historical judgement: ‘Objec-
tivity and humanity are rather frowned upon in war. Where history in the 
large is being made, the historian, who strives for objective truth, has no place’ 
(entry of 8 August 1914, p. 111). Hampe remained, however, a resolute cham-
pion of the ‘spirit and mood of 1914’, which he thought he recognised again 
during the off ensive in the spring of 1918: ‘Th e mood of August 1914 returns’ 
(entry of 3 March 1918, p. 671).

By this time, however, it was in vain that German propagandists and military 
invoked the topos of the Augusterlebnis (‘God save for us the spirit of 1914’), 
which proved to be the most unsuitable possible call to mobilise the popula-
tion for the fi nal phase of a world war that was already lost, both militarily and 
politically. But the elevated war spirit of August 1914 became a myth and was 
revived only fi ft een years later when Goebbels, Ley and other National Social-
ists turned the putative euphoria of unity at the beginning of the First World 
War into an ingredient of the idea of the national community, and thus of ‘the 
concrete utopia of the National Socialist movement’ (Joachim Radkau).46

In 1924 Kurt Tucholsky already foresaw, almost clairvoyantly, the return of 
that communal utopia when he remarked of the ‘spirit of 1914’: ‘Th e wave of 
intoxication that went through the land ten years ago today left  in its wake a 
swarm of crapulous drinkers who know no other remedy for their hangover 
than to get drunk again. Th ey have learned nothing.’47
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Construction and Deconstruction of the 
Idea of French ‘War Enthusiasm’ in 1914
Nicolas Beaupré

Th e aim of this chapter is not to present once again ‘how the French entered 
the war’, to use the title of the famous and pioneering thesis by Jean-Jacques 
Becker.1 In fact, no serious study on the subject has ever contradicted this key 
work, and it would be presumptuous and dangerous to seek to do so in a single 
essay. In any case, my own research dedicated to a category of French people 
– the soldier-writers2 – has not contradicted his thesis in any way at all.

So, the object here is rather to try and understand how and why the idea of 
French ‘collective enthusiasm’ in August 1914 – an idea rightly disparaged by 
Jean-Jacques Becker – managed to establish itself over the years like a biblical 
truth about how the French entered the war, to the extent that even today it 
has not entirely disappeared. Th is idea of French collective enthusiasm in July–
August 1914 has indeed dominated historiography and the way these events 
in France are represented for a very long time, and it still recurs at times in the 
most diverse cultural settings like the cinema, literature, comics etc.

So what does Jean-Jacques Becker’s revision consist of? In 1977 he published 
an abridged version of his doctoral thesis entitled 1914: comment les Français 
sont entrés dans la guerre, with the subtitle Contribution à l’étude de l’opinion 
publique, printemps-été 1914. Th e main achievement of this work, based on a 
most precise and detailed study of public opinion, was, quite rightly, to dem-
onstrate that the supposed collective enthusiasm of the French was nothing 
but a myth. It was sometimes referred to by the catch-phrase ‘la fl eur au fusil’ 
(the fl ower in the gun), due to the weapons adorned with fl owers carried by 
certain soldiers in photographs of the time.3

According to Becker, this myth bore very little relation to reality, and was 
actually a ‘complete misinterpretation’.4 His work seemed to be so ‘rigorous 
and defi nitive’5 that since then research on France during that period – for 
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example Gerd Krumeich’s Armaments and Politics in France on the Eve of the 
First World War of 1980, or more recently work by Jakob Vogel in 1997 – have 
concentrated on the years leading up to 1914.6 For 1914 and the French entry 
into the war one could also mention Th omas Raithel’s work of 1996,7 which 
approaches the subject from a comparative perspective with the case of Ger-
many. Given all this, it would be almost impossible today to talk of a genuinely 
‘new French historiography of the entry into the war’.

Th e questions posed by Becker’s work, and the iconoclastic responses he 
brought to the period, were ultimately transposed to other national contexts. 
Indeed (though admittedly with some delay), his work undoubtedly inspired 
studies on the German8 and Belgian9 entries into the war, to name but two 
examples. A comparative conference on the entry of various countries into 
the war was also held at Péronne at the Historial de la Grande Guerre in 1994, 
but the proceedings were not published. Th e results of all this research that 
followed Becker’s pioneering work (of which only a few examples have been 
given) were then integrated into vast syntheses that tried to present a Euro-
pean or global image of these entries into the war. Th e most recent example is 
Hew Strachan’s To Arms!, published in 2001.10

Just as Becker set about dismantling this myth, we will attempt here to un-
derstand how the myth was created, crystalised and consolidated aft er 1914, 
and indeed how it was able to change in meaning or function. In order to do so 
I shall concentrate on certain actors – namely the soldier-writers and witnesses 
to the war who did so much to forge the collective memories of the confl ict11 
– on the methods they used to create this myth of the ‘fl eur au fusil’, and also 
on the functions it may have had. I shall also try to outline the eff ects this myth 
brought with it.

To start I shall give an impression of the atmosphere in France at the mo-
ment of entry into the war, before demonstrating the crystallisation of the idea 
of collective and individual enthusiasm – including voluntary enlistment by 
intellectuals – and fi nally looking at the meaning and functions of this myth 
aft er the confl ict.12

Th e Atmosphere in France at the Moment of 
General Mobilisation and Entry into the War

Even without Jean-Jacques Becker’s work on the chain of emotions during 
those particular days in July and August 1914, we know that the bellicosity of 
the French was relative. Even if the nationalist milieux, in particular those of 
the royalist Action Française, sometimes exerted considerable infl uence, par-
ticularly in times of crisis – one thinks, for example, of the Dreyfus Aff air – it 
would be an extreme exaggeration to speak of a France devoured by resent-
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ment and a spirit of revenge that would somehow have favoured plunging into 
war. If one had to make sense of the assassination of Jean Jaurès even before he 
had clearly expressed his views on the impending war, one would have to say 
that it no doubt refl ected the heating-up of spirits in the face of uncertainty, 
rather than the elimination of the last bulwark of peace by a bellicose consen-
sus that had somehow armed the hand of that extreme-right crank, Raoul Vil-
lain. Th ere are the most bizarre theories circulating about his death, including 
the German conspiracy.13

Even the question of Alsace Lorraine barely gave rise to any mobilisation. 
Gundula Bavendamm, for example, has shown in a recent work that before the 
confl ict erupted there was hardly any except on the extreme fringes of French 
nationalism. Léon Daudet and the Action Française regarded the Alsatians, in 
an atmosphere poisoned from the very fi rst days and weeks of the war by spy 
mania, more as potential spies than as French brothers to be saved from the 
clutches of the Germans.14

Th is does not mean, however, that France is a country of pacifi sts. Gerd 
Krumeich has demonstrated how animated the discussion was about three-
year military service and Jakob Vogel has shown the extent to which military 
folklore – military festivals, parades etc. – became a key feature of the Th ird 
Republic, binding the masses together. Th e divisions that could cut across 
opinion were real and deep, and the opinions entrenched. At the end of July 
1914 patriots and pacifi sts were again wrangling on the streets of the capital. 
On 27 July, syndicalists, socialists, anti-militarists and workers demonstrated. 
Two days later thousands of demonstrators waited at the station for President 
Raymond Poincaré to return from his trip to Russia and followed him, cheer-
ing, onto the streets.

On 1 August, L’Illustration, a high-circulation periodical, published more 
photographs of the demonstration to welcome the president and asked whether 
the looming confl ict was going to remain a purely local aff air or would spread 
out.15 So above all it was surprise that dominated French emotions when the 
entry into the war was announced. Bear in mind at the time the public was 
preoccupied by the trial of Mme Caillaux, wife of the politician and president 
of the radical party, Joseph Cailllaux. It was front-page news and covered on a 
good many inside pages as well.16

So the feeling of surprise was the fi rst to manifest itself and undoubtedly 
weighed on the atmosphere of the fi rst days of war at least as much, if not more, 
than the longer trends of pacifi sm or revanchist bellicosity that could stir up 
certain sections of the population.17 Th is feeling of surprise was followed by 
one of resignation, quickly succeeded by one of determination.18 Th us Becker’s 
conclusion was in accord with the observation made by the historian Marc 
Bloch: ‘Th e picture presented by Paris during the fi rst days of mobilisation 
remains one of my most beautiful memories of the war. Th e city was peaceful 
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and rather solemn. Th e traffi  c was slow, the absence of buses and the scarcity 
of taxis made the streets almost silent. Th at sadness at the bottom of people’s 
hearts did not overfl ow: it was just that many of the women’s eyes were swol-
len and red. … Most of the men were not cheerful. Th ey were resolute, which 
is more important.’19 Another observer, the anarchist and soldier-writer Leon 
Werth, gave a fairly similar description of Paris: ‘Th ere was no sense of upris-
ing in the Paris air. And the people in the street seemed to be without emotion. 
Th ose who were going to be soldiers did not dream of demonstrating on the 
streets. Th ey said their farewells and spent ‘one last evening’. Th ey were going 
to war. Th is was enough to calm their imagination and steady them before an 
event so vast as to be beyond comprehension.’20 While Pierre Mac Orlan noted: 
‘Th e soldiers were wearing blue cap bands. Th ey spoke very little. Otherwise 
no one spoke at all.’21 And this is how Etienne Létard described the small town 
of Senlis: ‘Senlis is, perhaps, emotional, but well-balanced, untouched by the 
transports felt in cities that are young and powerful; and indeed, it has seen so 
many wars that one more is not going to make it tremble; besides, the place is 
humble and the population not very large. … On all the faces I admire coura-
geous eff orts to retain a perfect serenity.’22 Th ese examples show that even in 
large or medium-sized towns the feeling of seriousness was just as dominant 
as in the countryside where the ‘Tocsin of the fi rst of August, the tocsin heavy 
with suff ering’23 rang out. Th e tocsin is also at the heart of a poem by Adolphe 
Gysin, a future Breton soldier.24

Th ese examples that resound with the bells of mobilisation echo the sim-
ple words of a Breton peasant-woman quoted by Jean-Jacques Becker, words 
that refl ect the feelings aroused in the countryside by the sound of the tocsin: 
‘Th at is the knell sounding for our boys.’25 Th ey also show that not all intel-
lectuals, some of whom really were war enthusiasts, lose their senses and see 1 
August purely in terms of joy and enthusiasm, as Pierre Loti did: ‘We sing the 
Marseillaise, we dance, we throw our hats in the air, we cry: to Berlin! We are 
almost delirious with joy and enthusiasm.’26

It must also be said that impressions could change from one hour to the 
next. It must have been particularly diffi  cult for the witnesses, under the weight 
of emotion, to recapture their real impressions, and those of the people around 
them, to reconstruct those days of 1914 with the aid of language. In Loti’s case, 
he evokes his own feelings just before describing the street scene quoted above: 
‘War! For two weeks now we have lived in anguish, waiting for it to come, but 
nonetheless with hope. And now this nightmare has become reality. And it 
will be a war of extermination, more atrocious than any we have ever seen.’27 
If, perhaps, the length of the wait (two weeks here) might be in doubt, the 
release of tension aft er it, and the anguish that followed, were certainly real, 
possibly amplifi ed by news of the mobilisation of his son, Samuel, and of his 
imminent departure to join his regiment. So, one can perhaps understand how 
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the enthusiasm and joy of the crowd was perceived as a sort of counterpoint 
– real or literary – to his own fears. Moreover, the places and situations into 
which the witnesses were tossed also had considerable infl uence on how they 
perceived things. Th us, François Porché, in a poem dedicated to the entry into 
the war, draws a distinction between those mobilised in the towns and in the 
countryside, fi nding the latter to be calmer.28

In an atmosphere of universal surprise, anguish, resignation, yet resolution, 
certain places inside the towns could themselves give way to demonstrations of 
momentary patriotic enthusiasm, for example crossroads, cafés or once again 
stations, even though, in general, the distinction put forward by Porché was, 
perhaps, exaggerated. Victor Boudon, for example, describes the departure of 
a train: ‘Soon the train packed with youth bubbling with enthusiasm sets off  
surrounded by cries of joy.’29

But he says nothing of the other noises also resounding at the moment of 
departure. It is also true that some German shops, or shops thought to be 
German such as those of Maggi, the Swiss brand, were attacked, ransacked 
and looted. According to a widespread rumour, Maggi’s advertisements for its 
stock cubes represented a particularly cunning means of espionage. Th ey were 
thought to contain information for the German army in some sort of secret 
code.30 So they were systematically destroyed. Th e mixture of rumours – an-
other sign of distress – and genuine information, which, as Marc Bloch ob-
served, was a constant feature during the war,31 further added to the confusion 
and made it even more diffi  cult for the witnesses to do justice to the emotional 
kaleidoscope of the fi rst days of the war.

Moreover, these sometimes contradictory emotions could evolve with the 
passing of time, day by day, virtually hour by hour. Pierre Loti, who wrote on 
1 August of his distress, which contrasted with the enthusiasm on the streets, 
says the next day that a disconcerting calm reigned in the house and on the 
street: ‘And, in the end, this excessive calm is horrible, it bodes ill, it discon-
certs you and weighs you down. We would have preferred agitation, cries, fu-
sillades.’32 On the following day he goes by train to La Rochelle to take leave 
of his son who is going off  to the front. Th e train is packed with soldiers and 
reservists: ‘Everyone is singing. All along the route … women come running 
up with fl ags to salute the train as it passes by. At La Rochelle, in the artillery 
quarter, indescribable crowds and disorder. … One might say a town having 
a great celebration. Th e quays are packed with reservists and sailors.’33 On 8 
March, he writes that he and his family live day and night with the distress of 
this horrible war of extermination, and this despite the fact that his son has not 
yet left , and despite the good news that Mulhouse has been taken and the fi rst 
British troops have arrived. He would have liked to set off  as a reserve offi  cer, 
but clearly he is not wanted: ‘Th is inaction and this waiting get on your nerves! 
On the other hand, the town of La Rochelle still has its “air of celebration”.’34
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Another witness, Jacques Brunel de Pérard , who went off  to war, wrote on 7 
August, the day of his departure, that this day was one ‘of serious matters’ and 
he wrote in his notebook: ‘I have been to confession and have made my will.’35

A week later, the news is certainly not good: ‘A fi ft eenth of August gloomy 
and oppressive. We live in anguished anticipation of the great battle.’36 Morale 
remains generally low until 8 September, when the fi rst news of the Battle of 
the Marne starts to arrive. Th is gradual evolution of morale and feelings, with 
all its variations, is also mentioned by Jean-Jacques Becker in his study. For the 
witnesses it was undoubtedly diffi  cult to reconstruct this tumult of emotions 
aft er the event, or even at the time. Th is tumult can, in part, explain how, in the 
confusion of feelings, enthusiasm ultimately subsumed all the other emotions. 
All the more so since certain intellectual milieux that exerted great infl uence 
on the war narrative were genuinely enthusiastic and projected their personal 
feelings onto the population at large. Th us an enthusiasm typical of these intel-
lectual milieux, projected onto the narratives and poems, was able to compete 
with critical and refi ned observation of the real feelings before the entry into 
the war. For a while the representations oscillate between these two poles, for 
it falls to the intellectual minority, oft en genuinely enthusiastic, to paint the 
collective picture of the start of the war. Th e poet Paul Géraldy is well aware of 
this tension. He describes the diff erence in mood between his father and him-
self: ‘Going off  to war. I was very excited. He was not, but calm as usual.’37

Th ere is all the diff erence in the world between an already elderly man who 
stays behind and knows he has nothing to do but wait for the return – or death 
– of his son, who perhaps, as a child, has lived through the war of 1870, and 
the enthusiasm of an intellectual, even though, at nearly thirty years of age, he 
himself is no longer a fi ery adolescent.

But on the other hand this confusion does not explain why it was enthu-
siasm, and not some other feeling like determination, for example, that was 
to dominate descriptions of the fi rst days of the war for such a long time. Th e 
reasons are to be found in the functions that this sort of narrative could as-
sume. But before we come to that, we also need to ask ourselves about the way 
in which this paradigm prevailed.

How the Paradigm of Collective Enthusiasm Crystallised 
and Prevailed as a Discourse on the Entry into the War

Th is is a well-known fact: the modern mass media played an important role 
in the crystallisation and diff usion of French collective enthusiasm. We all 
remember the photographs and fi lms of departing soldiers – where they are 
singing, fl owers in their guns. Th e graffi  ti on the trains taking soldiers to the 
front, likewise photographed, also nurture this idea.
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Articles in the daily press did just as much to fi x the idea of enthusiasm 
in the collective memory, aft er the war years, which at the same time gave 
them a symbolic value – one unique photograph was felt to represent the en-
tire entry into the war – and disseminated the idea amongst a broad public. 
Since then academic and literary works have oft en taken up this idea again 
and have played their part in its long-term dissemination. Even amongst the 
witnesses one can sometimes perceive a slow – or indeed quick – evolution 
of feelings about the entry into the war, at the same rate as the event became 
more distant, or because the context weighed the witness down. A particularly 
striking instance of this is that of the soldier-writer – and later deputy – André 
Fribourg.

On 4 August, as his regiment is about to depart, he tries to keep a faithful 
record of his impressions and the atmosphere of the moment, from hour to 
hour. Th us he writes at 3 pm: ‘How serious and resolute they are!’ Half an hour 
later, still: ‘No clashes, no cries.’ It is not until the evening, around 6:30, that: 
‘Enthusiasm swelled in our hearts, deep, instinctive, unrefl ected, almost wild.’ 
And that: ‘Others are singing solemnly, religiously.’38

Even when he seeks to evoke the enthusiasm, it is ‘deep’, and manifests itself 
in solemn and religious songs; so it does not diff er at all from his initial im-
pressions. When he published his notebook in 1917 he added a preface which 
gives the impression that he had not re-read the text itself. Indeed he now sees 
the entry into the war in a completely diff erent way, strongly infl uenced by the 
ready-made formulae about the enthusiasm of the early days. Th e emphatic, 
even bombastic style actually reveals the stereotype behind the formula: ‘Th is 
was the hour of sublime enthusiasm where we suff ered … the pain and an-
guish of departure founded on moral splendour and immense hope.’39

Th e three war years between the entry into the war and its re-interpretation 
in the preface have already fi xed the idea of enthusiasm. Th e idea seems to 
have been so strong that it is as if he had forgotten he had lived through these 
events himself. Th e same applies to Jean Galtier-Boissière, who aft er the war 
recalls above all the ‘fl eur au fusil’, though at the time he actually remarked: ‘All 
along the path the women of the district were crying on the doorsteps.’40

So this topos of collective enthusiasm had already become entrenched dur-
ing the war. It must be said that it fi tted in well with that of the Union Sacrée.41 
But this is not enough to explain everything, because determination could 
have fi tted in with it just as well. During the confl ict and just aft er it the two 
ideas sometimes still cohabited, even merged in one and the same work, one 
and the same description. Th us in his second war novel, Clarté, published in 
1919, Henri Barbusse evokes a ‘surge of enthusiasm and determination’.42

At the start of the war, during the confl ict, even just aft er it, these two dis-
courses were not necessarily mutually exclusive. Determination was still pres-
ent as well, because it was likewise a means of expressing a patriotic discourse: 
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that of defending the fatherland in the face of the German invasion and the 
need to do one’s duty. Th us Antoine Rédier wrote in 1916: ‘I serve my country. 
I am at my post, in my correct place. It is good. If I am killed I will have done 
my duty.’43 Other semantic fi elds are associated with enthusiasm. It is certainly 
not incompatible with the idea of duty or with the defensive dimension – so 
essential during the war – of patriotic combat. It always means something else 
as well.

One function of enthusiasm, for example, can be to symbolise the collective 
experience, the spontaneous response to the surprise entry into the war. For 
the soldier-writer André Pavie, this enthusiasm was even a way of proclaiming 
victory. In terms of mobilisation and the entry into the war it did indeed evoke 
an ‘atmosphere of triumphant gaiety’.44 In a way, the supposed enthusiasm for 
war was already a precursor of the enthusiasm that was to take hold of the 
victors of that war. It also represented a sort of threshold, entry into another 
era that was very soon to be called the ‘Great War’. Guillaume Apollinaire ex-
presses this feeling very well in ‘La petite auto’, a poem about the entry into 
the war, which is, quite rightly, oft en quoted.45 Th e upheaval caused by the col-
lective emotion about entry into the war also made it possible to present the 
‘Union Sacrée’ not as a political calculation or a deal between political parties, 
but as if it emanated from the people themselves.

All these dimensions make enthusiasm into a performative representation 
that can explain how it was able to establish itself so quickly, even during the 
war. In the specifi c case of war literature the soldier-writers added another 
dimension, that of the enthusiasm, in this case genuine, of intellectuals who 
mobilised for war.46 Before trying to understand why and how representation 
of collective enthusiasm for war prevailed once again in the post-war period, 
even though its functions had largely ceased to exist, we must now take a closer 
look at another form of enthusiasm, this time individual.

From Collective to Individual Enthusiasm: 
Voluntary Enlistment and its Construction in Literature

It was, perhaps, Ernst Jünger who best summed up the dual dimension, both 
ideological and actual, of voluntary enlistment, when he wrote that to enlist 
was, ultimately, to melt into a ‘great body burning with enthusiasm’.47 He in-
vites us to compare this with the French case.

More prosaically, the war littérateurs sometimes resorted to pre-dating their 
enlistment so that they could try to portray the entry into the war. My research 
amongst a fairly large number of enlisted men48 has shown, in fact, that the 
proportion of French soldier-writers who enlisted voluntarily is around 15 per 
cent.49 What is more, this act was immediately refl ected in the literature and 
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even in the press, where it was sometimes justifi ed by intellectuals who were 
already famous, and who commented on their enlistment, knowing the eff ect 
it would have on public opinion. All the more so if they were too old or debili-
tated and should have stayed behind. Jean Cocteau, for example, was rejected 
on several occasions for being too unfi t, yet he eventually joined the Red Cross 
and was sent to the front as a nurse.

So voluntary enlistment is sometimes presented as entry into the war par 
excellence by the intellectuals, who thereby also demonstrate political com-
mitment. In addition, there is the particular case of foreigners who enlist for 
France, even if, according to one of them, the American poet Alan Seeger, ‘little 
is known about their case’.50 Th is generally refers to foreigners who have com-
mitted themselves to the service of France, such people as Guillaume Apol-
linaire and Blaise Cendrars, of course, but also the Italian Ricciotto Canudo, 
the American Alan Seeger and the Swiss Gustave Binet-Valmer. Evocation of 
foreign volunteers serves, of course, to highlight the universality of the French 
cause when confronted by an enemy uniquely motivated by particular inter-
ests. Proof of a ‘pure love of France’,51 this was also to become proof of the 
greatness of its cause.

As early as 29 July, Blaise Cendrars, Ricciotto Canudo, Jacques Lipschitz and 
their foreign artist friends publish a manifesto which says nothing else; in an 
outburst almost premonitory for Cendrars, they call on the foreigners to ‘open 
their arms’ for their ‘second fatherland’ and to regroup into a ‘solid bunch 
of wills dedicated to serving France’.52 From 3 August Canudo and Cendrars 
match their words by their deeds and sign up. Th eir will does not falter when 
they have to confi rm their enlistment, which they do defi nitively a month to 
the day later. All in all, almost eighty-eight thousand foreigners follow in their 
footsteps.

Th ose intellectuals who enlisted utilised diverse justifi cation strategies. 
Henri Barbusse,53 born in 1873, already belonged to the world of letters, due 
as much to the esteem earned by the books he had written as to his bourgeois 
marriage to Hélyonne, the daughter of one of the princes of letters of the day, 
Catulle Mendès. He enlists on 2 August and a week later he writes an open let-
ter, which has since become famous, to the editor of l’Humanité. Th e periodi-
cal publishes it on 9 August 1914:

Please count me among the anti-militarist socialists who are enlisting voluntarily 
in the present war. … Th is war is a social war which will take our cause a great step, 
perhaps the defi nitive step, forward. It is directed against our old enemies … : mili-
tarism and imperialism, the sword, the jackboot and, I would add, the crown. Our 
victory will be the destruction of the main den of caesars, Kronprinzen, lords and 
old soldiers who imprison one people and would like to imprison others. Th e world 
can only emancipate itself by opposing them. If I sacrifi ce my life, and if I go joyfully 
to war, it is not only as a Frenchman, but above all as a human being.
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As a preamble Barbusse takes care to site his enlistment within his own mili-
tant context. Th us he confi rms that he is not renouncing his commitment, 
and then explains how it is that his physical enlistment in the confl ict is a 
quite logical step. He thereby rejects in advance any possible reproaches that 
pacifi sts might make. He goes on to describe the war as ‘social’, thereby super-
imposing patriotic imperatives on social and political struggles: to promote 
social justice and democracy. In the second part of the piece Barbusse already 
uses images and expressions which correspond to the war culture that was 
about to emerge. He emphasises the fact that he has enlisted physically, not 
just intellectually, and that he is prepared, in the most classical of nationalist 
rhetoric, to ‘sacrifi ce his life joyfully’. He portrays the enemy by enumerating 
derogatory terms and by oxymorons linking the ‘old soldiers’ to ‘princes’. Th e 
aim is clear: ‘destruction of the den of thieves’ which will liberate the Germans 
willingly or by force, and which should, above all, free the whole world from 
the cruel ambitions of the Germans. Th e last phrase, which could be under-
stood as humanist engagement going beyond patriotism, can also be read as 
the engagement of a human being against inhumanity, against those who are 
not human: the enemies. Subsequently, during the war, without ever renounc-
ing the ultimate goal expressed in this text, in which he never doubts, Barbusse 
modifi es his positions, making them less nationalist, always insisting on the 
moral and humanist imperative of his action; but he could never be described 
as a pacifi st, at least not until 1918. He never renounces his enlistment of 14 
August, even though he removes it to the context of mobilisation.

Th e evolution of the discourse on enlistment during the war reveals a pro-
gressive slide towards the point where it no longer represents the individual 
and deliberate enlistment of an intellectual, but is the product of an alienating 
context, a shift  which presages a change in the enthusiasm itself. Th us, though 
enlistment more or less goes without saying in 1914, this is no longer the case 
later on. Th is evolution is oft en no longer the consequence of pacifi st con-
demnation of the war, but of a realisation of the intellectual’s specifi c role in 
society. Yet this fact is rarely discussed. Individual doubts sometimes emerge 
and fi nd expression in the correspondence. Guillaume Apollinaire who said in 
his poem ‘A Nîmes’ that he ‘enlisted under the most beautiful of skies’,54 writes 
to his friend Jean Mollet on 3 January 1915: ‘It is not our business to wage war 
or the human spirit will be gone. Th ere was war throughout the 17th century, 
but Corneille, Racine, Malherbe did not fi ght, nor did Pascal or Bossuet. We 
do our duty just as well as the others, but it really should be elsewhere. To each, 
his own.’ Apollinaire does not, however, completely renounce his act of enlist-
ing. Th e one who moves the furthest away from his position at the start of the 
war, and with the greatest lucidity, is undoubtedly Léon Werth. He notes: ‘One 
could say that the war spontaneously creates the ideas it needs.’55 Amongst 
these particular ‘ideas’, he gives pride of place to that of enemy aggression. In 
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an extremely powerful way, this allows both actual and fi gurative mobilisation 
of both body and soul, and gives them immediate entry into an interior rela-
tionship with the war. By consenting to this binary representation of reality, of 
a world divided between agressees and aggressors, the man at war implicitly 
accepts in advance the only real fault-line of that war, and undoubtedly of all 
wars, the one between himself and his enemy. Publishing as a pacifi st in 1919, 
Werth exposes himself a posteriori to criticism of the ideas dominant in 1914, 
criticism which takes on the tone of the pamphlet against ‘les nouveaux doc-
trinaires du catholicisme et de la patrie’: against Maurice Barrès, described as a 
‘delirious old man’ ‘in an asylum’.56 But, in a second movement, he admits that 
the most widespread ‘ideas’ of the ‘earth and the dead’, of the syncretic fusion 
of patriotism and religion, of the theme of small fatherlands, of the peoples’ 
spirit, are those that prevailed in August 1914 and functioned like a well-oiled 
machine. It is only aft erwards ‘while reading and writing’, that one might be 
tempted to add that the writer turned pacifi st perceives how the idea of the 
fatherland and that of aggression mutually nourish one another, and how ‘the 
idea of the fatherland … legitimises war’.57 Unlike many of his colleagues who 
constantly reconstructed the war, hiding their own consent and that of those 
like them, or conveniently replacing it with enthusiasm or the peoples’ univer-
sal deception, Leon Werth, bitter, lucid and disillusioned ‘questions, himself, his 
own consent and, over and above this, the intellectual’s enlistment for a cause’.

But fi nally it is perhaps a young German poet who provides the key to un-
derstanding why enthusiasm has remained intact in the master narrative of 
the entry into the war, created, amongst other authorised narratives, by the 
soldier-intellectuals. Th e experience of the young expressionist poet Rudolf 
Leonhard58 is exemplary in this respect. Once the war has started he publishes 
a collection of patriotic poems and matches his deeds to his words by enlisting 
like his friend Walter Hasenclever. In 1919, now ranked alongside the sparti-
cists, he publishes a collection that regroups his war poems. He does not wipe 
out his enlistment and his patriotic poems from his biography, but tries to 
justify them a posteriori in order to give meaning to his biography. Th e volume 
was already largely complete in 1917 and was not published until aft er the war. 
In August 1917 he writes a preface to the collection:

Th ere is only one aim in all this, to confess a bad conscience. Th ere are a certain 
number of poems from the fi rst phase, republished for the fi rst time since then, 
which I would no longer write, which I could no longer write, and which I regret 
having written.

From a certain point of view I don’t think this is inexcusable. Until then, a senti-
mental sceptic, I had not bothered much with politics. When war was declared, I 
didn’t know the political situation. I assessed it wrongly. I was not easily-infl uenced, 
but naive.59
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Th is preface is a perfect illustration of the autobiographical reconstruction, not 
always confessed so openly, with which we are confronted. Within a relatively 
short time, but a time marked by brutal chronological caesuras (entry into the 
war, victory, defeat …), these ruptures oblige individuals to take a stance and, 
in elaborating on their personal stories, to return to historical events that may 
have become biographical wounds and then scars. So aft er the war voluntary 
enlistment was turned on its head: a sign of consent during the confl ict, it was 
transformed into a sign of naivety and manipulation of the masses. Th e youth, 
real or supposed, of those involved authorises this seesaw eff ect. Many of these 
life stories were re-worked in the period aft er 1918 and reveal something that 
became an easy-to-use archetype: enlistment, disillusionment in the trenches, 
pacifi sm, a reconstructed biographical model, which leaves little room for 
understanding the motives behind enlistment in the context of 1914. On the 
other hand it allows us to recognise how, in these individual and collective 
biographies, it was possible to re-invest enthusiasm with new meaning aft er 
the confl ict.

Th e Meaning of Enthusiasm in the Post-war Period and 
the Reasons why it Prevailed: Some Hypotheses

As I have shown, the fact that enthusiasm endured and prevailed could be at-
tributed quite simply to projection. Th e intellectuals, particularly the soldier-
writers whose narratives, due to their presence at the front line, had become 
the authorised ones60 and who were regarded as entitled to talk about the war, 
had projected their own enthusiasm – sometimes translated into voluntary 
enlistment – onto society as a whole. Yet this explanation is undoubtedly in-
complete since it does not explain why, in the long-run, the idea of enthusiasm 
endured, even when the initial enthusiasm of the authorised narratives had 
disappeared or disintegrated, and especially considering that in any case it had 
only existed up to a point. What is more, once the war was over, it no longer 
had to fulfi l the political functions related to the context of the war.

Nonetheless, it survived and took root. I would suggest that the reasons 
are to be found in the state of mind of French society in the post-war period. 
Antoine Prost, in his thesis dedicated to former soldiers in French society, has 
demonstrated that most of them were inspired by a principal pacifi sm, which 
was not necessarily militant but was also not incompatible with patriotism.61 
In this context, in order to be preserved, the enthusiasm of the start of the war 
had to be invested with new meaning, which would be compatible with the 
state of mind that was to become widespread throughout French society. It 
really is this re-investment that made it possible to preserve the representation 
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of the start of the war as a moment of enthusiasm, a version that triumphed 
over all others, eff acing, for instance, the idea of determination, which during 
the war sometimes competed with that of enthusiasm, while at others it was 
its concomitant.

Aft er the war, enthusiasm, which had, amongst other things, served to sig-
nify the consent of the various populations to the war,62 now did the reverse, 
obliterated it. At the time, it was easier to attribute collective enthusiasm, like 
individual voluntary enlistment, to a passing feeling of exultation, essentially 
motivated by external causes – the release of built-up tension, for instance 
– than to political manipulation that was particularly successful at the start of 
the war, but which would have been exposed in due course. Now, in its new 
pacifi st connotation, enthusiasm was attributed to the naivety of a people ma-
nipulated by its elites. Th is version of the facts coincides with the one Romain 
Rolland has already put forward in Au-dessus de la mêlée. He excuses the en-
thusiasm of the young people who enlisted, but blames the elites – religious, 
political, intellectual – who, according to him, incited them to it. Romain Rol-
land’s famous article opens, in fact, with these words: ‘O young men that shed 
your blood with so generous a joy for the starving earth! O heroism of the 
world! What a harvest for destruction to reap under this splendid summer 
sun.’63 A little later on he addresses the people’s elites, to accuse them:

Let us be bold and proclaim the truth to the elders of these young men, to their 
moral guides, to their religious and secular leaders, to the Churches, the great 
thinkers, the leaders of socialism. … What ideal have you held up to the devotion of 
these youths so eager to sacrifi ce themselves? Th eir mutual slaughter! A European 
war! A sacrilegious confl ict which shows a maddened Europe ascending its funeral 
pyre, and, like Hercules, destroying itself with its own hands.64

Th us in this type of account enthusiasm is disconnected from all consent. 
Rather it wipes out consent to the war by reducing it to blindness when the 
war started. Th e reason for the success of this paradigm is surely to be found 
here. Fundamentally, enthusiasm exculpates, because it rejects responsibility 
for the war except on the part of a few members of the elites. It makes it pos-
sible to say that the masses were, perhaps, naive, but were not responsible for 
the great carnage. Th is version perfectly suited French society in the inter-war 
period because it was in keeping with both its preserved patriotism and its 
post-war pacifi sm. Without doubt, this exculpatory aspect also explains why it 
is still oft en present in popular culture, despite Jean-Jacques Becker’s revision. 
In the hour when the ‘victims’ have become the central fi gures in Western so-
cieties,65 it is easier to see the ‘poilus’ as ‘victims’ of their own naivety, of their 
enthusiasm and of their elites, than as actors playing a full part in an atrocious 
confl ict.
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Conclusion

So, Jean-Jacques Becker’s thesis, which revisited the idea of French war enthu-
siasm, was doubly subversive. Th e myth of collective enthusiasm was, in fact, 
a Janus-head. Becker’s work was surprising, fi rstly, because it showed that the 
supposed nationalism of the French did not lead to their enthusiasm for en-
try into the war. In fact it relativised both pre-war nationalism and collective 
enthusiasm with the same epistemological stroke. Th e initial response to his 
work underlined this aspect without seeing that it was calling into question 
not just enthusiasm as a statement of fact, but also as an element in a ‘master 
narrative’ of the confl ict. Indeed, by demonstrating the determination of the 
French to defend themselves against ‘aggression’, it opened up new perspec-
tives which were not pursued until later, when the question of the soldiers’ 
‘consent’66 to the war was posed and debated.

In this context, the aim of this chapter was not to revise Becker’s revision, 
but rather to try, by means of quasi-genealogical research, to return to the ori-
gins of the myth and its triumph before, during and aft er the war. Th is refl exive 
dimension applied to one of the numerous master narratives of the war also 
calls for international comparisons, specifi cally of the genesis and develop-
ment of these master narratives.
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chapter  
 5

The Mood in Britain in 1914

Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann

Recent historical scholarship has put Britain’s decision to join the war in 1914 
under renewed scrutiny. Th e question as to whether the mood of the British 
people in July and early August 1914 forced the liberal government into war or 
whether it was the government which, by its decisions, infl uenced the mood in 
Britain has occupied publicists and historians for the last ninety years.1 Con-
temporary British politicians were well aware of the fact that a war could not 
easily be declared if public opinion was set against it and ultimately a cabinet 
would have had to resign if this gap could not have been bridged. As public 
opinion polls did not yet exist, the assumption about the public mood was 
largely based on press reports which themselves relied on speeches, sermons, 
demonstrations and other gatherings as well as interviews. Th at these press 
reports and a variety of related articles in turn infl uenced the public was well-
known to politicians who were also aware of the fact that the journalists tried 
to express what they assumed their readers liked to see/read, guided by what 
they called their instinctive feelings. A leading liberal politician, Reginald 
McKenna, told the editor of Th e Times, Geoff rey Dawson, early on 2 August 
1914 that the government was in a diffi  cult position as it was powerless ‘unless 
the people are behind them and the people are against war’.2 However some 
politicians exploited the public in a diff erent way. When the chancellor, Lloyd 
George, moved to back the war on the evening of 2 August, he told Walter 
Runciman, then president of the Board of Agriculture, that ‘he had enough of 
standing out against a war-infl amed populace’.3 Now it was a belligerent public 
which was going to force the cabinet’s hand. Th us Foreign Secretary Grey, who 
was very sensitive to public opinion, said in looking back some months aft er 
the outbreak of the war: ‘One of his strongest feelings [had been] that he him-
self had no power to decide policy and was only the mouthpiece of England.’4 
Grey’s assertion was shared by Lloyd George, who aft er the war justifi ed the 
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cabinet’s decision to go to war by referring to ‘warlike crowds demonstrating 
for war against Germany whilst the cabinet was deliberating on the alternative 
of peace or war’.5 Th is is not to say that the decision for war was made in the 
streets of Westminster but it may indicate how much politicians like to react 
to and occasionally hide behind or even invent popular attitudes regardless of 
whether they had really been swayed by the public or not.

So what do we know about the public’s reaction to the threat of war? And 
how did the press refl ect or manipulate the mood of the people? Recent research 
has shown that the so-called ‘August enthusiasm’ can no longer be taken as a 
given fact.6 A very diff erentiated picture has emerged which has ranged from 
opposition, rejection, scepticism and unwillingness on the one hand to some 
sort of excited reaction on the other. Th e interaction between public opinion, 
the press and the politicians has proven to be much more complex than the old 
pronounced adage: ‘Th e newspapers got us into war.’7 In the case of Britain, as 
in other countries, special attention has to be paid to chronology, social groups 
and regions. A distinction has to be made between the pre-war mood and the 
public reaction aft er war had been declared. Th ere is also a brief transitory pe-
riod of short duration which has been specifi cally investigated and which may 
be the key to the development of popular attitudes in Britain just before and 
immediately aft er 4 August when Britain had declared war against Germany.

Obviously there is, so to speak, a give and take between the press and public 
opinion. Th e press oft en reported public mood swings, but on other occasions 
newspaper articles helped to create and foster public reactions. In any case the 
editors would see to it that the leader articles would express opinions which 
they believed their readership would like to read. Th e crude yardstick for this 
editorial policy was the sales success of the paper. Th e chance to boost these 
fi gures was generally welcomed. And news about a pending war in which Brit-
ain might be involved provided a business opportunity not easily to be missed. 
However there was no room for cheap sensationalism in this respect. Th e cam-
paign of the radical press objecting to Britain’s involvement in a European war 
saw to that.

For the historian there is a dynamic fi eld to study which is marked by pub-
lic opinion, the infl uence of the press and the reactions and initiatives of the 
policy makers. Th e picture which has emerged in the recent historical litera-
ture so far no longer supports the impression of a public keen on war. Th ere 
were papers and political groups which pressed for British intervention, but 
there was also vociferous opposition. It was only aft er 4 August that war seems 
to have become more widely accepted. Yet there remained an infl uential mi-
nority which had objected to being stampeded into the war by Prime Minis-
ter Herbert Henry Asquith and Foreign Secretary Grey and which founded 
a new peace organisation, the Union of Democratic Control.8 Th e Radicals 
fi rmly believed that the Liberal-Imperialist government had acted dishonour-
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ably, and thanks to the Grey-Asquith-axis too little was done to restrain Russia 
and France, let alone Germany. Accordingly, Parliament and cabinet were not 
properly consulted and the public not well-informed.9

It is generally assumed that the improvement of Anglo-German diplomatic 
relations aft er 1911, known as détente, was also refl ected in British press re-
ports. Generally speaking this may have been the case; however there were 
several areas where anti-German articles appeared unabated. Panikos Panayi 
has demonstrated that hostile opinions against Germans in Britain had existed 
for some time and continued to be published, although the concerns about 
the German navy tended to ease aft er 1912.10 Germans living in England had 
been accused of acting ‘as spies in the service of the enemy’, for some time, an 
accusation which was upheld aft er 1911.11 German clerks had been accused 
of stealing economic and technical details before the turn of the century. Th is 
economic hostility changed aft er the South African War when papers such as 
the National Review under Leo Maxse targeted all Germans living in Britain 
and accused them of working for the Kaiser and the overthrow of the British 
state. Leo Maxse belonged to a group of MPs and journalists who disliked 
Germany and were also strong anti-semites. During the First World War he 
attacked Jews because they worked for ‘our German enemies’. Th ere is no need 
to go into further detail about the link of anti-Germanism to anti-semitism 
and to a German Hidden Hand which tried to control Britain. But from this 
rather vague criticism it was only a small step to the accusation that Germans 
and Germany were spying and becoming involved in general and especially 
military espionage once the political and naval rivalries had become more se-
rious. By 1900 the Daily Mail had for example decided that all spies in England 
were now German.12 Despite protestations from more reasonable people spy 
and invasion mania gripped the reading public in England to an astonishing 
extent. But it must be added here that it was especially the Daily Mail which 
was preoccupied with the idea of a German threat right from its founding 
days. It displayed animosity towards the Germans during the Boer War in reci-
procity to German Anglophobia during that time. Aft er the end of the South 
African confl ict the paper warned its readers: ‘England will never forget the 
[hostile] attitude of the German people during the Boer War.’13 Th e paper’s 
warnings against Germany led it to focus on the construction of a German 
battle fl eet: the Germans ‘do not conceal what they intend to do with that fl eet 
when occasion serves. Great Britain is to be overthrown’.14 Spy mania, threat 
of invasion and a direct German naval menace made a heady mixture which 
had its eff ects on the British reading public. Th e Daily Chronicle warned its 
readers not to exaggerate the German threat by pointing out: ‘Jingo journals 
of the baser sort have frankly given themselves over to the now familiar game 
of making the impressible Englishman’s fl esh creep with sensational stories of 
German invasion.’15
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Th e German concern of some newspapers like the Daily Mail is well-docu-
mented. It sometimes even amounted to an obsession with Germany. What 
is less well-known are the books written about a perceived German threat, a 
German invasion and subsequent German rule in Britain. It all started with 
General George Chesney’s story of the Battle of Dorking published in 1871 
aft er Germany’s victory over France.16 His tale which was republished in 
several editions and translations describes a successful German invasion of 
England, culminating in the rout and defeat of the British army at Dorking, 
southwest of London. Th e purpose of the story was to warn Britain of a false 
sense of security and general lack of military preparedness for any threatening 
developments on the Continent. Th e author achieved what he wanted. As a 
consequence annual army manoeuvres were introduced and Chesney him-
self earned a knighthood, fame and a seat in the House of Commons. But in 
the following years the German danger was replaced by a French and Russian 
threat. In 1894 William Le Queux, one of the most successful and infl uential 
hack writers of invasion and spy books, published the Great War in England in 
which the island was invaded this time by France and her ally Russia.17 During 
the Fashoda Incident of 1898 Le Queux published another invasion account 
introducing for the fi rst time two new elements, the spy and the fi ft h column 
who would prepare the way for an invasion force.18 Th e eff ects of this book 
led to some farcical developments. Groups of continental cyclists near the sea 
were reported to the police because it was suspected that they mapped Eng-
land in order to be ready for an invasion.19 What is interesting to note here is 
that each time the newspapers dealt with international issues and some spe-
cial concerns some writers were so inspired to follow up the concern or scare 
and write stories about potential threats to England and publish them in book 
form. Th e passing of the second German navy bill and the Boer War became 
the turning point in the press reports about Germany. Th us the conservative 
Morning Post echoed the Daily Mail: ‘Th ere is a [new] menace growing up in 
the East which cannot be ignored.’20 Th e Times followed suit, but the liberal 
papers did not share its concern. Generally speaking it had not taken a number 
of British newspapers long to have become suspicious of German politics and 
it has been argued that one of the fi rst successes of the British press campaign 
was to force the Balfour government to abandon the Anglo-German plan of 
cooperation in building the Baghdad Railway.21

At about the same time the fi rst well-known story in which the French dan-
ger is substituted with a German peril is Erskine Childers’s by now famous 
novel Th e Riddle of the Sands which was recently made into a television fi lm in 
Germany.22 His book became a bestseller and initiated a new wave of invasion 
and spy stories concentrating this time entirely on Germany. Childers, who 
also wanted to warn against the potential danger of the new Germany, must 
have been pleased when the naval staff , in following public pressure, had to 
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undertake a feasibility study of the invasion plan published in Childers’s novel. 
Th e judgement was however crushing: ‘As a novel’, the Admiralty wrote, ‘it is 
excellent, as a war plan it is rubbish.’23 But this did not stop more stories of this 
genre being published. Th e fi ctional anticipation of a war with Germany gained 
in signifi cance as time went on. Th ere were many other books, such as R. W. 
Cole’s Death Trap, A. J. Dawson’s Th e Message, Oppenheim’s A Maker of His-
tory, W. Wood’s Th e Enemy in our Midst, Captain Curtie’s While England Slept, 
Le Queux’s Th e Invasion of 1910 and his second successful novel Spies of the 
Kaiser and fi nally, just before the outbreak of World War I, Saki’s (Hector Hugh 
Munro) When William Came.24 Saki’s novel is the culmination of this genre as 
he does not deal with the German threat or defeat of invasion, but with life in 
England aft er a successful German conquest, occupation and annexation. A 
plethora of other titles appeared which have not been mentioned so far such 
as Th e Great Raid or Th e Invaders. To this topic must be added stories which 
dealt with the enemy in the midst of Britain such as Phillip Oppenheim’s Th e 
Secret. Th ere were also short stories, poems, plays and schoolboys’ magazines 
which dealt with a future Anglo-German war.25 Ignatius Clarke has listed a 
number of these stories published in England, Germany and France and has 
concentrated on the British ones.26 According to Clarke it was an obsessive 
mania which also led to caricatures and satires although P. G. Wodehouse’s Th e 
Swoop! cannot match the successive sales of war and spy stories. In any case so 
many versions of the expected confl ict were published that it would have been 
diffi  cult to have avoided reading a ‘war story’ somewhere, some time.

We do not know the exact eff ect of these stories on the British public, but 
it has been stated that the number of all of these publications together went 
into millions. In Germany these stories caused some concern and as a result 
an article, entitled ‘Th e invasion of England seen through English eyes’, was 
published in the Marine Rundschau in 1908 stating that a German invasion 
was completely unfeasible and hoping that the ‘fear of German espionage and 
invasion may vanish’.27 Even the Kaiser’s assurances aft er Le Queux’s successful 
publication of Th e Invasion of 1910 that Germany was not even contemplat-
ing an invasion had little eff ect on the British public.28 Th us Field Marshal 
Frederick S. Roberts’s allegation made in the House of Lords that there were 
eighty thousand Germans in Britain ready to help a German invasion force 
was discussed seriously.29 When a number of voices in Britain, including the 
British Admiralty, pointed to the absurdity of this genre of literature it was in 
fact the British Foreign Offi  ce, that is to say Eyre Crowe, Charles Hardinge 
and Edward Grey, who noted that the Germans were studying and working on 
invasion plans.30 Even the secretary of war, Richard Haldane, fi rmly believed 
that German espionage existed in Britain on a grand scale yet he ridiculed the 
assertion made in Parliament that trained German soldiers in England, who 
in peacetime had posed as barbers, cycling photographers and clerks, would 
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form the vanguard of a German invasion force, even whose Mauser rifl es were 
hidden in British cellars. Th e nervousness of the British public combined with 
the growing strength of the German navy forced Prime Minister Arthur Bal-
four in 1903 to set up the Committee of Imperial Defence which was to study 
invasion possibilities for the fi rst time.31 Th e committee found that the Royal 
Navy had plenty of time to prevent an invasion force of an estimated strength 
of seventy thousand. What is interesting is not so much the outcome of these 
proceedings, but, as Th omas Boghardt made clear in his unpublished thesis, 
the precedent that the government had bowed to public pressure on invasion 
threats.

Le Queux’s famous Th e Invasion of 1910, which sold well over one million 
copies in book form, was planned in such a way that the invasion in the book 
was to pass through every sizeable town near the eastern coast in order to 
boost the sales of the Daily Mail, whose editor backed Le Queux and serialised 
his story in 1906. Th e advertisement campaign for the book included a march 
down Oxford Street by hired veterans who had been put into spiked helmets 
and Prussian-blue uniforms carrying sandwich boards with advertisements 
for the story. Apparently it was during these advertisement campaigns that the 
word Hun was used for the fi rst time to describe Germans. Th e term is sup-
posed to have sent a chill down the readers’ spines because of the atrocities the 
German invading force was committing.32

Th e invasion scare caused by Le Queux’s book had a direct consequence. It 
led Charles à Court Repington, the military correspondent of the Times, and 
Lord Roberts, the former commander-in-chief of the British army, to found the 
National Defence Association for the introduction of conscription in Britain. 
Th e purpose of Roberts’s campaign was not only to develop a strong defending 
force but also an army which would be strong enough to fi ght a war of inter-
vention on the Continent. But the latter aspect did not fi gure prominently in 
the publicity campaign. In fact it concentrated on the invasion threat and it has 
been argued that ‘invasion became almost the sole justifi cation for conscrip-
tion’.33 Th e publicity campaign exerted more pressure on the government and 
so a second subcommittee of the CID was formed to investigate once more 
the likelihood of invasion. In spite of the fact that there were fi rm believers in 
the invasion threat even within the ranks of the government, this subcommit-
tee repeated what the fi rst committee had concluded, namely that as long as 
Britain retained naval supremacy, invasion would be virtually impossible. But 
it made a plea for a strong territorial army which could prevent any strong for-
eign incursion into Britain. Lord Roberts, who did not accept defeat easily, put 
a motion before the House of Lords demanding a defence force of a million 
men and scared the House by pointing out that there were eighty thousand 
Germans in England who were waiting for the moment when they could as-
sist the invader. His motion was carried in a House which was dominated by 
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Conservatives. Th e editor of the Unionist Standard, H. A. Gwynne, believed 
most of these stories and compared Germany with a burglar ‘who is just wait-
ing until the policeman, i.e. the navy, turns his back, in order to break in and 
steal’.34 Th e concern the spy and invasion stories expressed was supported by 
some more serious political writers such as the socialist Robert Blatchford. He 
fi rmly believed in 1909 ‘that Germany is deliberately preparing to destroy the 
British Empire; and … we are not able or ready to defend ourselves against a 
sudden and formidable attack’.35 Blatchford’s book which was fi rst published 
in the form of articles in the Daily Mail fi tted in well with Lord Northcliff e’s 
(Alfred Harmsworth) own concerns. Northcliff e, who occasionally became a 
victim of his own obsessions, wrote in a letter, from one of his many tours in 
Germany, to Herbert Wilson, his assistant editor of the Mail: ‘We [Northcliff e 
and his wife] were amazed at the vast industrial strides made in practically 
every town we come to. Every one of these factory chimneys is a gun pointed 
at England, and in many cases a very powerful one.’36

Once the invasion scare had somewhat subsided, the fear of foreign spies 
and agents was raised not only within the public sphere but also by the intel-
ligence departments. Le Queux’s new work Spies for the Kaiser was matched by 
James Edmonds’s account of Germany’s spy network in Britain. He took over 
the army’s tiny MO 5. He himself did not believe that Germany would be able 
to invade Britain but believed that the Germans wanted to frighten Britain off  
from sending troops to France. Edmonds was convinced that Germany, rather 
than invading, would plant a spy ring in England and accused the Germans of 
running a network of agents in England. In his unpublished memoirs he told 
the story that he himself had once recognised a German artillery captain act-
ing as a headwaiter at the Burlington Hotel in Dover whom he had met before 
at the table d’hote of the Europäischer Hof in Metz. Once he had confronted 
him in Dover, he apparently disappeared. Eff ective counterespionage was that 
easy. Edmonds referred to another incident when a former British military 
attaché saw one of the Eulenburgs watching landing exercises at Clacton from 
a dinghy.37 Eventually Edmonds was able to persuade Haldane to convoke a 
third subcommittee, this time to counter German espionage. All this should 
not have caused any serious action by any government but it was believed that 
‘a great deal of German espionage was undertaken in Great Britain’. Th erefore 
a Secret Service Bureau was set up in 1909 initially only for two years but later 
extended to keep a tab on German aliens. Th e Offi  cial Secrets Act of 1889 was 
amended and an Aliens Restriction Act was prepared which came into force 
at the outbreak of the war. A. J. A. Morris has concluded that by late 1909 the 
public had been saturated with spy and invasion stories and enough were on 
the market to keep the issue alive.38

However, behind the scenes the newly created Secret Service Bureau kept 
working. Its director continued to be alert to the danger of German invasion 
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and by 1913 had compiled a register of all aliens, mainly Germans, and kept all 
German clubs and other institutions under some form of observation.

Th ere were other issues which kept the potential of the German menace 
alive. Th e navy carried out manoeuvres in 1912 and in 1913 which were de-
signed to stop a potential German landing force in North England. In both 
cases the defenders failed to prevent a landing and when the news about this 
was leaked to the press it was used by those who advocated conscription and 
a larger army to criticise the liberal government for not doing enough for the 
defence of Britain in case of war, particularly as a war was expected in the not 
too distant future despite the general improvement of Anglo-German diplo-
matic relations aft er 1911.39

While Germans working in Britain attracted some animosity there were nu-
merous eff orts made to improve Anglo-German relations in general. Günter 
Hollenberg and Stuart Wallace are two historians who have followed the fate of 
various Friendship Committees / Societies, Anglo-German Foundations, Anglo-
German newspapers and the Anglo-German Understanding Conference in 
London in 1912.40 In addition there were more localised eff orts in Oxford, 
Manchester and Bradford. In Oxford the Anglo-German Hanover Club was 
established in University College which had regular meetings between May 
1911 and spring 1913. By the autumn of that year diplomatic relations be-
tween the two countries had improved suffi  ciently so there was no acute need 
to fend off  a crisis and the current generation of students who had supported 
the Hanover Club had left  Oxford. Th e next generation of students seemed 
to have diff erent concerns. Th e Hanover Club was not matched by anything 
similar in Germany, but it was interesting that even at the club’s student level 
attempts were made to reduce Anglo-German tensions. It is not known what 
its members thought in July 1914 but the majority joined their national forces 
and 25 per cent were killed in the war.41 Th ere are other critical voices. Th e 
Navy did not accept the invasion scares nor the spy stories. Some of the jour-
nalists raised objections to an anti-German hysteria and the Oxford Union 
defeated a motion ‘that in view of the existing European situation a rapproche-
ment between England and Germany is an unrealisable idea’.42 In May 1914, 
a few weeks before the outbreak of the war, the Union passed a motion with 
a majority of 61.5 per cent criticising ‘the Triple Entente as embodying both 
an unnecessary and unnatural policy’.43 However the motion did not lead to 
a condemnation of Grey’s foreign policy or to an anti-war attitude later on. It 
only supports the assumption that at this stage most people were not keen on 
a confl ict with Germany.

Th ese attempts by some more-educated members of the public to improve 
relations between the two countries did not lead to sustained eff orts to prevent 
the outbreak of war. Th e mood in 1914 was more infl uenced on the British side 
by those who had seen a danger in Germany than those who had been keen to 
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underline the many links between the two people. Panayi rightly emphasizes 
the pre-war peaks in denouncing Germany as the source of the ‘hostility dur-
ing the years of armed confl ict’, but he does not want to go as far as seeing the 
animosity in pre-war Britain ‘as a steadily growing plant which bore fruit in 
1914’.44 As far as the mood in 1914 is concerned the alarm bells which had 
been rung over Germany’s ambitions may have prepared the public to accept 
war, as the mood of July and August 1914 was not only shaped in the last few 
weeks before the beginning of hostilities. What appeared in July and early Au-
gust was a mixture of pre-war anxieties and fears and ad hoc considerations 
as the July Crisis unfolded. As the sales fi gures of the invasion and spy stories 
indicate, the reading public must have devoured their contents. But little is 
known about the press’s reaction to these sensational accounts. Th e critical 
reaction of the Times, which in other respects was weary of Germany’s politi-
cal and military intentions is relatively well known but neither the attitude of 
the other national papers nor the regional ones have been subjected to any 
scrutiny.

If we assume that a large proportion of the reading public must have ab-
sorbed the spy and invasion stories, only limited evidence has emerged to in-
dicate to what extent the public’s reaction has been formed by these accounts. 
Only a small number of studies have dealt with the public’s reaction but what 
they reveal is, as one might expect, a great variety of opinions and attitudes. 
Th e majority of analyses has concentrated on the politicians and the scene in 
Whitehall and Westminster. Th erefore not much is known about the public 
before the war. One of the few historians who has analysed the mood of the 
public rather than merely the manifestations caused by writers and public fi g-
ures is Adrian Gregory. He has come up with the suggestion that the ‘evidence 
for mass enthusiasm at the time is surprisingly weak’.45 He has criticized for 
instance Kenneth Morgan for stating that the Welsh people ‘threw themselves 
into war with gusto’. According to Gregory the Welsh language press appeared 
to be sceptical, full of foreboding and certainly not enthusiastic. But aft er the 
war had been declared ‘Wales as a whole did come round quite quickly’, partly 
because the Welsh Liberals remained loyal to their government in London and 
partly because the South Wales Miners who initially did not respond to calls 
to cut short their annual holidays or work longer fi nally rallied as late as 1 Sep-
tember by which time it looked as if higher pay for soldiers and higher separa-
tion allowances were forthcoming.

Th e so-called crowds in London appear at closer inspection less war enthu-
siastic than hitherto assumed. Th e local London papers describe the people on 
3 August as a typical Bank Holiday crowd rather than a mob baying for war.46 
Even tones of misery rather than enthusiasm seem to have been pervasive. In 
some areas the usual bank holiday mood was observed and the Islington Daily 
Gazetteer even suggested that the international crisis had added to some sort 
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of amusement. Somebody overheard a conversation on a bus: ‘What do you 
reckon England will do? … Why stick up for her friends as soon as they’re 
set upon – France in particular. Quite a little applause greeted the speaker’s 
conclusion.’47 Th is did not amount to enthusiasm but stood in contrast to 
the pro-neutrality and anti-war rallies. Th e most famous one was the social-
ist demonstration in Trafalgar Square on Sunday, 2 August 1914.48 Even that 
did not attract large crowds, but generated in the press a number of articles 
which diff ered according to the bias of the papers. Th e resolution the meeting 
passed called upon the government to prevent the spreading of the war and 
the country being dragged into confl ict. Middle-class youths and clerks had 
tried to disturb the meeting but without great success. Gregory has pointed 
to photographic evidence which showed that more ‘boaters’ than ‘cloth caps’ 
were amongst the various relatively small gatherings.

Th e national press refl ected and infl uenced the general mood in the days 
aft er 23 July, the day Austria handed over its ultimatum to Serbia. Before that 
it was the Morning Post and the Times which advocated British intervention 
in an expected European War, the Morning Post on 21 July and the Times a 
day later. Aft er that the two papers were joined by the Pall Mall Gazette which 
published pro-British intervention articles day aft er day. Th ey were joined by 
the Daily Telegraph and the Globe. All these papers were suspicious of German 
pretensions and believed that it was in Britain’s interest to join the confl agra-
tion against Germany in the name of strategic interest, duty and honour. Th e 
Times also put forward a new reason for an early entry into the war.49 It would 
be cheaper to intervene early because Britain would join the other powers 
fi ghting Germany. If France were defeated then Britain might have later to face 
Germany alone, an eff ort which would be fi nancially ruinous. It is interest-
ing to note that a number of journalists who wrote pro-interventionist articles 
had also been involved in supporting the invasion and spy mania in previous 
years. So there is some continuity between the anti-German line then and the 
later pro-interventionist stance. However not all Unionist papers followed the 
lead of the Times and the Pall Mall Gazette. Especially at local level Unionist 
papers had expressed a preference for neutrality. It is diffi  cult to estimate how 
representative the Times was in refl ecting and shaping the mood of its reader-
ship. Undoubtedly its letter section was regarded as important by virtually all 
politicians. A good example was 1 August. First, the Oxford historian J. A. R. 
Marriott, later a conservative MP, thanked the Times ‘for the lead it has given’ 
over the last few days in its pro-interventionist articles.50 Most of these articles 
had been written by J. W. Flanagan whose leaders were praised by the editor 
Geoff rey Dawson.51 Secondly, Norman Angell protested against a war favour-
ing Russia which had only ‘a very rudimentary civilisation’.52 Finally, the Times 
published the by now famous ‘Scholars Protest Against War with Germany’53 
which also appeared in the Manchester Guardian and apparently in some 
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northern papers. Th e proclamation was sent from Cambridge and signed by 
nine scholars of whom one was an historian, F. J. Foakes-Jackson from Jesus 
College, who was the spiritus rector behind the protest. Th e signatories of this 
letter argued that it would be ‘a sin against civilisation … to be drawn into the 
struggle with a nation so near akin to our own and with whom we have so 
much in common’. Th e protest caused quite a stir and also raised objections. 
One such letter was sent by the Oxford historian, Stuart Jones, from Trinity 
College, which was printed by the Times soon aft erwards.54 He accused the sig-
natories of the Scholars’ Protest of naivety in praising German culture without 
referring to the militarist and expansionist traditions. He also objected to the 
notion that Germany had rendered intellectual services to the world. Stuart 
Jones seems to have written to several papers criticising non-interventionists. 
In a letter to the Tees-Side Weekly Herald he lambasted Norman Angell for 
assuming that German power was less aggressive and more benevolent than 
it was generally assumed.55 We do not know what the reaction was to Jones’s 
intervention in the North, but the signatories of the Scholars’ Protest could not 
reply to Jones’s challenge because of the outbreak of war between Germany 
and Britain. In any case this might have been diffi  cult because in their letter 
they had made clear that if Britain found itself involved in war, then patriotism 
would suppress any objections they had raised. Before that happened, how-
ever, a number of radical MPs attacked the Tory press and the Times ‘as if they 
are the voice of England’.

Th e Radical MPs were not alone. Th e interventionist views were opposed 
by many liberal papers. Th e Manchester Guardian, the Westminster Gazette, 
the Nation and the Daily News formed the vanguard with arguments that the 
Balkans were of little interest to England, that a war between Serbia and Aus-
tria was regrettable, but not a disaster and that Serbia ought to be towed to the 
middle of the ocean and sunk. Th e Daily News wrote on 1 August that ‘if we 
crush Germany in the dust and make Russia the dictator of Europe and Asia, it 
will be the greatest disaster that has ever befallen Western culture and civilisa-
tion’.56 Th e Manchester Guardian published reams of letters all denouncing the 
forthcoming war while other papers expressed preference for Germany over 
Russia and accused those who supported Russia of following a mission against 
the forces of civilisation. Th ere were even some letters in these papers which 
advocated neutrality irrespective of a German invasion of Belgium or not. On 
the one hand papers which endorsed the arguments in favour of neutrality 
tried to persuade the government to act as mediator in order to save Europe 
from disaster. On the other hand the peace movements also called upon the 
government to do everything possible to prevent Britain from joining the war. 
Th ey mobilised the international peace movement in Brussels and founded 
two new organisations in London. One was the Neutrality Committee backed 
by Hobson and Wallas and a number of liberal historians and the other was 
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Norman Angell’s Neutrality League. Th e latter was quite active in the two days 
before the war. It distributed half a million leafl ets, 362 sandwich-men walked 
the streets of London and 10,000 posters were printed and distributed. But it 
expressed clearly its opinion that any infringement of Belgian neutrality would 
change the League’s position.57 Th e same was true for the Independent Labour 
Party and the British Socialist Party for which it became a duty aft er 4 August 
to defend Western states and to defeat German imperialism.

Th e lack of knowledge about the planned intervention of the British Expe-
ditionary Force in Northern France was not the only weakness of the anti-war 
groupings. Th ey could also not cope easily with the speed of events. In any 
case the public appeared very much divided and it is diffi  cult to know which 
side commanded a majority in the run up to the British declaration of war. 
Furthermore it was not clear whether anti-German sentiments were stron-
ger than anti-war reactions. Th ere were also pro-German sentiments, but they 
were quite diff erent in scope from the anti-war feelings. Furthermore it looks 
as if there was widespread sympathy for France but not for Russia. And Serbia 
was generally condemned by Unionist and Liberal papers. Even Horatio Bot-
tomly, the editor of the right-wing journal John Bull, published a leader under 
the headline: ‘To Hell with Serbia.’ Bottomly, no friend of the German side, 
repeated his condemnation a few days later. Later in the war Serbia was not 
mentioned any more and Bottomly directed his ire against Germans and their 
infl uence in Britain.58

It has generally been assumed that some sort of war enthusiasm made itself 
heard aft er 4 August in London. It was, as Gregory has pointed out, inspired 
to some extent by the hearty send-off  of the mobilising troops.59 Th e feelings 
of these well-wishing crowds were noticed more than the voices of dissent 
and actual opposition. Th e Labour Leader published the headline: ‘Down with 
War.’ Th e Independent Labour Party organised anti-war demonstrations in 
Glasgow asking for an armistice and lower food prices.60 Together with some 
Quaker organisations war was opposed by members of the Labour movement. 
R. MacDonald, E. D. Morel, C. P. Trevelyan and Norman Angell formed a new 
peace organisation, the Union of Democratic Control, which whilst it gained 
support during the war, could ill defend itself at the beginning of the war from 
being branded as treacherous.

Apart from these organisations a wealth of private sources has come to light 
which gives evidence to the reservations people had about the war. During the 
fi rst few days of the war recruitment fi gures seemed to support these reserva-
tions and only by the time the call for pro-war solidarity had made its im-
pact did a substantial enlisting take place. Th us between 4 and 8 August only 
ninety-three joined the colours, but by 22 August the numbers had swollen 
to over one hundred thousand. However the real push came aft er the defeat 
at Mons on 25 August. Adrian Gregory has recently made the point that this 
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rather belated rush indicated less an enthusiastic motive, rather the ‘expecta-
tion for a desperate fi ght for national defence’.61

Yet on the whole there seems to have been widespread ambiguity which was 
also refl ected in some of the regional papers. Th e papers in the northeast of 
England, as a recent study has shown, did not follow party lines or the London 
press in their reaction to the developing crisis in the Balkans. Already on 25 
July Unionist and Liberal papers warned that ‘Europe stands on the brink of 
war’.62 Th e calls for mediatory eff orts by the government and the preservation 
of British neutrality were echoed, but some papers put forward the view even 
before Austria’s declaration of war against Serbia that the confl ict would end 
in a general European war. With regard to Germany it was the liberal press 
which expressed concern about Germany and her war-like intentions whilst 
the Unionist papers believed that Germany desired mediation and would not 
necessarily aid Austria-Hungary if war broke out. As it turned out the conser-
vative press was not as anti-German in the July crisis as it had been in previous 
periods. Th us it is not surprising to fi nd in the Liberal North-Eastern Daily 
Gazette that Austria had been plotting for war, with the support of Germany, 
since the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. At the very end of July 
the Liberal northern papers became very critical of Austria’s actions against 
Serbia encouraged by Germany and together with the conservative newspa-
pers adjusted their frame of mind to meet the growing public concerns about 
a general European war. Up to that time there had hardly been any mention 
of active British involvement in a war which was expressed in letters to the 
editor, editorials and reports covering protest meetings. According to Patrick 
Esposito: ‘All major political parties found supporters who argued against 
British intervention.’63 And pro-German statements still prevailed. Especially 
the editorials and reports from the Carlisle Journal emphasize an anti-inter-
ventionist stance. On 3 August the paper reported an anti-war meeting in that 
town which passed a resolution in favour of neutrality to be sent to the gov-
ernment. Th e assembled crowd was not quantifi ed but seemed to represent a 
cross-section of the population of Carlisle. When a Mr. Lowthian, prospective 
Labour candidate for Carlisle, made a supporting speech for the resolution the 
paper commented ‘that he was not oft en seen in a company of this kind, but, 
of course, terrible danger made strange bedfellows’.64 Similar meetings were 
organised in other towns of the north. In Scarborough a similar resolution was 
sent to the Foreign Secretary Grey. Even in the last hours before Britain’s dec-
laration of war the Yorkshire Miners’ Association tried to bring pressure upon 
the government for the preservation of peace.

Even some editors of northern papers came out in favour of neutrality. Th e 
Barrow Guardian criticised the Times for its pro-war line and British involve-
ment. Th e renowned Unionist editor of the Yorkshire Post concluded in an 
editorial: ‘We are by no means of the opinion that the British Government 
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should hasten to join in an European war, on one side or the other.’65 Another 
argument for non-intervention was that German expansion was inevitable 
and the future in Europe belonged to her. On the side of the pro-war camp 
the Yorkshire Herald noted that it was reassuring to know that the nation was 
ready for war. And the Scarborough Evening News and Daily Mercury observed 
that ‘the public mind is less peaceful than it was [a few days ago]’.66 Whereas 
a war for the preservation of the balance of power was mentioned by some 
papers the argument that Britain must prevent the destruction of France drew 
much greater support.

Th e papers were critical of Austria, but the liberal press still entertained 
hopes of Germany’s peaceful intentions in the present crisis. Th is view 
changed on 3 August when the conservative papers began to attack Germany 
openly and the German nation was regarded as hostile. It was accused of hav-
ing goaded Britain into war. Th is view that Germany sought war with Britain 
revived and intensifi ed the clichés which had abounded at the time the inva-
sion and spy stories had peaked. Th us the Northern Weekly Gazette alluded 
to the German intention to sack London which had been the theme of one of 
the invasion books. And the Newcastle Daily Journal wrote: ‘While the Kaiser 
was talking of peace, his generals were doing their best to make war inevitable. 
Th ey must have known of the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia long before it was 
issued, and, realising that Russia was bound to intervene, they began their 
war-like preparations before other countries knew that a crisis was imminent. 
While the Germans were protesting against Russian mobilisation, they were 
actively mobilising themselves.’67 It took the liberal papers a few days to fol-
low suit. On 4 August the liberal Carlisle Journal still regretted that England 
had joined the war and added that there was ‘little doubt that the majority of 
Englishmen regard the prospect of being dragged into this war with feelings of 
amazement and horror’.68 Aft er that all the papers seemed to be imbued with a 
sense of solidarity and agreement with the government’s policy. Th e claim that 
Britain’s cause was just was very strong. In all the papers letters appeared criti-
cising the work of the neutrality groups and their campaign to keep Britain 
out. By this stage those who still opposed Britain’s intervention were in a much 
weaker position. Th e key to the rallying of the northern papers was Germany’s 
disregard for Belgian neutrality. Th ere was sympathy for a ‘little’ and peaceful 
country which was being invaded and a feeling of identity even grabbed the 
liberal press because the innocent Belgian people were compared to the inno-
cent British people upon whom the confl ict had also been forced.

Closing ranks in the press and declaring solidarity with the government 
should not necessarily be confused with ‘war enthusiasm’. Although there 
must have been some excitement in some of the crowd appearances, some 
papers would tend to exaggerate that aspect in order to strengthen further the 
nation’s resolve. Th is intention was probably stronger in Fleet Street than in 
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the north as the Times, the Morning Post and the Pall Mall Gazette had pleaded 
for British intervention from mid-July onwards. It is diffi  cult to fi nd out what 
mark the papers left  on the opinion of the public. Th ere are some letters and 
diary entries which refer to newspaper articles but the number is very small 
and diffi  cult to verify. It is possible that other groups of opinion-makers might 
have wielded more direct infl uence such as priests and possibly even academ-
ics who could claim to have a more independent judgement, but again it re-
mains diffi  cult to assess to what extent they helped to shape the mood of the 
public. Clergy of various denominations expressed concern but this did not 
lead to opposition or to a lack of loyalty to the government cause once war was 
declared. Th us the bishop of Lincoln warned his congregation on 2 August 
of the brutalities in war and prayed ‘to God to keep our people from war’.69 
Other clergy men followed in painting a picture of misery and bloodshed. 
However the archbishop of Canterbury anticipated redemption on 2 August.70 
He declared the crisis to be the ‘work of the Devil, not of God’s’ and believed 
that Britain’s active involvement would be for Britain’s own good. Th e com-
ing redemption of Britain became a constant theme for Anglicans whereas 
the nonconformist denominations were much more vigorous in their anti-war 
positions. It looks as if the upper clergy of the Anglican Church became fi rmly 
committed to the British war eff ort and regarded it, as the bishop of London 
did, as a ‘Holy War’.71

Yet as with the trade union movement and meetings of the Independent 
Labour Party there was a reluctant acceptance of war, should it come.72 Th is 
basic feeling strengthened the resolve of those members of the cabinet who 
had decided to resist Germany, a decision which was made easier the moment 
Germany started to invade Belgium, although it was the position of France 
which fi gured prominently in the debate before 3 August. Academics and es-
pecially historians were very much part of the polarised debate between inter-
ventionists and ‘neutralists’. Very few seem to have been keen on war but stood 
by the government once war was declared. Some of them understood that it 
was important to explain to the public why Britain had joined the war. From 
here it was only a small step to an active ‘self-mobilisation’ in the forthcoming 
propaganda war during the fi rst few months of the war.

So what can we conclude? Th e British mood in 1914 up to the beginning 
of the war has been very much shaped by a vigorous public debate for and 
against intervention. At the height of the invasion and spy stories it was as-
sumed that a possible war would result from a direct confrontation between 
Britain and Germany. What emerged in the July Crisis was diff erent from the 
general expectation. Now a confl ict between two power coalitions developed 
which in early August turned into a war between these two groupings. Britain 
was dragged into the confl ict as a result of Austrian and German military ac-
tions and mainly entered the war to protect and maintain the entente with 
France and Russia, to defend its security interests in northern France and to 
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resist being overpowered by Germany. Until 2 August most liberal MPs and 
members of the cabinet favoured staying out. It is diffi  cult to say whether the 
public would have gone along with their earlier position. It looks as if a narrow 
majority might have opted for war, but that is diffi  cult to prove. Th e violation 
of Belgian neutrality provided the public rallying cry for intervention. Th e vital 
point was not the Belgian issue, ‘but that Germany was the invader’.73 If Ger-
many were to be successful the expected German domination of Western Eu-
rope was regarded as dangerous to Britain and its political interests. Whereas 
Grey and Asquith followed a cautiously interventionist line the change of 
opinion in the cabinet depended on Lloyd George who, in following Colonial 
Secretary Harcourt, swung behind Grey.74 For the time being Lloyd George ac-
cepted the foreign secretary’s concern to uphold political credibility in foreign 
and domestic politics and the gradually emerging majority in the liberal cabi-
net was backed by a swing of public sentiment towards acceptance of war but 
without enthusiasm, once the German ultimatum to Belgium became known. 
Th e speed with which a probable pro-war majority emerged can be explained 
by a deep-seated suspicion of German intentions nourished lavishly by the 
spy and invasion literature of previous years as well as by the conservative 
press and one socialist paper, the weekly Justice which had consistently warned 
against German power ambitions. If the public had come out strongly against 
British intervention then Asquith and Grey would have had to resign, an op-
tion which was never considered by any German politician or military leader 
at the time. If the German and British decision-making of the last days of July 
and early August is compared it is interesting to note that in both countries the 
decision for war was made by a very small group of people who were in the 
centre of politics, but there the similarity stops. In Britain neither the military 
nor the King were seriously involved whereas in Germany the equivalent men 
played a vital role. What proved to be essential for the fi nal decision in London 
was the growing consensus in the cabinet, the acceptance of war in Parliament 
and the approval by a majority of the public. Despite all the peaceful and posi-
tive signs of Anglo-German relations in general the mood in the public had 
mentally geared itself up to accept war with Germany should that state do 
something which had made all the warnings come true. Th e invasion of Bel-
gium proved to be such an instance. An agent of the intelligence department 
of the German general staff  had reported to Berlin that the British ‘army and 
navy are mobilising since 3 August. … Th e popular mood was against the war, 
but swung round following the news from Belgium’.75
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chapter  
 6

The First World War in 
the History of the Weimar Republic
Gerd Krumeich

It was Erich Ludendorff  who coined the sinister dictum that politics is or 
should be the continuation of war by other means.1 Th is reversal and perver-
sion of Carl von Clausewitz’s paradigm of the constraint politics should exer-
cise on war is like a symbol of the devastation the Great War left  on the politics 
of the post-war period. Th is war, which lasted for four and a half years, was 
fought with such commitment that it was impossible for reason, rather than 
the (temporary) exhaustion of one side, to bring it to an end and hand matters 
over to the political order of the day, as Clausewitz would have wished. What 
is oft en overlooked, however, is that nearly a hundred years before the First 
World War Clausewitz had sketched an essential phase of this development 
when he warned against absolute war: war, according to him, has no limit in 
itself; one thing leads to another, and it is the task of politics to set the limit. 
If politics itself becomes immoderate, then war will become ‘absolute’.2 Th is is 
a clear prediction of what happened in the First World War and what Luden-
dorff ’s dictum quoted above formulates as precisely as it does brutally.

For these reasons, research on the First World War and its ramifi cations for 
Germany has long pondered the consequences and deformations in German 
politics brought about by the war. Kurt Sontheimer’s analysis of anti-demo-
cratic thought in the Weimar Republic was innovative,3 taking as its subject 
not only ‘thought’ but also the forms and styles of expression of political in-
tercourse. In the 1960s Sontheimer’s observations and theses brought forth 
a series of enduring studies on post-war military associations and ‘military 
nationalism’ in general.4 Yet it was not until the 1980s that the concept of the 
‘brutalisation’ of German politics in the 1920s by the experience of the war,5 
introduced by George L. Mosse, gave a real impetus to the history of men-
talities in this area. Mosse’s book appeared on the market at exactly the time 
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when the turn to the history of mentalities and (later) to cultural histories was 
beginning everywhere in historical research, including research on the First 
World War.6

In spite of everything that this new approach has developed in the past 
twenty years, it must be said that the guides to the Weimar Republic, the great 
historical compendiums by H. Mommsen, H. A. Winkler, H. Schulze, Detlev 
Peukert and Eberhard Kolb,7 do not really make the experience of the First 
World War and its absorption their fi xed starting-point for analysis and judge-
ment. Karl-Dietrich Erdmann’s thesis of 1955, that all study of the Weimar Re-
public must be seen in terms of the causes of the Republic’s collapse, is now as 
then invariably stressed as guiding research.8 ‘Versailles’ constantly appears as 
an important initial event, mainly accompanied by the participants’ rejection or 
rebuke, whether mild or severe. Th e sharpest commentator is Heinrich August 
Winkler, who expressly criticises contemporaries’ lack of insight: ‘Versailles was 
hard. But hardly anyone in Germany realised that everything could have been 
much worse. … It required only a sober insight into the new situation. … But 
sobriety was seldom to be seen in Germany in the summer of 1919.’9

Above all the generation of historians that lived through National Socialism 
and the Second World War as children and young people have sought long-
term explanations for the calamity and refused to be fobbed off  with the older 
generation’s view that ‘Versailles’ and the world economic depression at the 
end of the 1920s adequately account for the German catastrophe. And in addi-
tion to the search for traditions of ‘illiberalism’ (Fritz Stern) in Germany, there 
was the experience of Konrad Adenauer’s Federal Republic and the anxious 
question whether ‘Bonn’ would meet the same fate as Weimar. In both sets of 
questions about Weimar, however, what is missing is actually the most obvi-
ous, namely the ‘localisation’ of the Weimar Republic in the mental structures 
and upheavals which were the unambiguous legacy of the Great War. Only the 
social consequences of the war have been studied since the 1970s, for instance 
by W. J. Mommsen and Gerald D. Feldman.10 Recently, however, Hans-Ulrich 
Wehler, in the fourth volume of his Deutsche Gesellschaft sgeschichte, has pre-
sented the total syndrome with admirable precision. He has done a great ser-
vice in pointing, much more boldly than has hitherto been the case in works 
of this kind, to further problems treated more closely here. Th e First World 
War was, according to Wehler, a ‘pressure chamber for the radicalisation’ of 
rightist and left ist totalitarianism. Th e ‘irritated nationalism’ of the post-war 
period had a potential that reached across classes and could therefore become 
a political religion.11

Th e Versailles Treaty of 6 June 1919 marked the writing on the wall for the 
failure of the Weimar Republic – and still does so to this day. Yet the states-
men assembled at Versailles were by no means possessed only by intentions 
of revenge or an interest in wreaking economic harm and moral humiliation 
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on Germany.12 Virtually forgotten today is the fact that Article 1 of the treaty 
created a League of Nations to ensure peace, to which, interestingly, an Inter-
national Labour Organisation belonged and still exists today. Th is measure 
arose from the conviction that nationalism and war were the result, among 
other things, of economic distress and depression. Th e treaty was burdened, 
however, from the outset and in general, by the demand that the losers should 
take responsibility for the gigantic and ruinous costs of the war to the victors. 
Th e Hun will pay, le boche payera, became a saying in France and a slogan ca-
pable of producing consensus in the elections for the ‘Chambre bleu horizon’ 
of 1919.13 Th e ‘Huns’ were even prepared to pay a certain sum (100 million 
Mark), but they were shocked at the hatred with which they were met at Ver-
sailles. Th e French prime minister, Raymond Poincaré, addressed the delegates 
of the victorious nations at the opening of the peace conference on 18 January 
1919 as follows (the losers were not admitted until April): ‘What gives you the 
authority to make a just peace is the fact that none of the people represented by 
you had any share in this crime that led to a hitherto unknown calamity.’14 And 
in June 1919 Georges Clemenceau, the French president, handed the Germans 
the draft  of the treaty with these words: ‘Th e conduct of Germany is virtu-
ally unprecedented in the history of mankind. Th e terrible responsibility that 
weighs on it may be encapsulated in the fact that at least seven million dead lie 
buried in Europe, while more than twenty million survivors bear witness by 
their wounds and suff ering to Germany’s wish to satisfy its passion for tyranny 
through war.’15 Th ere was unanimous indignation in Germany at what were 
called the ‘war-guilt paragraphs’, Article 231 of the Versailles Treaty, which 
read: ‘Th e Allied and Associated Governments affi  rm and Germany accepts 
the responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and dam-
age to which the Allied and Associated Governments and their nationals have 
been subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggres-
sion of Germany and her allies.’16

For Germans in 1919, this charge of criminality was the worst thing that 
could have happened to them. Th e absurd conviction that for four years 
they had been fi ghting a defensive war in France and elsewhere17 had been 
engrained in their minds by years of propaganda and served, following the 
unexpected defeat, as a means of basic self-protection. Surely defeat itself was 
already hard enough to bear given the one and half million fallen soldiers and 
the economic distress. What should be borne in mind, however, though it is 
generally overlooked, is that most Germans were convinced this distress de-
rived from the greatest crime of the war, namely the British ‘hunger blockade’, 
which was not suspended aft er the end of the war and was to claim more than 
ten thousand victims in Berlin alone.18 Th at all these sacrifi ces were not only 
senseless but also the result of a crime was a thought that was collectively un-
bearable. Hitler’s propaganda profi ted from nothing more than the promise to 
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erase the ‘ignominious peace’ of Versailles. In my father’s generation and in the 
discourse of the Federal Republic of the 1950s and 1960s, it was still a matter 
of course to identify ‘Versailles’ and the world economic crisis of 1929 as the 
causes of National Socialism. Th e questionable response to this in the histori-
ography of the 1970s (of a piece with the 1968 revolution) was vehemently to 
impugn such a connection, as I have already mentioned.

From the point of view of the history of mentalities, it should be noted 
that aft er 1919 the question of war guilt dominated all other ‘factual issues’, 
reparations, etc. Th e indignation in Germany over the war guilt verdict was 
unanimous, but had many diff erent strands. Unlike France aft er 1871, national 
solidarity could not be forged from national dishonour. From the outset the 
Right accused the Left  of having ‘stabbed Germany in the back’ with strikes 
and revolutions, therefore bearing the guilty for having forced acceptance of 
an ‘ignominious peace’ with a heavy heart.19 It was not only Adolf Hitler’s ex-
tremist ideology that thrived on this accusation. Indeed, Hitler was only ex-
pressing somewhat more radically (‘Jewish Bolshevism’) what the entire Right 
said and thought: Communism was responsible for the German collapse and 
the ignominious peace. And, depending upon the degree of radicality, mod-
erate MSPD politicians like Friedrich Ebert and Philipp Scheidemann could 
also be perceived as helpers of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’, for had they not stopped 
the war, signed the truce, and helped the revolution to victory in the shape of 
the Republic? Accurate distinctions were useless against such hate-fi lled and 
resentful ideas, which not only dominated the political Right but, more impor-
tantly, also the organisations of front soldiers, especially the ‘Stahlhelm’ with 
its millions of frustrated veterans.20

Franz Schauwecker, an important poet and front-line soldier at the time, 
though now largely forgotten, captured the syndrome in an interesting para-
dox: ‘We had to lose the war in order to gain the nation.’ Here a quotation from 
his then much read but today ridiculous-seeming ‘lived’ prose:

A being rises in the far distance. A mass comes forth, grey, densely thronged, fi ll-
ing the fi eld of vision, endless … endless. Th ey approach and separate into ordered 
troops … and I see the German host of the Great War, which rises up, comes forth, 
whose march is like the powerfully swelling breath of a colossal breast. All the thriv-
ing force of youth breathes in these grey, endless platoons; the heart of the people 
beats in their bodies; battle thuds in the heavy fall of their tread; it ripples in the 
folds of the fl ags and standards. … Th ey approach, inexorable and tremendous as 
the fl ood of the sea. A voice rises above them, a voice of bronze and steadfastness, 
of infl exible earnestness and gnashing defi ance against the world, a voice that cries 
of pain, booming with the fi erceness of battle like the crash of a heavy cliff ’.21

Out of defeat an extreme nationalism emerged, which, in its radicality, ex-
clusivity, lust to kill and fantasies of destruction, eclipsed everything that had 
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previously been called nationalism: a nationalism of revenge and hatred, in 
which the most extreme form of this hatred was not so much xenophobic as 
of a domestic political nature. And the radicality with which the Freikorps 
dealt with alleged and actual revolutionaries was stamped with this boundless 
hatred. Also contempt: the symbolic casting of corpses into the river, of which 
the dead bodies of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht were not the only 
examples.22

In the 1920s the American Carnegie Foundation ‘for the establishment of 
international peace’ began an extensive programme for the intellectual ap-
praisal of the world war, which produced several seminal studies. Th e study 
by Otto Baumgarten, Wilhelm Flitner and others, published in 1927, on the 
‘intellectual and moral eff ects of the war in Germany’ is still particularly well 
known.23 Th e fi rst part of this interdisciplinary study (which included histori-
ans, psychologists, educationalists and others) treated the ‘eff ects of the world 
war on the psychological life of the German people’ and noted a general ‘shock 
to the sense of reality’, an ‘emotional brutalisation’ and ‘dissipation in the area 
of sex’ (chapter 4). Th is study laments, among other things, that ‘still today’ 
(1927) leading minds are convinced that ‘the enemy would have submitted to 
German superiority if only we had held out for a short time more’. It analy-
ses the incapacity ‘honestly to take the facts into account’: ‘Precisely the best, 
noblest, and patriotic part of the nation constantly demands that the nation 
pull itself together for the most active possible resistance to the dictates of the 
pitiless foe. When one demands of them proof that the possibility of success 
exists, one is silenced by loud outbursts of feeling and fantasy.’ Among such 
‘outbursts of fantasy’, incidentally, the expert report includes both communist 
and nationalist putsches, for example Hitler’s putsch in 1923. Th e concluding 
sentence of the Carnegie report still gives pause today: ‘Th e conduct of the 
war over many years against a world of enemies was possible only by dint of 
a habituation to an idealistic, ideological, and delusory refashioning of reality, 
which must have left  deep and lasting traces in the popular psyche.’ In gen-
eral, the Germans underwent an ‘emotional brutalisation’; they had become a 
‘people of wrath’. 24

Wrath, fury and hatred are, in fact, the terms that shaped the political con-
fl icts of the 1920s, in which political opponents became deadly enemies virtu-
ally over night. I have maintained that this hatred was less of a xenophobic 
than domestic-ideological kind. Th is is quite astonishing and needs special 
explanation. Perhaps the situation in Germany would have developed diff er-
ently had the Freikorps, which arose spontaneously aft er the war, not been pre-
dominantly deployed in the civil war (and as law enforcement agents against 
communist uprisings). Initially there had been other options: the Freikorps, 
which varied in size (from four hundred to four thousand men), were also 
deployed by the Republic as border guards, especially in the border disputes 
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with Poland, for instance, in the then famous battle at the Annaberg when they 
attempted to regain militarily the area appropriated by Polish troops where 
(according to the Versailles Treaty) elections were to be held. But the Freikorps 
were dissolved by order of the Allies, so that the doubly frustrated soldiers had 
to look on as military interventions were carried out all over Europe and in the 
Near East, and the post-war world order was only now established defi nitively 
by force of arms. Th e specifi c interventions by the Great Powers, out of which 
the international post-war settlement grew, are quite unknown today in Ger-
many; here are a few examples:

In 1919 French troops fought in Russia against the Bolsheviks; General 
Foch and Georges Clemenceau energetically supported the ‘White Russians’ 
in order to construct a new front against Germany. Th ere were also other mas-
sive interventions. In December 1918 a French division landed in Odessa and 
General Berthelot prepared a contingent of 150,000 French soldiers to be sent 
to Russia.

Th ere were further interventions of a colonial sort and others that were 
connected to compliance with the Versailles Treaty. Th us in the ‘pacifi cation’ of 
Morocco, in the so-called ‘Rif War’, aeroplanes and tanks were deployed. Gen-
eral Pétain fought here until 1924 with 100,000 men. Th e division of the Arab 
territories of the Ottoman Empire into French and British mandates, agreed 
in the Versailles Treaty, also led to further war. In order to exercise control 
over Syria, larger military actions had to be undertaken. France used military 
means to prevent the formation of an Arab state, including the bombing of 
Damascus in 1925.25

Today nearly forgotten, but then crucial, was the experience of the Russian 
civil war aft er the Bolshevik putsch and the October Revolution. Th is confl ict, 
which lasted three years and was oft en conducted with the most extreme bru-
tality, spanned the entire country, from the Baltic to the Pacifi c. Th e fi ghting 
came to an end only in 1923. Historical works published in the Soviet Union 
concocted a conspiracy myth out of the events that is not unlike the phantas-
magorical ascriptions of guilt on the part of the Nazis. According to this story, 
traitors within the country itself were bought with foreign money. Th e capi-
talist enemy, above all France, Great Britain and the USA, invested hundreds 
of thousands of roubles in the overthrow of the Soviet system and bribed all 
the Russian parties. In 1918–19 alone, according to the Illustrated History of 
the Civil War of 1929, there were 344 revolts against the Soviet government, 
and more than 400 counter-revolutionary organisations were uncovered and 
destroyed. In the Soviet literature of the 1920s the struggle against the ‘Whites’ 
became a direct continuation of the Great War. A glance at the enormously 
bloody reciprocal revenges between the Red and White Russians in post-war 
Finland in particular shows that in many parts of Europe aft er 1919 there was 
not even an armed peace, but rather open war and civil war.26
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In Germany, too, war returned. Th is was particularly true of the occupa-
tion of the Ruhr in 1923, which unlike the ‘contractual’ occupation of the 
Rhineland in 1919, and the occupation of Düsseldorf, Duisburg and Ruhrort 
in 1921, which was simply accepted, led to a genuine ‘war in peace’. For former 
German front soldiers, Freikorps fi ghters and storm troopers of every sort, it 
was the climax of humiliation to have to look on powerlessly as the invasion 
of Belgian and French troops was carried out in the form of a regular wartime 
occupation. On 12 January, 6,000 men with heavy equipment, including tanks, 
moved into Essen. In the following days two cavalry divisions and one infantry 
division started from Düsseldorf, until in March there was an approximately 
100,000-man-strong occupying force on the ground in the Ruhr region. Field 
courts-marshal were set up by both the Belgian and the French occupying 
armies to deal with Germans who had been arrested and handed over to them 
for refusing to obey orders, for protests or acts of violence.27

Th e Germans understood quite well the symbolic character of this large-
scale deployment. Th e metaphor of war was rolled out in the appeal of the 
German President ‘To the German People’ on 10 January 1923; evidently he 
wished to create a mood like that of ‘August 1914’. In dramatic formulations, 
he condemned the ‘storming’ and the ‘blow of the French fi st’. Th e appeal also 
evoked the ‘coming suff ering under foreign rule’, but advised prudence in spite 
of the ‘renewed breach of peace and law’. It invoked the ‘fi rm standing together 
of the entire people’. Chancellor Wilhelm Cuno speculated on: ‘A strong wave 
of national feeling. Th is wave must be made serviceable to the State, not left  to 
itself and allowed to fall under the sign of the swastika [sic] or the black-white-
red fl ag, but so guided that from the outset it serves unifi cation and concilia-
tion among the German people.’28 In the imagery of truce and war employed 
by middle-class and conservative groups in Germany in 1923, however, calls 
to revolt, sabotage and some extension of ‘passive’ resistance played no part. 
Th ese actions were reserved to a small minority of activists. Partisan activities 
like the blowing up of bridges or railway installations remained, in fact, the 
great exception. Th is is rather surprising and can be explained only by the fact 
that the population and political groups knew physical resistance was possible 
only in the shape of pure desperado actions. Th e military superiority of the 
French was as crushing as had been the German occupation of France during 
the war.

On the day of the invasion, Adolf Hitler, then a popular Munich circus and 
beer-hall speaker indulged by the Bohemian world, took a stance on the events 
in the Ruhr. Th ey were only a consequence, he declared, of the policy that 
had begun with the revolution and that had deliberately made the German 
people defenceless. Th e dagger in the back of the victorious army had been 
thrust deeper with the disarmament of the German population and the Frei-
korps. It was meaningless now to make patriotic noises and forge a new truce 
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with the traitors. ‘Th e German rebirth in the world will be possible only once 
the criminals have been made accountable and given over to their just fate. 
Down with the traitors to the Fatherland: an army of revenge shall bring us the 
hour of the rebirth of honour and freedom and a truly German Reich everlast-
ing.’29 Revenge and hatred were the principal terms of National Socialism and 
the ideology was deeply bound up with the experience of the world war and 
the never-acknowledged defeat of 1918. Th is is the element of Nazi ideology 
and propaganda that, beyond the crude anti-Semitism and ‘folkish’ delusions, 
found the most support in German society, crossing classes and generations. 
If the Nazi party was really a ‘people’s party’ of negation, as Jürgen Falter has 
rightly observed,30 then this was primarily because it expressed, hyper-radi-
cally but in a way intelligible to everyone, the trauma of Versailles and prom-
ised a remedy.

In retrospect Sebastian Haff ner expressed this fundamental mood:

A psychological organ had been removed from an entire generation of Germans: 
an organ that expressed itself, as the case may be, as conscience, reason … morality 
or fear of God. An entire generation had learned … that things work without [this] 
ballast. Th e previous years had been a good preparatory school for nihilism. 1923 
prepared Germany – not specifi cally for Nazism, but for every fantastic adventure. 
… Evidently experiences of this kind lie beyond the bounds of what people who 
have not suff ered psychological damage can bear.31

Important ingredients of this ‘madness’ were profound hatred and collec-
tive embitterment. Interestingly, Hannah Arendt broaches the phenomenon of 
collective embitterment on the fi rst page of her Th e Origins of Totalitarianism, 
where she develops the theme that one of the main catastrophes of the First 
World War was the emergence of ever larger groups who found themselves 
living in exceptional circumstances, conditioned by the war.

It was precisely the seeming stability of the surrounding world that made each 
group forced out of its protective boundaries look like an unfortunate exception to 
an otherwise sane and normal rule, and which fi lled with equal cynicism victims 
and observers of an apparently unjust and abnormal fate. Both mistook this cyni-
cism for growing wisdom in the ways of the world, while actually they were more 
baffl  ed and therefore became more stupid then they ever had been before. Hatred, 
certainly not lacking in the pre-war world, began to play a central role in the public 
aff airs everywhere, so that the political scene in the deceptively quiet years of the 
twenties assumed the sordid and weird atmosphere of a Strindberg family quarrel. 
Nothing perhaps illustrates the general disintegration of political life better than 
this vague, pervasive hatred of everybody and everything, without a focus for its 
passionate attention, with nobody to make responsible for the state aff airs – neither 
the government nor the bourgeoisie nor an outside power.32
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Th e similarity of this analysis to Haff ner’s diagnosis quoted earlier is interesting.
What has so far not been analysed suffi  ciently, however, is the National So-

cialists’ promise of peace. It is well known that following the seizure of power, 
the National Socialists acquired some sympathy and credit abroad by their 
constant vows of peace. French front fi ghters’ organisations, which had a great 
infl uence in French politics, even assumed that the Nazis took seriously the 
famous German-French front fi ghters’ vow of peace at the 1936 Olympics, and 
therefore energetically opposed French armament.33 But the ‘peace record’ 
(as Hitler called it in 1937), cynically played again and again by the Nazis, 
was credible because of the tradition in which it stood. We must assume that 
the ‘Never Again War’ movement, which for a short time at the beginning of 
the Weimar Republic attracted vast masses of people (in contrast to all shades 
of pacifi st organisations) and in 1924 mounted demonstrations with tens of 
thousands of participants, was not a movement only of the democratic Left , 
but also retained a quite ambivalent link to the Centre and the Right. Th is is 
a subject for further research. At any rate, the ‘Never Again War’ movement 
originated not in the pacifi st organisations but in the mass circulation, middle 
class-democratic Berliner Volkszeitung of 3 August 1919. Th e Veterans’ League 
for Peace (Friedensbund der Kriegsteilnehmer), founded at this time, organ-
ised annual mass demonstrations, beginning in 1924, on the anniversary of 
the outbreak of the First World War, in which two hundred thousand people 
in Berlin alone and approximately half a million throughout Germany took 
part.34 Perhaps this was a repetition of what (as I remarked at the beginning) 
had been so eff ective in the propaganda for the First World War, namely the 
hope that the Great War would ultimately lead to a Great Peace. And so power-
ful was this idea that even the Nazis attempted to make use of it. I have in my 
possession a Nazi brochure of 1923 with the title ‘Never Again War’, which re-
fers to the French writer Jean Jaurès and to Philipp Scheidemann, and heavily 
underscores the idea that no one except the capitalists of the stock exchanges 
and the banks wanted the world war, ‘not the German people and not the other 
peoples of the earth’.35

Perhaps the long-term eff ect of the war trauma on the culture and politics 
of the Weimar Republic may be better approached if we look more closely 
than has been the case so far at the claims laid on the First World War by 
the National Socialists. Curiously, there is a gigantic gap in research here. We 
know much about Hitler and his experience of the war, but up to now I have 
seen no study of the question as to how the Nazis exploited and ideologically 
transformed the world war for their purposes.36

Th ere is, indeed, no study on the form in which Nazi leaders and institutions 
(for instance, the Hitler Youth) drew on the world war and how they attempted 
through their actions to contribute to healing the trauma.37 ‘And so you have 
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yet triumphed’ reads the inscription on a big poster from 1940 referring to the 
victory over France. It shows a Wehrmacht soldier of 1940 passing the Reich 
War Flag to the soldier of 1916, still holding his position in the trenches.38

Th e radicalism with which, from the outset, the National Socialists directed 
their political doctrine towards the revision of the Versailles Treaty, and to 
a far greater degree than the other right-wing parties defi ned the guilty and 
the traitors in a manner which today seems grotesque, found an echo in a 
defeated and traumatised German society that has still not been suffi  ciently 
studied.39 Historians have long been aware that the extreme hooliganism of 
the NSDAP, and in particular the SA, was strongly tempered in the eyes of the 
political Right and moderate dignitaries by the (false) opinion that the healthy 
nationalist element in Hitlerism could be used to repulse the ‘revolution’. Dirk 
Blasius’s new work on the civil war of 1930–33 has treated this with great pithi-
ness.40 But how could conservative dignitaries take Nazi hooligans for guard-
ians of law and order? Political and socio-historical aspects cannot account for 
this. My thesis is that here, too, the trauma of 1918 played a prominent role 
– it was not an accident that in his speeches during the civil war of 1930–33 
Hitler constantly invoked the revolutionary situation of 1918 and the betrayal 
by the elites at that time. Was it a coincidence that Hitler, at least in Goeb-
bels’s opinion, had, since the early 1930s, surrounded himself with ever more 
celebrities of the First World War, in order to build the confi dence of middle 
class dignitaries and the Reichswehr? It also seems to me that Hitler’s ceterum 
censeo that he would free Germany from dishonour and wipe out its defeat did 
much to build public confi dence in the years before the seizure of power. Th at 
he succeeded in doing this became one of the main pillars of the Hitler myth, 
as Ian Kershaw has strikingly shown.41

In conclusion, a few further facts about Nazi political practices may illus-
trate the general questions broached here. As Sabine Kienitz has shown, Hitler 
was given immense acclaim by the masses of war invalids because he promised 
to give their heroic sacrifi ce due recognition in a National Socialist state. Ac-
tually, aft er 1933 Hitler abolished many social benefi ts that the Republic had 
granted invalids (for example, free travel by rail), but he gave them seats of 
honour in the Olympic Stadium and many similar signs of recognition. Such 
symbolic re-stagings of World War I heroism resulted in the false, but widely 
held conviction that only Hitler had redeemed the moral claims of war invalids 
in German society.42 Another example concerns the Nazi policy on war monu-
ments, which has likewise been insuffi  ciently studied so far. Here it appears 
that, beginning in 1933, the National Socialists simply adopted 1920s war 
monuments as long as they were ‘militant’ or revanchist in character, without 
introducing any specifi cally National Socialist ideology. A good example of 
this is the monument to the traditional Lower Rhenish regiment ‘39’, built aft er 
1935 on the Reeserplatz in Düsseldorf. In this war monument there is not the 
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slightest Nazi symbolism. Th is was a Nazi monument that derived completely 
from the tradition of the First World War and rendered further ‘monopolising’ 
superfl uous.43

In sum, National Socialism was (like the ‘great hope’44 of Communism) 
deeply bound up with the experience and events of the First World War. Th e 
lost peace of 1919 was the beginning of the fi nal downfall of the old Europe 
of nations and nationalism, and the descent into the barbarism of the Second 
World War.
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Fascism and the Legacy 
of the Great War
Angelo Ventrone

Interventionism and the Origins of Fascism

Th e First World War brought about a profound rupture in Italy, altering not 
only the way people led their lives, but changing the way in which the country 
was politically governed.1 Between 1914 and 1918, a new political mentality 
came into being. Th is grew out of a desire for a diff erent political model, an al-
ternative to the liberal-democratic system, the proponents of which had been 
accused of mishandling the transformations which the war had brought about. 
What made this new mentality so particularly original was the way in which it 
militarized politics and demonised its adversaries.

Th e leading protagonist of this transformation was the ‘interventionist’ 
movement, an organisation which had been created with the distinct objec-
tive of ending Italy’s neutrality, proclaimed in August 1914. Th e movement 
included both individuals and groups, with many diverse political objectives. 
In it, we fi nd nationalists who were authoritarian and monarchist; we also fi nd 
branches of the revolutionary trade union movement along with anarchists, all 
of whom sought war in order to bring about a social revolution. Th e movement 
also boasted republicans, radicals and reforming socialists. Th e latter wanted 
to bring down the great Empires, end the military build-up in Europe and lib-
erate the oppressed countries. Th e movement was also embraced by dispersed 
liberal groups, each of which was seeking an opportunity to bind Italy together 
as a nation and marginalise the socialist movement. We even fi nd a minority 
group of the Catholic Church which sought moral renewal both through war 
and the concomitant acts of sacrifi ce, sobriety and reciprocal solidarity that 
the war would bring.

Despite the interventionist movement’s composite nature, the diff erent ele-
ments within it were obliged to put their diff erences aside. Only in this way 
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could they take the country into war and keep it united until that war was won. 
Such a policy led to a great deal of blending and when war eventually broke out 
many interventionists experienced ‘protracted contact with nationalists, either 
in the militant squads ( fasci), in the committees of public salvation (comitati 
di salute pubblica), or in the patriotic unions’, and as a result they ‘allowed 
themselves to be progressively assimilated, assuming a nationalist psychology’, 
a psychology that would eventually ‘become apparent both to themselves and 
others in the hour of victory’.2

At a time when the other European countries were already at war, the in-
terventionist movement was quick to comprehend that they would need to 
mobilise all of Italy’s human and material resources and that they would eff ec-
tively be fi ghting on two fronts, one domestic the other military.3 Th e complete 
militarization of the nation now became a primary objective, while the army 
itself became the role model for the country as a whole.4 In order to intensify 
the cohesion of the nation’s politics, violence and repression were forged to-
gether, becoming indissolubly linked. From now on, all forms of dissent, in 
particular from those opposing Italy’s entry into the war, were to be eff ectively 
constrained and reduced to silence. Th e dissenters, referred to as neutralisti, 
consisted of socialists and liberals (the latter recognised Giovanni Giolitti 
as their leader), although a large section of their support also came from the 
Catholic Church.

In the fi rst months of 1915, public demonstrations, similar to those that 
had already been seen between July and 14 August in the German, French and 
British cities, began to occur in Italy as well. In the streets and piazza, rallies 
and parades resounded to the sound of people joyously proclaiming the com-
ing of the long-awaited event.5 Th e situation deteriorated during the course of 
the so-called ‘radiant month of May’ (maggio radioso), in which street mobs 
mobilised in support of Salandra, who was attempting to force Parliament – 
up until now largely neutral – into war. Exasperated and burning with a pa-
triotism that had been stoked-up by the infl ammatory speeches of Gabriele 
D’Annunzio, groups of interventionists began a ‘witch hunt’ in the cities to 
root out all those in favour of neutrality. On 15 May, an attempt was made to 
storm the Parliament, which, although poorly organised, still had an impor-
tant symbolic eff ect.6

Th us the Parliament now found itself falling increasingly under the infl u-
ence of the mobs. It was now the people in the piazza who were going to decide 
how the country was run.7 Concerning the ‘radiant month of May’, the repub-
lican Costanzo Premuti wrote:

It is the exaltation of the believers on a pilgrimage to Lourdes, it is a form of ascet-
ics degenerating into frenzy, it is the madness of the masses, it is the most illogical 
thing that one has ever imagined … and yet, to all those who revel in it, it is pure 
bliss and our lives and those of our loved ones appear such a poor off ering in com-
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parison. When the bell atop Campidoglio sounds with its thunderous boom … the 
knees buckle as if some titanic hand weighs upon our shoulders, forcing us all to fall 
in adoration before the Great Destiny of Italy.8

In the days following 15 May, a ‘great fervour’ swept across the country. 
From one end of the peninsula to the other, people ‘could see swaying and hear 
something squeaking’.9 Th e nation, which was supposed to have been regener-
ated by the war, rapidly began assuming the characteristics of a transcendent 
entity, capable of assuring the well-being of its citizens or imposing eternal 
damnation upon them. As an entity, the nation had now been positioned be-
yond history, beyond all will, beyond the existential horizons of the individual. 
Th e individual now represented nothing more than a simple temporary incar-
nation, whose limited existence was inconsequential compared to the grand 
designs of the state.10 Before such a divinity even Mussolini is supposed to 
have bowed. Upon arriving at the banks of the Isonzo – the ‘Sacred River!’ 
– he is supposed to have bowed down before fi ghting, drinking the water ‘with 
devotion’.11

Th e communal project of national regeneration through war meant instill-
ing a sense of order and discipline into the life of each and every citizen. Th is 
meant social contexts too, to the extent of even controlling pastimes and sexual 
habits, the aim being to ensure that energy that was precious for the state was 
not siphoned-off  towards individual ends.12 In many ways, the project antici-
pated everything that a totalitarian regime would have imposed, had it come 
to power, even if in the case of the latter – and this was certainly a major dif-
ference – the measures requested would have depended more upon constraint 
than upon the good will of the people.13

In this perspective, enemies, whether internal or external, were placed un-
der the same rubric and treated as one. Th e main internal enemy was of course 
the Socialist Party. Th eir formula of ‘neither support nor impede’, adopted at 
the outbreak of hostilities, together with their role in promoting the social-
ist congresses of Zimmerwald (September 1915), and Kienthal (April 1916), 
and their repeated appeals for a cessation of hostilities, was interpreted by 
the interventionists as an act of treason, a plot hatched behind the backs of 
the combatants.14 Given the slogans contained within the socialist manifestos 
themselves – ‘Death to the Kingdom of Death’, ‘Soldiers desert!’, ‘Workers re-
volt’ – the party’s opposition to the confl ict was never in any doubt.

Apart from being labelled a bloodthirsty bourgeoisie, the socialists were also 
saddled with the accusation of being an ‘antinational enemy’. Not only were 
they accused of being in the pay of the Germans, they were actually accused of 
becoming Germans themselves. Th eir MPs were accused of collaborating with 
the followers of Giovanni Giolitti in order to obstruct the government and ob-
tain a separate peace deal that would have precluded both winners and losers. 
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Because of this, the Socialist Party, the so-called ‘offi  cial’ party (referred to as 
PSU, in order to distinguish them from those socialists who were favourable to 
military intervention, such as Mussolini), was sneeringly labelled ‘Pus’ in the 
propaganda of their adversaries. Th e name was still in use in the 1920s. ‘Pus’ 
was considered to be a dangerous vehicle of infection that was festering within 
the social body; as such it had to be eliminated at all costs.

Proposals were presented to create concentration camps in which to intern 
all the foreign- born citizens present in the country – a policy adopted by other 
countries involved in the war.15 Such camps ought, ideally, to be located in the 
most distant colonies, such as Benadir or Eritrea. In addition, there were those, 
such as General Cadorna, head of the General Staff , who proposed the im-
plementation of the same measures against the internal enemies. In his opin-
ion, all that was needed was to ‘arrest a few hundred community leaders and 
propagandists, extradite them to the Eritrean or Somalian coast and suppress 
the poisonous newspapers and pamphlets’ that the government had failed to 
clamp down on.16 According to others, those guilty of subversion ought to be 
placed in a ‘single concentration camp’ in Southern Italy and kept there until 
six months aft er the confl ict had ended.17

Th e political isolation in which the interventionists found themselves dur-
ing the war had come about by what they considered to be a perverse alliance, 
an alliance that had been forged between the socialists and the majority of 
pro-Giolitti MPs in the house. Th e feeling of political isolation was such that 
it prompted many interventionists to accuse the Parliamentary institutions of 
actually adopting a subversive role, a role, which to them, was seditious, since 
it ignored the real will of the country.18 In such a way, the whole question was 
turned around – it was now the Parliament that was seditious and subversive, 
not those who were plotting against it. Parliament was thus accused of being a 
‘pestilential boil’, a boil that was slowly poisoning the ‘blood of the nation’ and 
that ought to be lanced as quickly as possible.19

By 1916, the situation was such that people of the most diverse ideologi-
cal beliefs were beginning to perceive Cadorna as the only true duce that the 
country could rely on. To them, he was the man who could bring to the nation 
the same iron discipline, unshakeable faith and force of will, which – free, in 
eff ect, from all political control – he was applying with success on the military 
front.20

On 17 August, demonstrations against the elevated cost of living in Turin 
were brutally repressed by the army.21 At the end of October, when news of the 
rout at Caporetto began to break, accusations against the clerics, the social-
ists and the followers of Giolitti became more serious than ever. According to 
the interventionists, the routing of the army had occurred because of all the 
‘perfi dious ideas’ the socialists had been putting inside the soldier’s minds, 
ideas which had convinced them that with a ‘general laying down of arms’ 
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they could end the war immediately. In the interventionists’ view, the defeat-
ists now had to be halted at all costs. Th ey had to be taken away, removed from 
the country and if necessary even shot. In order to carry out such a mission, 
special battalions of volunteers were drawn up.22 Given the deep rancour and 
the bitter hostility towards all those who were opposed to the war, the meas-
ures taken against them could only get more extreme.

Violence and Politics

During the turbulent months of Italy’s neutrality, nearly all of the various 
groups forming part of the interventionist movement had resorted at one time 
or another to the systematic use of violence in order to harass their political 
opponents.23 However, the situation was becoming increasingly volatile. Since 
the government’s handling of the war was judged incompetent, the interven-
tionists had begun drawing up precise plans to overthrow the establishment. At 
the beginning of June 1916, the newspaper Popolo d’Italia began threatening to 
create committees of public salvation (Comitati di salute pubblica), which were 
to replace the legitimate authorities, if the latter failed to pursue the confl ict 
with the requisite level of severity.24 Interestingly, in the post-war period, the in-
terventionists would once again use fascist squads, organised and coordinated 
by secret committees composed of local maximalist offi  cials, in order to seize 
the cities in north and central Italy.25 Such secret committees became frequent 
in the towns of central and northern Italy from the end of 1916 onwards.

From the ranks of the interventionists, calls were now coming for the Par-
liament to be adjourned for the whole duration of the confl ict. Others actually 
wanted to dissolve it and substitute it with a war cabinet composed of only 
non-members of Parliament. An article published in the weekly Fronte Interno, 
which rapidly went from being a democratically orientated newspaper to a 
ferociously nationalistic one, was categorical on the question: ‘When a Parlia-
ment loses all sense of discipline, it falls out of touch with the nation and has 
to be coerced back into line. … Th e country cares nothing for its legal right to 
govern, its laws are not their laws. … Th e country hungers for authority, the 
Parliament no longer represents authority in any way or form. Th e executive 
power has to exert its own authority, since this is the only one that counts.’26 
In the fi rst months of 1918, Mussolini – anticipating to some extent what he 
eff ectively did when he came to power – wrote of the need to suppress all the 
newspapers and to substitute them with a ‘single newspaper’, under the control 
of the government and charged with the responsibility of keeping the public 
informed.27

Police informants were now speaking of the existence of potentially subver-
sive ideas, ideas that were circulating even on the military front. Indeed, in the 
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spring–summer of 1917, information obtained by the Uffi  cio Centrale di In-
vestigazione signalled that a committee of public salvation (Comitato di salute 
pubblica) had been created in Rome. Th is was apparently composed of twelve 
of the most eminent members of the Masonic lodge of Palazzo Giustiniani and 
had the precise aim of deposing the monarchy and proclaiming a constituent 
assembly; the reformist socialist Leonida Bissolati was to be its president.28

Particularly hated, especially for his tolerance of the PSI, was the interior 
minister, Vittorio Emanuele Orlando. As a consequence, some members of the 
committee of public salvation had proposed assassinating both him and his 
assistants. Nor was King Victor Emmanuel III safe from terrorist attack. Here 
too, allegations were made that the organisation was plotting to capture all the 
members of his family and assassinate the sovereign during one of his regular 
visits to the front.29

More revolutionary plots began to emerge throughout the year. At the be-
ginning of November, aft er the rout of Caporetto, a police informant revealed 
the creation of a secret association, which had its grassroots support in the 
northern and central regions of the peninsula. Although the organisation’s 
main supporters were to be found in the carbonari of central Italy, the organi-
sation included activists of all political persuasions, from anarchists to Masons, 
from the nationalists of Enrico Corradini to the revolutionary trade union-
ists of Alceste De Ambris. Following in the footsteps of the late–nineteenth-
century sectarian associations of Guiseppe Mazzini, such groups were known 
by the name of centurie and sotto-centurie (or decurie), and could count on the 
support of many soldiers and even some high-ranking offi  cers.30

Offi  cially known as the Red Legions, the mission of these ‘stout hearted 
warriors of the home front’, was to carry out terrorist attacks in the capital and 
then to extend their activities, through the help of the Masons, to the other 
cities in the peninsula. One of their objectives was to assassinate their ‘oppo-
site numbers’, i.e. the leaders of all parallel movements working against them. 
Th ese included the principal heads of the PSI – Filippo Turati, Claudio Treves, 
Giuseppe Modigliani, Bruno Maffi  , Mauro Ferri – and those within the Par-
liamentary faction of Giolitti, including Giolitti himself. Orlando who, aft er 
the defeat of Caporetto, had become prime minister was once again pencilled-
in for assassination. Intelligence from the prefects reveals that the formations 
were even able to use the printers of Popolo d’Italia in order to publish booklets 
and pamphlets.31

At the end of the year, the members of the Red Legions – for the most 
part republicans and anarchists – numbered between one hundred and three 
hundred. Bound to secrecy, they attended meetings with black-hooded faces, 
swore oaths upon a dagger and skull and were ruled by a strict code of disci-
pline that required absolute obedience to their leaders, who were armed with a 
knife and a revolver.32 Th e Red Legions were eff ectively disbanded just before 



96 | Th e Legacies of Two World Wars

the end of the war, although a promise to continue their operations was made 
in order to keep the interventionists united.

Some of the initiatives of these groups prefi gured the strategy that would 
later be adopted by the fascist squads in the post-war period. If in December 
of 1917, for example, the socialist leader Emanuele Modigliani was beaten up 
in Rome,33 in Milan at the same time another incident occurred which was 
similar to the systematic attacks on the organisations and symbols of the So-
cialist Party, occurring between 1919 and 1922. In the case of Milan, a wagon 
belonging to the party newspaper Avanti! was ransacked and the newspapers it 
was transporting thrown into the water courses round about – the same thing 
would happen again in April 1919, when the Socialist Party headquarters in 
Milan was gutted, an event considered by Mussolini to be the ‘fi rst chapter in 
the civil war’.34

During the period of the war itself, the PSI had to confront the growing 
aggressiveness of its adversaries. Th e requests for resignation, issued by the 
communal administrations in answer to the demands of the interventionist 
movement, prove it. In some cases, the prefects did not hesitate to back up 
such demands, taking over the communal administrations that were accused 
of boycotting the war eff ort.35

Even the groups of volunteers that were formed in order to spy upon and 
eventually repress their ‘internal enemies’ appear to have made little, if any 
distinction, between the war and the post-war period. For such groups, vio-
lence had become an essential, if not indispensable part of their politics. Th e 
characteristics of this new mentality, as it was eventually termed, were eff ec-
tively summed up by Giuseppe Bottai, the futurist Ardito who rapidly became 
one of the principal intellectuals of the fascist regime. For him, the Arditi (‘the 
braves’) – the elite assault group drawn up in the spring of 1917, who had even 
inspired the Red Legions – did not necessarily represent a general desire to 
make war, but a desire ‘to conduct it in a certain way’. According to Giuseppe 
Bottai, this meant ‘lightening out and out war, taken to its most extreme con-
sequences … waged in such a way on two fronts, the external and the internal, 
against all enemies, both inside and out’. Th is was one of the ways in which 
many young men, such as Bottai himself, were able to enter into politics via 
the militant rank and fi le.36

Such thinking was a pointer to where the increasingly violent tendencies 
were leading, both on the military front – with the loss of civility and the bru-
tality engendered by the need to assure one’s own survival at the expense of 
others, not to mention the cult of heroic deeds,37 and on the home front, where 
attitudes to the war were completely divided – i.e. the socialist opposition to the 
war on the one hand and the nationalistic one on the other, where a militarization 
of civil life was called for.38 Such a state of tension was a huge burden for the 
country to bear. In the end, something had to give and it was not long before it 
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did – in 1919–1921, the launching of the so-called ‘red biennial’ was followed 
by wave aft er wave of fascist violence. If it is possible to attribute a ‘secret’ to 
the fascist successes, it was not just their promise to inaugurate a ‘restoration’ 
of order and social harmony, it was also their capacity to provide an outlet for 
all the violent tensions that had been accumulating during the war.39

Midway through the twenties, the former revolutionary trade unionist Ser-
gio Panunzio made a compelling synthesis of how the war had altered percep-
tions of society. In his opinion, the whole state had been transformed into a 
‘great army, a disciplined mass, a living hierarchy’. By now, not only soldiers 
but ‘all citizens from the highest to the low’ were ‘soldiers and combatants’.40 
If the world was a place where countries now had to fi ght for domination – as 
the First World War had just dramatically shown – from now on it was only 
going to be possible for Italy to survive if the whole country became more 
ordered and compact, resolved to march as one beneath the command of an 
elite, created to guide them. Only in such a way could the forces of defeatism, 
desegregation and the ‘monsters of decadence’ be defi nitively destroyed.41 Th is 
was the only path by which the sacred unity of the nation – achieved by the 
resistance on the Piave and the triumph of Vittorio Veneto – could become 
permanent and defi nitive.

In was thus during the First World War that the concept of brotherly hi-
erarchy came to the fore. Emphasised by the totalitarian regime, the culture 
encapsulated not only moral unity, but also national cohesion, both of which 
were maintained through a linking together of social justice, discipline, mili-
tary camaraderie and a ‘faith’ in the capacity of the elite to guide them.42 Th e 
importance attributed to the fi gure of the manufacturer – and of the coopera-
tive model that the regime itself had conceived – formed part and parcel of 
this thinking.43 Every citizen was, in fact, considered to be a bearer of his own 
fundamental social rights. As a result, each citizen was perceived to be a link 
in a harmonious network of solidarity, but – for this very reason – he was also 
considered to be the bearer of collective responsibility to which he had to sub-
mit consciously and whole-heartedly. Between 1919 and 1920, the concept was 
gradually perfected, the authoritarian aspect being progressively emphasised 
to the detriment of the social one, the key stone of the original programme.44

Th e Legacy of the War

Once the war was over, people realised that the country had radically changed. 
‘1919’, it was written, ‘was an unhappy year, but everyone was convinced that a 
new and better epoch was just around the corner.’ In eff ect, this period cannot 
really be understood without taking into consideration this sort of ‘nineteen 
nineteen-ism’ and ‘spasmodic recourse to radical solutions’.45
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At the end of the war a strong wave of political unrest struck the country. Th e 
discontent was strongest in the central and northern regions of Italy, although 
the south of the peninsula and the islands were aff ected too.46 Between 1917 
and 1922, following the Russian Revolution, the European ruling classes were 
constantly seeking ways of impeding the spread of political subversion and 
revolutionary ferment that was spreading all over the continent.47 But it was 
only in Italy that the political system actually buckled under the pressure. A 
great deal of this was due to the transformations brought about by the First 
World War and in particular the bitter feuding between those who had de-
clared themselves favourable to the confl ict and those who had been against 
it. Contrary to the measures that had been adopted in other countries, such 
as Britain and France, Italy had abandoned the politics of persuasion and had 
opted for out and out coercion in an attempt to remain united both on the 
domestic and military front. Indeed, since the state had failed in its attempts 
to secure satisfactory levels of justice and equity, social tensions in the coun-
try were constantly rising. Just when Italy needed strong government, the lib-
eral-democratic culture had been exposed as weak. Continually marginalised 
and humiliated by the invasiveness of the army, the governing institutions had 
shown that they had failed to win the loyalty and consensus of large sectors of 
the population.48

How the confl ict ought to be commemorated by those who had survived it 
was bitterly contested. By now, every town had its own local committee – com-
posed of gentry, aristocrats and the affl  uent bourgeoisie – whose sole purpose 
was to honour the fallen ‘heroes’ and the ‘martyrs of the new Italy’ through the 
construction of monuments. In many cases, such organisations faced fi erce op-
position from the local socialist administrations. Not only did the latter oft en 
decide not to allocate resources to the construction of war memorials, but very 
oft en they openly boycotted such manifestations. On the rare occasions that 
they did promote commemorations in remembrance of the dead, the plaques 
condemned their ‘futile’ sacrifi ce.49

Th e widespread protests convinced the militants and indeed many socialist 
leaders that they had the support of the majority of the population and that the 
ruling classes were heading towards defeat. In December 1918, the leadership 
of the PSI set out the following objective: socialist Republic or dictatorship of 
the proletariat. Th e congress of Bologna in October of the following year offi  -
cially sanctioned the plan, decreeing their adhesion to the Th ird International.

‘Th e beautiful haven of concord and harmony which we, the combatants 
and invalids, had dreamed of building aft er the brilliant victory of October 
1918 was now falling apart before our very eyes’, wrote Mussolini a few years 
later. ‘I felt myself shudder at the decadence and destruction.’50

Hopes of a rapid socialist upheaval grew enormously aft er the latter’s success 
in the elections of 1919. Indeed, on the basis of a maximalist programme, the 
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PSI had, in fact, quadrupled the number of its MPs and was confi rmed as the 
largest national party. While the members of the Confederazione generale del 
lavoro continued to grow at a heady rate (from approximately three hundred 
thousand before the war to more than two million in 1920), the party continued 
to pull in yet more votes, attaining 32.3 per cent. Th is success, together with 
that of Luigi Sturzo’s newly created Partito Popolare (20.6 per cent,), which op-
posed the bellicose rhetoric of the interventionists and was Catholic in nature, 
convinced patriotic public opinion that Italy was once again descending into a 
country of squabbling factions. Moreover, the party that was gaining a major 
advantage from this situation was the PSI, the very party which, for the whole 
duration of the confl ict, had represented the anti-nation as its antonomasia.

Th e boldness of many local leaders, militants and workers was now out of 
control. Sensing that they were close to obtaining power, they were keener 
than ever to make the ‘lords’ pay for all the suff ering of the war. In the commit-
tees activists were now chanting: ‘We rule the street, down with the war! Down 
with the government! Th e king has lost, burn him, dethrone him.’51 It was now 
becoming normal practice for militants to disrupt their adversaries’ meetings, 
to heckle the speakers, to burn the national fl ag and manifest hostility towards 
such social groups – most of all the offi  cers – as were deemed responsible for 
the ‘carnage’ of which the workers had been the principal victim. Many of 
them were tried in kangaroo courts, menaced, clubbed, injured and occasion-
ally even lynched.52

Moreover, the protests against the scarcity of food and the infl ated cost of 
living, which reached new peaks in the summer of 1919, were oft en accompa-
nied by widespread looting: bakeries, shops, warehouses, even the residences 
of landowners. Despite the imposition of lower prices on the shopkeepers, the 
violence continued, not only against the landowners, but also against the other 
workers, in particular those who were not enlisted with the socialist organisa-
tions, those who refused to vote and even those who went to church.53

In the confusion of the moment, numerous working-class organisations 
were formed. Some were quite spontaneous, others were more organised. Th ese 
were coordinated by the work bureaux, or by the town halls along with other 
groups linked in some way to the PSI, or even occasionally to the Republican 
Party or some other alliance within the constantly shift ing democratic spec-
trum. All the organisations had the task of coordinating the protests, fi xing 
prices or even authorising the sequestration of goods. To many contemporar-
ies such groups, which were oft en self-defi ning, or referred to as soviet, were 
proof that the socialists had fi nally taken over54; the alarm that this caused was 
enormous.

In many bourgeois circles, such events provoked a rebellious backlash. Slow 
in starting, it became more pronounced in the autumn of 1920, when, aft er 
the administrative elections, the PSI succeeded in extending its control over 
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many of the communes of the Valle Padana and over much of the central part 
of the country. Th e worry engendered by the spreading infl uence of the PSI 
was exacerbated by continued strikes in the public services and by several in-
cidents of mutiny within the army. In June 1920, several units of light infantry 
(bersaglieri) refused to leave their barracks in Ancona and put down the re-
volt against the Italian occupation of Valona in Albania. Explicit revolutionary 
projects concocted by the most ideologically informed sectors of the working 
class also played upon public fears. In Turin, such revolutionary plans led to 
sit-ins in the factories during the following August–September.55 From this 
moment on, many entrepreneurs began organising private militia in order to 
protect their holdings. While the fascist movement that was still a minority, the 
entrepreneurs found support in anti-Bolshevik paramilitary clubs.56 During 
the congress of Bologna, the leader of the socialist reformists, Filippo Turati 
affi  rmed with lucid foresight that ‘Violence is nothing other than the suicide 
of the proletariat. … Today [our enemies] do not take us seriously enough, but 
when the time eventually comes for them to do so, our call to arms will be met 
by [them], and they will be one hundred times better armed than we are and 
when that happens we can all wave goodbye to Parliamentary government, to 
economic stability and the Socialist Party!’57 Th e fact that the militants were 
now calling into question the very authority of the state created deep unease 
within the affl  uent classes. In the cities, associations began to be formed in 
an attempt to keep public order. Th e same associations were used to break 
strikes and temporarily substitute striking staff , in particular the public sector 
workers such as postmen, railway workers and street cleaners.58 Promoters or 
fi nancers of such associations were very oft en the principal victims of such 
waves of protest. As landowners and shop owners, they felt threatened by the 
competition of the socialist cooperatives.

Th e new worries of the property-owning classes and of the middle classes 
concerning the antisocialist – or anti-Bolshevik – polemic helped support the 
struggle against the ‘enemy within’ of 1914–1918. Th anks in part to the in-
terventionist movement, men of the most varied political persuasions were 
now in a position to off er their services as a new governing class. During the 
process of mobilisation for war, such men had refi ned their knowledge of the 
politics of the masses, they had theorised and were familiar with the exercise 
of violence and had succeeded in obtaining the necessary means of controlling 
the consensus and suppressing any potential dissent.

Th e fi rst clear sign of the high tensions that had been simmering, not just 
among the common people, but also within the Italian institutions themselves, 
occurred in September 1919. Under the command of Gabriele D’Annunzio, 
a hotchpotch army – composed almost entirely of units that had either pre-
viously mutinied, or were drawn from various genres of nationalists and in-
terventionists – revolted against the state and occupied the city of Fiume in 
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Dalmatia. Th is open act of rebellion by sections of the army revealed just how 
far the movement still lacked broader objectives, i.e. to take Rome and drive 
out the old ruling class.59

It was in this very frontier zone, only just sequestered from the Austro-
Hungarian empire, that the real squad-based off ensive began. In many cases, 
the squads operated with the explicit support of the army. Th e fi rst episode 
was the burning of the Balkan Hotel in Trieste on 20 July, which was the seat 
of various Slovak politico-trade union organisations. Th e motto of the squad 
from Trieste – ‘Ready to kill and ready to die’ – was exalted by the newspaper 
Popolo d’Italia and diff used throughout the rest of the country.60 Henceforth, 
with the excuse of defending the Italian culture of these regions, attacks began 
even against the organisations belonging to the workers movements, which 
were accused of being anti-Italian and pro-Slav.

Th e example that had been set on the eastern frontier was rapidly copied in 
the central and northern regions, where the danger of communist subversion 
was greater. Even in the rural areas of central and northern Italy, leagues of 
resistance composed of armed squads were being set up. Th eir purpose was 
twofold: to protect the strike-breakers from the menace of the socialist leagues 
and to protect those people and their belongings who were being boycotted. 
Not surprisingly, in the ensuing politico-trade union confl icts, the number of 
fatalities began to rise.61

Clashes between National Fascists and Anti-Fascists

During the war, over and above the sabre-rattling of the most radical branches 
of the interventionist movement, the political infi ghting was essentially limited 
to brawls that resounded to the sounds of slaps, punches and clubs; fi rearms 
were rarely involved. In the post-war period, however, the violence escalated. 
Th e escalation was due to a combination of factors. Firstly, from the very be-
ginning of the confl ict, the need for violent action had been emphasised, since 
it was perceived as the only way of resolving the political controversies. Sec-
ondly, the October Revolution had ignited strong political passions on both 
sides, while arms had become a great deal easier to obtain. Th irdly, the suff er-
ing engendered by the First World War had exasperated many of those who 
had lived through it, while the delusion of the results of the peace treaty had 
diff used a strong sense of humiliation amongst patriotic public opinion. Re-
ferred to as the ‘mutilated victory’,62 the peace treaty confi rmed in the eyes of 
many the failure of the liberal ruling class to achieve what had been the origi-
nal objective of interventionism: i.e. to create the ‘Greater Italy’. As Italo Balbo, 
a member of one of the most militant fascist squads, recalled in his diary: ‘Th e 
present regime is our sole battle objective. We want to destroy it together with 
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all its venerable institutions.’63 But to do so, younger more audacious politi-
cians were needed, preferably those who had survived the hell of the trenches. 
According to a clear, eff ective neologism of Mussolini, the moment had come 
to set up the ‘trenchocracy’.64

In the post-war period, the circulation of arms (hand grenades, revolvers 
and daggers, the preferred weapon of the Arditi, not to mention the infamous 
cudgel) increased as the number of paramilitary squads multiplied. Th e Arditi, 
who were disbanded a year aft er the war was concluded, ended up supplying 
many of the more aggressive elements of these squads. From the very begin-
ning, veterans of the Arditi helped constitute part of Mussolini’s bodyguard 
and formed part of the editorial team of the Popolo d’Italia. As early as Septem-
ber 1918, i.e. two months before the First World War actually ended, Mario 
Carli, one of their leaders, spelled out what their ‘mission’, or ‘divine work’, 
actually was: to save Italy ‘from all her enemies’ and to kill all ‘the monsters, 
both at home and abroad’ who were ravaging her.65

Successive governments were accused of remaining passive while the situ-
ation deteriorated. Th ese include the governments of Francesco Saverio Nitti, 
of Vittorio Emanuelle Orlando (June 1919) otherwise known as the govern-
ment of Victory, of Giolitti (June 1920), of Ivanoe Bonomi (summer of 1921) 
and the two governments of Luigi Facta, which remained in power until the 
March on Rome. But the accusations of passivity are not completely founded. 
Nitti mobilised the units of the Royal Guard with the express purpose of re-
pressing civil unrest. Even Giolitti did not remain inert. Aft er the agreement 
of Rapallo, decreeing Fiume a ‘free state’, he drove D’Annunzio out of the city 
(24 December 1920) in the so-called ‘Bloody Christmas’.66 In addition, he also 
implemented the so-called Blocco Nazionale policy, which attempted to set up 
coalitions with other political groups (bourgeois forces and ex-servicemen’s 
associations) which in general opposed maximalist socialism. Th e tactic was 
applied in the administrative elections of the autumn of 1920 and on an ex-
tended scale in the main political elections of 1921.

Th e political strategy executed by Giolitti had paradoxical eff ects. Although 
the intervention of the army at Fiume increased the rancour of the nationalist 
forces against him, his coalition strategy actually helped legitimize his posi-
tion institutionally. But another problem was looming – how could he ask the 
prefects and the other representatives of the institutions to halt the violence of 
those to whom they had allied themselves in order to defeat the growing wave 
of socialism? Th e conviction of the Piedmont statesman that he could ‘consti-
tutionalise’ fascism, just as he had succeeded in doing with the republicans and 
socialists in previous decades, was to be proven wrong by events.

Th e loyalty of important sections of the country’s institutions was now be-
ginning to waver. A growing percentage of the armed forces, in particular the 
offi  cers, were becoming increasingly close to the fascist squads, arming and 



Fascism and the Legacy of the Great War | 103

equipping them, wearing their badges and singing their songs, even actively 
participating in some of their violent acts. But it was other members of the 
same institutions that set the country on a course for disaster. During the 
course of 1920, a colonel, under the orders of the Ministry of War no less, 
traversed the entire peninsular in order to build up units of offi  cers whose 
sole objective was to impede socialist subversion. In the words of the offi  cer 
concerned, the units were composed of ‘a militia of idealists, made up of the 
most expert, valorous, strongest and most aggressive of us all’. Th e disturbing 
objective of these squads was to execute ‘acts destined to quell local fervour in 
those places where the subversive fury had most taken hold’.67

However, to use the words of the same offi  cer, the army commanders pushed 
themselves well beyond the preparation of ‘punitive local actions’. In a circular 
dated 24 September 1920, expedited to the head of the intelligence offi  ce of 
the general chief of staff , the colonel, Camillo Caleffi  , openly affi  rmed that, 
in the light of the ‘not insignifi cant importance’ of the militant paramilitary 
squads ( fasci), the latter should be considered ‘active forces that could eventu-
ally be used to counterbalance any anti-national or subversive element’.68 One 
month later, Giolitti’s minister for war, the socialist reformer Ivanoe Bonomi, 
issued another circular stating that those offi  cers in the process of being de-
mobbed (circa sixty thousand) were to be sent to the large agglomerations 
with the obligation of taking over and commanding the militant paramilitary 
squads.69 In eff ect, a great many of the leaders of the fascist movement would 
later be drawn from such squads.70

Aft er the overtly partisan stance of the army, which from this perspective 
was ‘the most polluted of all the state organs’, came that of the local authorities 
themselves. Th e majority of them now revealed that they too shared a funda-
mental fascist assumption – that subversive socialism could not be considered 
an expression of the will of the nation, even if the election results indicated the 
contrary.71

Of course, it should not be forgotten that the maximalist criticisms of the 
liberal government had contributed to discrediting the latter in the eyes of a 
large part of the population. Moreover, the socialist aversion for the armed 
forces, especially the carabinieri and the army, had created irreparable divi-
sions.72 On this point a socialist from Umbria, who later turned to commu-
nism, quite frankly asked: ‘But are we really being serious, is there really any 
point in asking those [the police] who give matches to pyromaniacs [the fas-
cists], to put out the fi re?’73

An important sign of the reorganisation of the anti-socialist front came from 
the numbers of new recruits now swelling the ranks of the militant paramili-
tary squads ( fasci). Created in Milan in the fi rst months of 1919, the squads 
were, in reality, off -shoots of the interventionist movement. It was in Milan, 
in fact, that the Fascio rivoluzionario d’azione internazionalista was formed. 
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Inaugurated on 29 October 1914, the squad was created out of two subgroups 
of parties belonging to the extreme left .74 In January of 1915, even Mussolini 
himself played a prominent role in the squad’s activities, to the point of errone-
ously taking credit for its creation.75

From that moment on, the use of the term fascist became increasingly fre-
quent. It no longer indicated the adherents of one of the many political organi-
sations or trade-union movements which were two a penny at that time, but 
referred precisely to that particular movement. Aft er the rout of the Italian 
army at Caporetto at the end of 1917, the creation of the Fascio parlamentare di 
difesa nazionale reinforced this tendency, the latter being an ‘anti-parliamen-
tary movement’, comprising all the interventionist MPs, who were also known 
as ‘fascists’.76 As a consequence, during the post-war period the term fascism 
was already charged with meaning, being explicitly linked to the legacy of the 
First World War.

Even as late as 1919, the basic structure of the fascist movement was made 
up of former trade unionist revolutionaries, who were now members of the 
revolutionary squad of 1914. Th e most prominent were Michele Bianchi, Um-
berto Pasella, Cesare Rossi and Giovanni Marinelli, but it also included the 
futurist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti and the Arditi, led by Ferruccio Vecchi 
and Mario Carli. Th eir fi rst offi  cial act – if we may call it that – was the destruc-
tion of the Milanese headquarters of the newspaper Avanti!, already referred 
to, and carried out barely a month aft er the squad’s formation. Right from the 
very beginning, the militant paramilitary squad had anticipated the need for 
armed units, co-ordinated in such a way as to back up the legal activities of 
the organisation. As such, they were a clear expression of the militarization of 
politics which had been steadily developing since 1914.

Th e attack, owing more to the Arditi and the futurists than to fascists, was 
executed with military precision, as Mussolini himself recalled a few weeks 
before the March on Rome: ‘Th e members of the Milanese squad went into 
the assault on Avanti! as if they were attacking an Austrian trench. Th ey sur-
mounted walls, cut nets, broke down doors, all the while dodging the hail of 
burning lead that the defenders were fi ring down upon them. … Th is is the 
violence that I approve of, this is the violence that I exalt.’77 Notwithstand-
ing the importance of the episode, up to the second half of 1920, the militant 
fascist squads remained just one of the many patriotic organisations of the 
time. But from this moment onwards, the group began to grow dramatically: 
from circa 20,000 members at the end of 1920, to 250,000 a year later and over 
300,000 in May 1922, thus making it the largest political party in Italian his-
tory up to that date.78

Th e social composition of the new recruits was extremely mixed. As has 
already been underlined, one cannot overly insist ‘on considering the political 
and ideological inclinations as a true refl ection of the socio-economic situa-
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tion’, especially in a period when political passions were running so high.79 
Th e socialist success in the elections of 1919 and 1920 demonstrated not only 
the hold the party had over the proletariat, but also the infl uence they wielded 
over the wide band of ‘middle classes’. In the fascist squads, however, from 
the 1920s onwards, wealthy share-croppers came into the movement, coun-
ter-balancing the poorer share-croppers who were now under the protection 
of the socialist leagues. Day labourers and the rural unemployed also joined 
the fascist squads, especially those who were not inserted into the socialist 
organisation, or who, aft er having lost their jobs through the post-war eco-
nomic depression, had diffi  culty in supporting the collective discipline im-
posed upon them by the leagues. Th e fascist squads also picked up all those 
who were afraid of losing their jobs in the event of a socialist election vic-
tory, or who were scared by the latter’s promise to socialise the land. Th e 
fascist squads also took in the unemployed and the common delinquents, all 
of whom were ready to take advantage of the chaos and gain some personal 
advantage. But they were not alone; alongside them in the fascist ranks were 
teachers, students, lawyers, tradesmen, doctors, public and private workers, 
local industrialists, merchants and craft smen. Th e principal aim of this group 
was to take the control of the masses out of the hands of the PSI and the other 
working class parties (which were considered to be insuffi  ciently patriotic, for 
instance, the Catholics, who were accused of applying “white bolshevism”). 
In other words, to take control of the PSI’s organisations in the hope of guid-
ing them towards solutions compatible with the existing social order. It was 
perhaps no coincidence that this varied social group had already represented 
the most important social classes during the campaign for the patriotic mo-
bilization for war.

Th e rapid rise of the militant fascist squads was due to a number of factors. 
As we have just seen, their political legitimisation was largely due to Giolitti’s 
national coalition, while their numbers continued to swell through the infl ux 
of large groups of demobbed soldiers and young students. Although the latter 
had been too young to take part in the First World War, they had, nevertheless, 
been brought up believing in the myth of the armed defence of the homeland 
and of the struggle against the enemies both at home and abroad.80 Very oft en, 
murders and other acts of great cruelty were carried out by such adolescents, 
who were oft en between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. In 1921, the socialist 
leader, Giacinto Menotti Serrati, wrote a dramatic speech addressing this very 
question:

What really torments us is that such a reaction, so diffi  cult to imagine, does not 
come from the state, nor from any of the public authorities, it comes from below, 
sinking to the level of arbitrators, criminals and thugs. Armed with revolvers, dag-
gers, rifl es and hand bombs, the dregs of society have all been enrolled and are now 
maintained with twenty or thirty lira a day and live by hunting down socialists. And 
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now the youngsters from our schools have actually gone and joined them. Drunk 
with romanticised ideas of war, their heads full of patriotic hot air, they see in us 
the ‘Germans’, the traitors, and they attack us with zeal, just as if they were fi ghting 
for their country, just as if they were soldiers fi ghting for their lives in the trenches. 
Students of 18 to 20 years old are now drawn up amongst criminals and they are 
brawling with the workers as if they were our foreign enemies.81

Mussolini and the leaders of the militant paramilitary squads soon realised 
that the balance was tipping in their favour. Although they were still guarded 
about the rural fascist movement’s aspirations to autonomy, fi nanced by the 
landowners of Emilia, Tuscany and Umbria, they clearly understood the ad-
vantages that this brought them. In fact, rural fascism not only furnished the 
movement with a solid base of supporters, through its violent protagonist 
stance, it had also helped them win a central position on the national political 
scene. It was an unexpected comeback, but all the more important given the 
delusion of the 1919 elections, in which none of the fascist candidates had won 
a seat.

Th at being said, the large infl ux of new members was profoundly altering 
the movement itself. As noted by Renzo De Felice, not only was the social com-
position of the organisation being deeply transformed, but its political compo-
sition was too. Th e new levy that graft ed itself onto the original interventionist 
nucleus was ‘politically rougher and more immature and much readier to re-
solve issues through violence and brute force’.82 In order to avoid a dangerous 
fragmentation of the movement, Mussolini and the other exponents of fascism 
in Milan decided to set up a centralised and hierarchical structure. Although 
this went against the opinion of various provincial squad leaders (the so called 
‘ras’), such a course of action, soon proved successful in the battle with the 
socialists. Th e re-structuring was made defi nitive at the Congress of Augusteo 
(7–10 November 1921), when the movement became offi  cially known as the 
National Fascist Party.

Th e increase in membership occurred in the very places where civil unrest 
was most bitter, i.e. the Valle Padana, Tuscany, Umbria and some of the more 
developed provinces of the south, where socialism had succeeded in taking 
root. In the majority of the southern regions and on the islands, where the so-
cio-economic transformations had been less incisive and where the radicalism 
of the PSI had been tempered, fascism nearly always came later, taking root 
only aft er the battle had already been won.

Aft er the events in Trieste, another outbreak of political violence occurred 
in Bologna on the very day that the socialist administration was supposed to 
take up offi  ce aft er its victory in the elections of 20 November. In the pitched 
battle that followed, ten socialists were killed. Th e only local nationalist coun-
cillor to be killed – a mutilated First World War veteran – was immediately 
selected by the fascists as their martyr. Th e capitulation of the socialists led to 
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a prefectorial commissar being made head of the town council. Th e event actu-
ally served to promote the cause of the fascist movement, since the public now 
perceived them as the most credible and decisive opponents of the communist 
peril, able to confront them manu militari.83

Faced with the new strong-arm tactics of their adversaries, many socialists 
just tended to put their heads in the sand. Refusing to organise a common plan 
of action, the socialists continued operating with the same provincial mental-
ity that had always characterised their movement. In stark contrast, the fascists 
had already begun to coordinate their actions, fi rst on a provincial scale and 
then on a wider inter-regional scale with the mobilization of hundreds, some-
times thousands of squad members who, aft er devastating one zone, would 
rapidly descend upon another.

In order to terrorise their opponents and, indeed, raise the confl ict to the 
ultimate pitch, the fascists adhered to the axiom of kicking their opponents as 
hard as possible, even when they were down. To this end they set in motion a 
terrible phase of reprisals and counter reprisals. Th ese included the disruption 
of town and provincial councils, the redaction of statements under the men-
ace of violence and the destruction of political and trade union headquarters 
(later including those of the republicans and Catholics as well). Other targets 
for attack included the branch offi  ces of the other working-class parties, the 
newspaper offi  ces, the cooperatives, right down to their adversaries’ private 
dwellings. Other abuses involved preventing local MPs from returning to their 
constituencies to canvas support, kidnappings, murders, muggings, lynch-
ing, clubbing, even obliging political opponents to walk around with nooses 
around their necks, or coercing them into signing declarations of resignation. 
Other forms of intimidation included the organising of parades in which their 
victims were bound to the back of cars and driven round like a trophy or even 
dragged for miles along the ground until they were reduced to a bloody pulp. 
A more subtle form of aggression involved the use of laxatives, such as castor-
oil, to publicly humiliate their unfortunate victims. Th is method was initially 
applied to individuals but was eventually taken up and proposed as a solution 
to a much larger problem – namely to ‘purge’ the entire nation of its ‘swarms 
of subversives’.84

In the political elections of May 1921 the freedom to vote was heavily com-
promised. Nevertheless, the PSI still managed to obtain a good result, with 
24.7 per cent of the votes and 123 MPs (to whom another 15 were added from 
the Italian Communist Party, created aft er the split of January 1921). Where 
the violence had been more systematic, the drop in the number of people turn-
ing up to vote was much more apparent. Moreover, it was in this very period 
that fascism began moving from a selective form of violence – what Mussolini 
actually defi ned as a surgical form of violence, employed against the socialist 
leaders – to a more indiscriminate form, which was aimed against all those 
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who were even suspected of sympathising with the ‘enemy’.85 Only now did 
the projects and the long-term plans drawn up during the war begin to take 
shape. Th e political game-plan of the liberals now appeared completely inad-
equate. Indeed, groups of private individuals openly aspired to take control of 
the state, convinced that they were now the exclusive representatives of the real 
interests of the nation.

In the fascist squads, the prestige attributed to combat experience was ex-
tremely high, as can be seen by the manner in which they decorated their 
toughest and most courageous members. One Venetian, for example, wounded 
during a mission in Treviso, was awarded a gold medal – ‘struck in the fore-
head by a rifl e round’ the latter ‘bound the wound, took up arms and returned 
to the fray, displaying notable valour through his exemplary behaviour and 
indomitable courage, obtaining complete success despite the grave situation’.86 
Even the funeral prayers composed in honour of the squad members who had 
been ambushed or killed in action followed a schema which, through innu-
merable commemorations, was gradually built upon during the course of the 
war. More oft en than not, such events were celebrated not just by the families, 
but by the entire community as a whole.87

Although the socialist leaders had ordered their own militants to ignore 
the provocations, during the spring of 1921, a notable intensifi cation of the 
violence led to the fi rst signs of an organised reaction. Th e most signifi cant 
response involved the formation in June of the Arditi del popolo, a paramilitary 
organisation founded by Argo Secondari, an offi  cer of the Arditi. Th e group’s 
main aim was to oppose the fascists for as long as the latter continued ‘assas-
sinating their fellow workers and for as long as they continued pursuing the 
fratricide war’.88

Th e fear of remaining isolated pushed Mussolini into a move which, in his 
own words, avoided plunging the country into a ‘chronic’ civil war. On 3 Au-
gust Mussolini signed the Pacifi cation Pact with the PSI and the CGL, which 
foresaw the end of all violence and established the reciprocal respect of each 
party’s symbols.89

However, some of the most prestigious leaders of the provincial squads, 
such as Piero Marsich, Dino Grandi, Italo Balbo and Roberto Farinacci, re-
futed the treaty outright. Such a decisive rejection forced Mussolini to perform 
an about-face and accept with great pomp the renewal of ‘punitive missions’. A 
proclamation opposing the peace, circulated in the province of Modena, aptly 
summed up the mood:

When will we disarm?
When the socialist party renounces:
1 – criticising the war, denigrating the victory and deriding the combatants,
2 – menacing the revolution . …



Fascism and the Legacy of the Great War | 109

3 – adopting a stance which is exclusively anti-Italian,
4 – continuing the scandalous boycott and the violence against our workers who 
decline to enrol in their organisations

Until these conditions are met, the fascists will continue to come down hard on all 
those who oppose them, battling without reserve, without scruples and without 
quarter.90

Th e rejection of the Peace Pact on the part of the most extreme elements of the 
fascist movement threw into the spotlight the divisions existing between the 
‘19th group’ from Milan and the new levies who had entered the movement 
in 1920–21. Such a change in direction provoked the many prominent ex-
interventionists of the Left , such as Pietro Nenni, Alceste De Ambris, Mario 
and Guido Bergamo, to move away, now fi nding themselves caught between 
the anti-socialism of the war years and the condemnation of the systematic use 
of violence as a means of gagging the working class.91

Bonomi, who, as an ex-interventionist, could not help but sympathize with 
fascism (he was elected at Mantua on an electoral slate that included members 
of the militant fascist squads), attempted nevertheless to respect the law and 
bring the violence to an end. Th e fi rst step, in accordance with the terms of the 
Peace Pact, was repression of the Arditi del popolo. In eff ect, the latter had by 
now been renounced both by the PSI, who had ended all military clashes with 
the fascists, and also by the Communist Party, who now accused the group of 
only wanting to fi ght against fascism, not bring down the bourgeois state.92 On 
15 December 1921, Bonomi took the next step – he issued a decree, classing 
the cudgel an off ensive weapon. Th e week aft er that he ordered the disbanding 
of all organisations known ‘to be armed and organised in a militarily fashion’. 
In reply, the PNF, through a number of directives published the very next day 
by Popolo d’Italia, declared that the political sections of the party and the ‘mili-
tant paramilitary squads’ formed an ‘indivisible whole’ and as a consequence, 
to disband one would mean having to outlaw the other. A few days later, the 
constitution of the PNF formally confi rmed the existence of the militia of the 
party, or better still the ‘party-militia’ as offi  cial.93

During the fi rst months of 1922, military expeditions multiplied against 
the cities of northern and central Italy: Ferrara, Bologna, Cremona, Viterbo, 
Novara, Rimini, Ravenna, Milan, Ancona, Bolzano, Trento and many more.94 
Once the defenders had capitulated, they were obliged to parade around the 
streets draped in the national fl ag. Some were made to kneel down and kiss it. 
Aft er being forced to shout fascist and patriotic slogans, some prisoners were 
forced to declare before the entire community their adhesion to the fascist 
trade union organisations. Others were marched off  to the local First World 
War monuments where they were forced to chant patriotic slogans such as: ‘I 
love my country and a thousand times I say with true heart: long live Italy!’95 
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In order to cleanse the hostile cooperatives of their subversion, some captives 
were coerced into paying for the construction of war monuments as a tangible 
sign of their ‘conversion’.

Finally, the most high-profi le leaders, such as the trade unionists, the coun-
cillors and the heads of the leagues, all of whose names had been compiled 
in ‘proscriptions’ and then published by the fascists, were banished from the 
community. Harried by chants, insults and burlesque funerals, they were es-
corted to the nearest train station and warned never to return, on penalty of 
death. Many of them had little choice but to go into exile.

As has already been noted, the role played by the forces of order in aid-
ing the fascist cause was crucial. But they were not alone, both the army and 
the local authorities lent a hand. Even the Church played a part, especially 
aft er the rout of Caporetto, taking up and linking nationalist and anti-socialist 
propaganda. Pro-fascist activities by the forces of order included the destitu-
tion of the socialist councils by the prefects, the arrest of the trade unionists 
and councillors, the halting of clashes only when the socialists appeared to be 
getting the upper hand, even their arrest and prosecution. Indeed, whenever 
fascists were accused of crimes, the magistrates ensured that their cases were 
rapidly dismissed. Although the methods employed were clearly questionable, 
in the eyes of the patriotic public such manoeuvres came across as an admira-
ble example of the state being defended against the danger of subversion.

Equally important of course was the open support of the press. As has al-
ready been noted, the papers tended to dampen down the ‘civil war’, referring 
to it as if it was merely a problem of public order or just ‘bad news’. A similar 
situation existed in Parliament where the socialist accusations gained little sup-
port.96 Even when fascist aggressions were discussed, the violence was judged 
to be a temporary measure, something that was both necessary and legitimate 
in order to bolster the state and reintroduce ‘prerogatives and obligations’.97

Th e last signs of resistance came in the form of the Alleanza del lavoro, cre-
ated out of an amalgamation of the CGL and other trade union organisations, 
together with the Communist, Republican and Socialist parties (the latter be-
ing somewhat reluctant). In August 1922, the Alleanza del lavoro organised 
a ‘constitutional strike’ as a protest against the fascist attacks. Too late, the 
anti-fascist stance began to be perceived as a common ground upon which to 
construct a response to the aggression. In fact, the strike had the paradoxical 
eff ect of making the objective which the interventionist movement had not 
been able to attain actually look almost attainable –  i.e. replace once and for 
all the impotent liberal ruling class. A communication issued by the leaders 
of the PNF and timed to coincide with the beginning of the strike, made the 
following threat: ‘We give 48 hours to the state to demonstrate the proof of its 
authority over all those who are answerable to it and over all those who men-
ace its existence. When the time is up, Fascism will claim free liberty of action 
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and will substitute the state which once again will have demonstrated its impo-
tence.’98 Th e ending of the strike on 3 August did nothing to stop the last and 
defi nitive fascist off ensive against the subversives. A violent wave of repression 
and the storming manu militari of the workers centres in the north wiped out 
any illusion that the socialists might somehow react. Th ere were only a few 
sporadic episodes of successful resistance, these occurring in Parma and Bari. 
Despite the fascist off ensive, the opposition was still incapable of organising 
a strong united front. If anything, the tensions within the socialist movement 
were becoming more fraught than ever and at the beginning of September, 
during the course of the 19th national congress in Rome, the maximalist ma-
jority expelled the reformist minority.

Th e moment was now ripe to take the capital and on 28 October, the plan 
was executed.99 On the aft ernoon of the same day, a special edition of Po-
polo d’Italia published the manifesto, announcing that Benito Mussolini had 
been given responsibility for forming a new government. Citing almost to 
the letter a passage of the famous communication with which General Diaz 
had announced victory over the Austro-Hungarians, in November 1918, the 
announcement affi  rmed: ‘Fascists! … Th e battle that you have engaged and 
conducted with unequalled spirit of sacrifi ce has now come to its victorious 
end. … Th e remnants of the enemy forces are retreating back up the valleys, 
harassed by our brave militia, ruling out any return to the past.’100 Th e struggle 
that had begun in the autumn of 1914 and had been concluded four years later 
now appeared to have been won decisively.

Political Violence and Modernity

Intransigent champion of the absolutist state, demonising all those who re-
fused to associate themselves with it, fascism also sustained that violence had 
a profoundly moral, regenerating role. Such contradictory elements had al-
ready been debated by intellectuals: the themes had been confronted in the 
avant-garde literature of the early twentieth century; they were taken up again 
by the interventionists and were discussed and accentuated in the post-war 
period.101

Fascism was the embodiment of all of these elements. According to Luigi 
Freddi, leader of the Avanguardie studentesche fasciste, if the adversary could 
not be convinced by words, beating him up saved a great deal of time and 
guaranteed the outcome: ‘Th e fi st is a synthesis of many things. … Since it in-
teracts directly upon the body of the adversary in a manner which is short and 
sharp, it cannot be ignored. … And nothing is more synthetic than the bullet 
of a revolver. … It is most effi  cacious since it eff ectively stops the discussion 
ever recurring – maximum economy, rapidity and fl uency.’102 But the reason-
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ing behind the cult of violence went even deeper than this. In October of 1922, 
an article appearing in the Gerarchia affi  rmed signifi cantly:

Fascists exalt courage and physical force, they nurture gymnastics and every form 
of sport, disdaining intellectual decadence. … Fascists accept the value of discipline 
and recognise the need for a hierarchy. Th ey instil in their young recruits a sense 
of responsibility and through the order of the squads they exalt and build up the 
military spirit. Th rough their ceremonies, they gave a new lease of life to traditional 
rites that the dull uniformity of democracy has always tended to suppress.103

Th e fascist exaltation of activism and their defi ance of death – explicit in the 
names assigned to their squads (Desperate, Indomitable, Who cares) – were 
particularly visible in fascist ceremony and pomp. One has only to consider 
the pennons in the wind, the black shirts, the helmets, the hymns, the fasces, 
the roman salute, the appeal to the dead, the pagan feasts, the solemn oaths, 
the military parades etc. Such rituals were all expressions of an attempt at 
‘heightening the sentiment’ and in so doing oppose the intellectualism which 
characterised the traditional political class.104

Herein lies the principal reason why fascism, from its very earliest begin-
nings, was so keen carefully to nurture all its ritualistic elements. Far from 
being an extemporaneous exercise, or a simple means of manipulating the 
conscience, fascist ritual was above all a research of the senses, an aesthetic, an 
experience linked to perceptions and sensations, something that could return 
emotive intensity to everyday life, reinstating everything that modern secular 
society had taken out of it. Such an approach could be captivating, especially 
to the younger fascists. One of them would later recall how they had all been 
moved by ‘indefi nable motives, all too oft en incomprehensible to historians’. 
Such motives included: ‘proving ones courage, doing away with stalemates and 
compromises and eradicating from society all those who were vile, slothful, 
slow, treacherous, fat and lazy.’105

With this new liturgy and exaltation of the memory of the First World War, 
the new recruits, or the ‘base’ as Mussolini referred to them later, were actively 
encouraged ‘to believe in the sanctity of the sacrifi ce of our dead. By establish-
ing continuity between the epos of war and the drama of the revolution, inter-
ventionism and fascism have [in fact] become indissolubly linked. In such a 
way, we have shown that we were ready for our destiny’.106 As early as 1917, the 
future duce was already prescribing rites ‘of remembrance and purifi cation’ in 
order to remind the young of the sacrifi ces made in war.107

Th e quest for a more ‘human’ society, a society that was truer, less artifi cial 
and more dynamic, was thus one of the motives that succeeded in capturing 
the interest of a great many people, people who, in the society of the masses, 
saw a rare opportunity for social ascension, but who, at the same time, felt 
menaced by the very processes of levelling, homogenising, impersonalising 
that the same dynamic was producing.108
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Th e absolutism of its very own ideology, the conviction of representing the 
will of an entire nation and the expulsion of dissenters, were all expressions of 
an attempt to rebuild the nation in a totally diff erent way and to assure com-
plete social cohesion. As Dino Grandi explained in a reference to the fascist 
movement during a Parliamentary sitting of 1921: ‘We are not a faction of the 
state, because we ourselves feel that we are the state.’109 In his diary, Italo Balbo 
underlined the same fact: ‘Th ere is only one truth and whoever believes they 
possess it should defend it with their life. And those who do not believe in hav-
ing the absolute and total truth within them cannot be a fascist, they cannot 
defy death.’110

Fascism has oft en been interpreted as the very peak of ‘infi nite negation’ 
– anti-socialism, anti-parliamentarianism, anti-liberalism, anti-materialism 
etc.111 But, as has already been seen, its negative aspects aside, fascism also 
liked to consider itself a positive force, as the very persecutor, in fact, of the ele-
ments which appeared to be threatening Italy itself – materialism, decadence, 
individualism, egoism, etc. – counteracting them with policies which had been 
perfected and refi ned during the First World War.

Within this vision, the words of the future duce are particularly apt: in or-
der to make the Italians a disciplined race, it would fi rst be necessary to con-
vince them that he who ‘marches does not grow weaker … , but grows stronger 
through all those who march with him’.112 Th e fascist exaltation of war, the 
war-like spirit, combined with respect for military organisation and violence, 
all went in the same direction, that is, off ering the possibility to every indi-
vidual to enlarge and expand their own ‘I’, learning at the same time, to march 
together as one.

To a certain extent, one might say that fascism was generated by a con-
fl uence of diff erent political projects, all of which aimed at restoring to the 
country that aura of sacredness and absoluteness that the process of seculari-
sation had taken away.113 When all is said and done, the real enemies of fas-
cism, against whom its proponents vigorously campaigned, were the erosion 
of traditions, moral decay, heterogeneity, relativism and the complexity that 
characterised the modern bourgeoisie, and which the fascists pledged to re-
place with transparent and instantly comprehensible social ties. To bring this 
about they introduced the concepts of militarization, order, discipline, hierar-
chy and force, emphasising the quality of the elite as opposed to the quantity 
of the masses.
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The French Desire for Peace 
and Security in the 1920s
Jean-Claude Allain

At the end of the First World War France is in a peculiar position. Th ough 
one of the three great victors, it is the country most aff ected by the war: 1.35 
million dead, that is, 3.4 per cent of the French (metropolitan) population and 
10.4 per cent of the working men (in Germany, 2.9 per cent and 9.8 per cent 
respectively); and 1.1 million wounded and invalids, amongst them 10 per 
cent mutilated, specifi cally those with damaged faces (gueules cassées). In the 
combat area 17,600 public buildings and more than 500,000 houses are de-
stroyed or damaged, miles and miles of streets and railway tracks are in need 
of repair, and more than 2 million hectares of rich agricultural land have been 
laid waste by trenches and grenades.1 It took four years to regain the produc-
tion level of 1913.

Th ese human and material losses – beyond all statistics – are experienced 
most intimately by the soldiers and the civilian population at home (l’Arrière) 
and so the armistice of 11 November is a huge relief: it brings to an end an 
interminable and murderous war and at the same time gives rise to the joy of 
victory. Th e British and French governments were well aware of the public’s 
strong and diverse expectations. Th ey chose an immediate ceasefi re2 instead 
of pursuing their strategic advantage into Germany. Th is, as we know, is to in-
fl uence German perceptions of defeat. But relief meant neither forgetting nor 
forgiving. Most people are convinced, without recourse to Article 231 of the 
Treaty of Versailles, of Germany’s responsibility, since it declared war and at-
tacked in 1914. In other words, in France there is no question of ‘war guilt’, but 
a twofold desire: to punish Germany thoroughly, in order to prevent another 
war from unfolding, and to establish a new international order that would 
secure a lasting3 peace and ensure that the war just endured would be the ‘last 
of the last’.4
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Th us the outcome of the war has two faces, complementary despite their 
diff erences: on the one hand glorifi cation in a just and deserved victory, on 
the other an ongoing desire for peace, sometimes to the point of rejecting the 
principle of war. Parallel to this, outside the leadership circles, the ordinary 
citizens refl ect on the peace. Th ese feelings, widespread in post-war French 
society, can, depending on the conjuncture of the 1920s, determine or support 
the policies of the governments, which, by their speeches and deeds give them 
an offi  cial, visible character. Yet they elude large sections of public opinion 
because of their ‘dumb existence’ (they were later called the ‘silent majority’). 
Th ey are only perceived via facts of society or communication, pertaining to 
socio-cultural milieux with variable contours and with no direct link, some-
times even contradictory ones, to offi  cial policy. Only a few perceptible aspects 
of this feeling for peace amongst the French will be mentioned here.

Th e Exultation of Victory

Th is fi rst found expression in the elections of 1919, with the success of the 
‘Bloc national’, which, thanks to the system of proportional representation, 
gained 336 Deputies as opposed to 195 by the radical and socialist Left .5 Th is 
comes to be known as the ‘Blue Horizon Chamber’, aft er the colour of the uni-
forms of the ‘Poilus’ (from 1915), but its character of former fi ghters, which 
it was electorally ‘correct’ to emphasise, was promoted as much by the Right 
as by the Left , for whom 43 per cent of the electorate voted. However, it was 
divided over what attitude to take towards the Bolshevik Revolution, which 
had determined Russia’s retreat and thus betrayed France in 1917. Th en the 
patriots and nationalists made their voices heard: the fi rst criticism of possible 
responsibility on the part of Poincaré and Nicholas II for the outbreak of war 
fi nds little response, except a negative one designed to repudiate it.6 History 
books intended for junior schools are written in a bellicose and extremely hos-
tile spirit towards Germany, which is responsible for the war and is guilty of 
atrocities against the civilian population or wounded soldiers, and of ‘barbaric’ 
destruction. Th is has been generally known about since the beginning of the 
war, e.g. the library at Louvain or Reims cathedral. Engravings or photographs, 
still rare in schoolbooks, sometimes illustrate these accusations. Henceforth, 
logically, ‘28 June 1919 (signing of the Versailles Treaty) becomes the day of 
reckoning.’7 Of course, this accusatory and vengeful message depended on 
how it was used by the school teacher in the classroom. Very oft en he himself 
is a former soldier but he has not automatically learnt this lesson from the war, 
since a running criticism of these aggressive schoolbooks emerges from 1920 
onwards, though without much echo until 1924–26. Th e study of schoolbooks 
undertaken by the Carnegie Foundation for International Peace between 1921 
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and 1923 comes to much the same conclusions. In senior schools the history of 
the war, removed from the offi  cial syllabus by ministerial order in 1920, is not 
taught in the fi nal year until 1929 (decree of 1925) and until then depends on 
the initiative and interpretation of the school councils.8 However, in the course 
of these years a certain calming of spirits, the emergence of pacifi st ideas, and 
dissemination of the fi rst academic studies on the origins of the war, the fi rst 
one appearing in 1925, can infl uence this teaching.9 Th e fi rst half of the twen-
tieth century thus seems to be marked by a patriotic, if not nationalist spirit, 
which coincides with the offi  cial memory.

Th is memory is constructed and then maintained by public commemora-
tions. It should be remembered that the Unknown Soldier was buried beneath 
the Arc de Triomphe on 28 January 1921 and that the fl ame was not lit there 
for the fi rst time until 1923, on 11 November, a day which the former front-
line soldiers had managed to have declared a national holiday. But at a re-
gional and local level the memorial ceremonies, as in the case of the war of 
1870, involve the erection of monuments to the dead. Th e choices made by the 
municipal councils and the frequent appeals for public subscriptions have a 
direct eff ect on the population. Virtually all French communities have dead or 
missing, which motivates the construction of such monuments. Th e wave of 
inaugurations (which creates, incidentally, a veritable market in monuments 
to the dead) goes on until 1926–27. Once it has been inaugurated the monu-
ment becomes the focus of regular memorial ceremonies in which veterans, 
families, and oft en local schoolchildren take part. Speeches are made by the 
administrative and political authorities, which must, in strong words and in 
the theatrical and declamatory style practised by the orators of the Th ird Re-
public10 (perhaps even the Fourth), celebrate the sacrifi ce and glory of ‘those 
who died for France’.11

Th ese ceremonies are always ambivalent. On the one hand they pay hom-
age to the war heroes, but at the same time they remind the survivors and their 
families of the realities of war and reveal to the next generations the terrible 
human consequences. Around the fl ags stand wounded, amputees, mutilated 
men who bear physical witness. Th e pain of the grieving families (600,000 
widows, 750,000 orphans12), whose names are written on the monument, can 
only be reawakened by it all. It is by no means certain that these silent spec-
tators, especially as the years go by, experience a feeling of hatred and venge-
ance towards the former enemy; soon they would rather condemn the war and 
wish for guaranteed peace, which would give some meaning to their parents’ 
sacrifi ce. Whatever the case, the form of the monuments (all of a fi gurative 
realism) very oft en evoke pain and suff ering, be it of women (wives and moth-
ers) or of soldiers, rather than the heroic and exultant pose of the victorious 
‘poilu’.13
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Th e Desire for Peace

Th is feeling tends to have various dimensions, expressed by the French vocab-
ulary: the word pacifi que (peaceable) describes a naturally peaceful tempera-
ment that hopes for peace amongst the nations. Th e word pacifi ste (pacifi st) 
denotes a doctrinaire choice of peace combined with a systematic rejection 
of all war. In the 1920s the borderline between these two attitudes remains 
unclear in authors writing about the peace14 but various social and cultural 
presentations express or imply this longing for peace.

Th e view of the image and landscape of the war starts to change. A diff erent 
message from the one that prevailed during the war is received or perceived. 
Th e sense of the war-images presented in the cinema can be reversed. Th e exit 
from the trenches and the assault, captured by the army Film Service (founded 
in 1915) for projection in cinemas, especially in Paris, no longer inspire pub-
lic admiration and patriotic ardour when Abel Gance, in his fi rst version of 
J’accuse, of 1918, (he was to rework this in 1934) shows the dead of Verdun 
standing up again en masse for peace. Although this fi lm sequence reached 
a limited audience, hundreds of thousands of war postcards were produced 
showing partly destroyed famous monuments (the cathedrals of Reims, Ami-
ens, Noyon, the belfry of Arras etc.), villages and urban quarters in ruins, ru-
ral landscapes decimated (by fallen trees). During the war these must have 
aroused anger against the enemy; aft er the war they did as much, if not more, 
to make people deplore war and wish for a secure peace that would prevent 
any repetition of such destruction. Th e same ambivalent feeling is evoked by 
the series Guides illustrés des champs de bataille which the Michelin brothers 
published (up to 1929)15 in order to arouse patriotic memories. Th eir narrative 
was supposed to facilitate a memorial re-visiting that was educational for the 
new generations, and to be a pilgrimage for the veterans, but their descriptive 
and explicatory narrative produced less emotion than the direct view of the 
devastated sites – or what nature had left  of them – which gave rise to contem-
plation of the war that had produced them.

During the war, and because of it, various artists and writers felt obliged to 
question the aesthetic norms, and beyond that those of society. Germany saw 
the upsurge of expressionism, and in and around Dresden there is no getting 
away from Otto Dix. Th e France of the ‘avant-gardes’ (long since cubism) em-
braces Dadaism, born in Switzerland in 1916, and later (1922) surrealism in lit-
erature (André Breton, Paul Eluard etc.) and in art (Hans Arp, Max Ernst etc.). 
Th is aesthetic and social questioning can range from the classical challenge 
to the establishment, to a sort of nihilism inspired by the culture of death, the 
spectacle of which has been made universally accessible by the war,16 via the 
hope of global revolution, expressed by Soviet Russia. Th is evokes enthusiasm 
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(and leads to membership in the French Communist Party) in several French 
writers (Breton, Tzara), until their deep disillusionment in the early 1930s.17

Th is artistic milieu, far removed from the aesthetic taste of the public at 
large, is, certainly, fairly small and is paid little attention. On the other hand, the 
book as a medium reaches a much larger public that is culturally and region-
ally more diverse. Th e war gives rise to the mass production of memoirs, wit-
ness accounts, studies in newspapers, periodicals and in publishing houses.18 
Tales of the war, fi ctitious but based on true stories,19 are published even before 
the war is over. Th e most famous is Le feu by Henri Barbusse, fi rst published 
as a feuilleton, then as a book in 1917, whose account, indeed the very fact of 
its publication, are not without ambiguity.20 Other authors do not raise such 
problems: Roland Dorgelès with Les croix de bois (1919) and, in particular, 
Maurice Genevoix, also a former soldier, who aft er demobilisation wrote a 
series of memory-novels, the fi rst in 1916, Sous Verdun, then Nuits de guerre 
(1919), La Boue (1921), Les Eparges (1923), in the immediate aft ermath of the 
war. Th ese books describe the everyday life of the soldiers in the trenches or 
at the Front, in general, without adopting the epic or exulted tone of a Barrès; 
they show the extraordinary hardship and constant mortal danger, highlight 
the soldiers’ devotion to their country, but also evoke more compassion than 
vengeance towards the enemy. Th is image of the war environment, endured as 
an accepted constraint,21 does not lead to its glorifi cation, but to the hope of 
a lasting peace that will prevent it from happening again. In 1929, Témoins by 
Norton Cru and A l’ouest rien de nouveau by Erich Maria Remarque are pub-
lished but in a diff erent context.

Th e desire for peace also manifests itself in changes aff ecting the way of 
life, especially in towns. New forms of sociability, either products of the war 
or imported from abroad, appear in Paris society and spread to the provincial 
towns, less so to the countryside, by means of fashion magazines, department 
store catalogues and popular periodicals, which are more and more frequently 
illustrated.

A fi erce desire for life and distraction is expressed in the reaction to the 
constraints and deprivations of the war, which people want to or try to for-
get by enjoying the present to the full. Th e ‘années folles’ follow, with the war 
bracketed in-between, the years of the ‘Belle Epoque’, which can perhaps still 
evoke a certain nostalgia, but which cannot return in the new environment. 
Th us, for example ‘dancing’, with the imported rhythms of the Charleston and 
American Jazz22 or the Argentinian Tango, replaces the popular folk-ball of 
former times – the ‘bal musette’ to the sound of the accordion.

Th e liberation of women enters a new phase; the independent woman ‘à 
la George Sand’ is no longer an exception. Even more numerous are those 
who, as men have habitually done, choose their own profession and lifestyle, 
particularly to remain single. Th e novel by Victor Margueritte, La garçonne 
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(1922), popularises this affi  rmation of female autonomy and fashion works in 
the same direction with a specifi c haircut named aft er the novel. Th e phenom-
enon is neither general nor sudden: it embodies certain aspects of an evolution 
in the woman’s condition during and aft er the war. We know that male con-
scription meant that women had to take their places in industry, where they 
had previously been employed only rarely, and in public and private services, 
where there had been a few more of them. Th is contribution did not, however, 
bring them the recognition of the right to vote, and the return of peace and 
the demobilised men sent them back to ‘house and home’. Th e losses that hit 
the generations between twenty and thirty years of age seem to have reduced 
the possibilities of marriage or remarriage: at the end of the war there are 20 
per cent more women than men. Nonetheless, statistically, the percentage of 
single people is not much diff erent from that of the pre-war period. Th e demo-
graphic structure exercised a constraint, though not in this sense, but in that 
of adapting to earlier marriage strategies. ‘So it is a myth that the war created a 
generation of old virgins.’23 Th e novelty would not be society’s choice, but the 
particular attention paid to this social fact.

In these aspects of social life reference to the war is only negative, without 
producing any refl ection on the peace which is experienced, if one can put 
it that way, only in its immediate everyday eff ects. Only a small section of 
the civilian population is able to do this: namely those who have an above-
average education, critical observers of national and international politics, 
though without personal commitment, who have mastered the art of writing. 
Th ey belong to the intellectual and university milieux and that of the ‘free’ 
professions.

‘Citizens’ Refl ection’ on the Peace

Th e treaties of 1919 created, at the initiative and request of President Wood-
row Wilson, the fi rst permanent international organisation charged with 
safeguarding the peace, fi rstly by seeing that the treaty conditions were imple-
mented. Th is was a considerable advance compared to congresses convened in 
the past to end or resolve confl icts, or to the permanent court of arbitration 
in Th e Hague (1902), which states could use for resolving confl icts if they so 
wished. Th e idea of a League of Nations had been discussed during the war 
and at the peace conference, i.e. at governmental level. Aft er 1920 the political 
community will continue to debate it: was it an unacceptable infringement of 
national sovereignty or a generous utopia, granted by political necessity to the 
president of a state that had refused to ratify the treaties?

A broad spectrum of opinions was expressed. Th e Right remained sceptical, 
if not hostile, to the organisation, which it presumed to be both dangerous and 
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ineff ectual. Th e Left , out of conviction, defended it as a means of guaranteeing 
peace, while at the same time wishing to increase its powers, specifi cally by 
making recourse to arbitration obligatory, combined with the adoption of a 
security arrangement that would permit disarmament as an option (1924).

Th ese questions also concern those citizens who have no offi  cial respon-
sibility, as individuals or as members of private associations for peace and 
liberty, who, as before the war, publish brochures or books in very small print-
runs, pass into obscurity and remain unknown to historians, especially be-
cause they have had no infl uence on the governments. Nonetheless, they are 
witness to refl ection, call it ‘citizens’ refl ection’, on safeguarding the peace, at 
least in Europe, and on the expected, or hoped-for contribution of the League 
of Nations. Th is found expression at the time of the competition for the peace 
prize in 1924.24

In 1924 an American industrialist, Edward Filene, decides to launch a pub-
lic prize in France, Italy, England and Germany: for means that will ‘re-estab-
lish security and prosperity in Europe through international cooperation’. He 
is inspired by a similar prize, this time specifi cally for peace, introduced in 
the United States in 1923 by Edward Bok: having donated a prize of 100,000 
US dollars, he received more than 22,000 applications. Th e French prize will 
share out 200,000 francs among the main winners, chosen by a jury of promi-
nent personalities (such as Léon Bourgeois, Henry de Jouvenel, Marie Curie, 
Charles Richet etc.). Th e summary report on the 5,139 applications received 
confi rms, as far as security is concerned, global confi dence in the Treaty of Ver-
sailles, rejection of the systems of alliances (as existed before 1914) in favour of 
open multilateral diplomacy within the framework of the League of Nations, 
and sometimes also the suggestion of a reduction in armaments and the pros-
pect of forming a United States of Europe. Th ose taking these moderate posi-
tions seek to be realistic, taking account of the new European order created by 
the Treaty of Versailles, but also French security concerns vis-à-vis Germany.25 
Th ey are less robust than those of the Americans who, far removed from any 
direct threat, can envisage a disarmed peace and even an international fi ghting 
force to maintain it. In September 1924, the fi rst prize (one hundred thousand 
francs) was awarded to Fernand Maurette, professor of geography at the Ecole 
des Hautes Etudes Commerciales in Paris. He underlined the strong will for 
peace, recommended a European League of Nations working closely with the 
United States, which would remain outside the League, and judged that this 
European co-operation would be the prelude to global co-operation.

French civilian society wants peace, like any society that has not been in-
doctrinated by a totalitarian and bellicose power. Yet those who bear witness to 
this reveal a degree of uncertainty as to the manner of safeguarding it by means 
of collective security which, though much-desired, so far remains only virtual. 
Th is hope can be seen as justifi ed by the fi rst peace settlements achieved by the 
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League of Nations (from Silesia to Corfu) or disappointed by the recourse to 
force against Germany (1921–23, Ruhr Aff air) and by its failure to match up to 
international realities until 1925–26. Édouard Herriot’s preliminary protocol 
on arbitration and the Locarno agreements seemed to usher in a new era of 
expected peace, but, as the former head of the government, Joseph Caillaux, 
put it in 1927: ‘It is a diffi  cult task to transform an asthmatic peace into a 
real peace.’26 Th e illusion is to be short-lived. Th e desire for peace, beyond the 
wait-and-see attitude of the majority, becomes more radical in two opposite 
directions: fi rstly, in the direction of pacifi sm, though in order to be effi  cient 
this path requires (more than socialism in 1914) international co-ordination 
and action that are slow to organise. Th e modalities of action for rejecting war 
are hotly disputed and this orientation, present at an early stage – as we have 
seen – amongst teachers, develops but slowly before 1930 compared to that 
manifested by the Anglo-Saxons and Germans.27 From this point of view the 
other direction is easier, because it concentrates on the national space: nation-
alist groups, very oft en formed from old soldiers’ associations, are founded. 
Th ey want to revive enthusiasm for victory, and by orders and authority, to 
strengthen the nation and its security against attack, presumed to come from 
Germany. Th is verbal activism, made accessible by various street demonstra-
tions, emerged precisely in the years 1924–25.28 It is only aft er this time that 
those ‘leagues’ are in the ascendancy whose goals are initially domestic (the 
‘Croix de feu’ is founded in 1928) in the new political, diplomatic and above 
all economic, context of the 1930s. Henceforth the desire for peace and the 
safeguarding of peace are well and truly compromised.
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Britain in the Wake of the Great War
Jay Winter

Th is chapter points to the contradictions of the immediate post-war years 
in Britain. On the one hand, the war had been won and demobilization pro-
ceeded relatively smoothly. Th e paradox of the war economy was that noone 
had predicted it would perform so well. Th at very success lulled leaders from 
Lloyd George to Winston Churchill to imagining a prosperous future. On the 
other hand, labour militancy at home, violence in India and civil war in Ire-
land threw Britain and its empire into an uncertain state. Th e Versailles settle-
ment was a pyrrhic victory for Britain, bringing neither peace nor stability. By 
mid 1920 Britain had begun its long-term decline to the position of a nation 
with diminishing resources, declining exports in the old staple trades of coal, 
textile and shipbuilding and increasing commitments overseas it could no lon-
ger aff ord. Th at turn of aff airs increasingly cast doubt on whether the human 
and material price of the war had been too high.1

Th e mournful victory ceremony at the Cenotaph on 19 July 1919 captured 
this uncertain mood. Th e nation and empire had seen the deaths of one mil-
lion men in the war; the illusions of victory could not conceal the reality of 
staggering losses, and to what end? Edwin Lutyens’s design, without Christian 
notation or any note of triumphalism, embodied the somber mood of the mo-
ment when the full weight of the war came home to the British people.

Th e ceremony at the Cenotaph was echoed by the interment of the Un-
known Soldier in Westminster Abbey a year and a half later. By presenting the 
choreography of mourning in these two events, it is possible to see how early 
and how deeply etched in British popular culture was a view of the war as a 
disaster. Th at view has dominated British remembrance of the Great War ever 
since, and it marks British historical literature on this period as well.

We historians have been buoyed along on a current of interest in the Great 
War, but one which is quite distinctive from that of the other major combatant 
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countries. Th is chapter attempts to explore this landscape in two ways. Th e 
fi rst is with respect to the major commemorative moments of 1919 and 1920; 
the second is with respect to the British approach to the historiography of the 
Great War and its immediate aft ermath, an approach at variance with other 
national reconfi gurations of this period.

La Prise de la Parole: Reconfi guring the Symbolic Landscape

One of the most striking features of the immediate post-war period in Britain 
is the shriveling of triumphalism in public about winning the war. Too many 
men had died and for too obscure a purpose to enable the survivors to pre-
serve the echoes of the victory celebrations on November 1918. Six months 
later, that swagger was gone, and in its place, a more somber, more sober set of 
performative acts marked the ways in which war remembrance became imbri-
cated within British cultural life.

Here indeed, is a meditation on what Pierre Nora has termed ‘sites of mem-
ory’. In London, public space turned into a cemetery – a symbolic cemetery for 
all those who died on active service in the Great War.2 Th is cemetery had two 
foci. Th e fi rst was in Westminster Abbey, where the Unknown Warrior was 
buried on 11 November 1920; here was the Christian site of hierarchical wor-
ship. Th e second was half a mile away on Whitehall, where the 1919 Cenotaph 
of Sir Edwin Lutyens was unveiled in permanent form. It was a pre-Christian 
form, one which deeply disturbed traditional clergymen but which clearly ap-
pealed to the masses.3

For this reason, it was the Cenotaph which was at the heart of this ‘symbolic 
cemetery’ right in the center of the city. Hundreds of thousands of ordinary 
people who came to London chose it. On 12 November 1920, a unique set of 
events transformed the heart of London. Th is was the day aft er the interment 
of the casket of the Unknown Soldier in Westminster Abbey. Th e next day, 
aft er the offi  cial ceremony had closed, another event took place, both simi-
lar to and very diff erent from the offi  cial events of the previous day. On 12 
November 1920 and in the following days, a massive pilgrimage continued 
to pass through Whitehall just as the captains and kinds had done the day be-
fore. But the pilgrimage was diff erent: it was anonymous, civilian and massive. 
Estimates vary, but in the week following 11 November, perhaps one million 
people fi led past the Cenotaph.4

By doing so, they affi  rmed the centrality of that monument in British com-
memorative practice and history. Th ey voted with their feet for this site as a 
sacred one, and by doing so, created a symbolic cemetery right in the middle 
of offi  cial London, adjacent to Downing Street, the Houses of Parliament and 
ministries of state.
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Th e offi  cial ceremony had all the hallmarks of aristocratic, formal, static, 
inegalitarian, male Britain. Th en the next day, the same space was reconfi g-
ured into a national/imperial ceremony with democratic, informal, mobile, 
egalitarian, mixed-gendered elements describing the world of mourners who 
fl owed like a river into the city. Th e space between Trafalgar Square and Parlia-
ment Square became the nation’s, indeed the empire’s cemetery, and into that 
space came a population of visitors much larger and more anonymous than 
any similar group the city had ever seen before. Th e comparison to Lourdes 
showed the spirituality of the pilgrimage; the evidence of spirit photography 
showed the overfl ow of emotion and the capacity of individuals to profi t from 
it.5 Th e fog added mystery to the already and always present mystery of the ab-
sence of nearly one million men from the lives of the pilgrims, and the absence 
or distant location of graves of most of them. In addition, many areas in which 
the Imperial War Graves Commission (IWGC) was engaged in constructing 
cemeteries were closed to visitors, since such areas were still littered with un-
exploded ordnance.6 Even when relatives knew where their loved-ones lay, at 
this time, they could not get there. London was the surrogate site chosen by 
hundreds of thousands of people in which to mourn in public.

Th e weekend of 12–14 November formed a unique moment in the history of 
London. Nothing like this had ever happened in the metropolis before; noth-
ing like it happened in Berlin, to be sure, or in Paris, where the ceremony of 14 
July had retained the Republican element, tinged with sadness by the presence 
of les grands mutilés de guerre. Characteristically in the capital city of a coun-
try without a tradition of compulsory military service, and without much of a 
tradition of militarism, the center of the ritual were civilians, not soldiers, the 
anonymous mass, not the political or military leadership of the nation.

Th e uniformity of the headstones being erected by the IWGC at the same 
time as the ceremony at the Cenotaph was held also showed the resistance of 
those in authority to individualizing forms of commemoration. No crosses or 
diff erent notation would be allowed.7 Th us the tension between elite views and 
the collective representation of loss of life in wartime was reproduced in the 
ceremony of interment of the Unknown Warrior, and the mass pilgrimage to 
the Cenotaph, en route to his place of burial at the entrance to Westminster 
Abbey. Th e stop chosen in the Abbey was right at the entrance: anyone going 
in had to go around the unknown warrior: all the other eminent fi gures could 
be approached or not, according to taste and choice, but the Unknown Soldier 
could not be evaded. He stood in the path of history.8

Both Westminster Abbey and the Cenotaph were sacred sites, and together 
represented an amalgam of hierarchy and universality in the language of Brit-
ish commemoration in 1919. Th e people of Britain – over one million in the 
course of the week following 11 November 1920 – came to London to mark 
this moment, and by doing so, transformed it. Th us one of the city’s most cel-
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ebrated public thoroughfares, the home of the machinery of state and empire, 
was the site of a public negotiation of the symbols of remembrance. Th ere in 
the heart of Whitehall, a symbolic cemetery was placed, and it was to this site 
that millions came to pay their respects and to remember.

Put yourself in the shoes of these pilgrims. In November 1920, the eco-
nomic slump had begun; hopes of a new order in international aff airs were 
gone; the Wilsonian moment was over. Civil war in Russia and Ireland and 
violent repression in Egypt and India all showed what the post-war world had 
come to – ideological strife and anti-colonial violence.9 Here was the setting 
for the London pilgrimage of 1920, and for the framing of the meaning of the 
war as a pyrrhic victory.

Th e Great War: Between History and Memory

Th at notion of war as a pyrrhic victory has dominated British perceptions of 
the confl ict ever since. Th e late poet laureate Ted Hughes had it that the war 
was a defeat around whose neck someone had hung a victory medal. He was 
referring in particular to an uncle of his who never recovered from shell shock, 
but who wore his victory medal nonetheless. Still the wider reference of this 
notion is evident through the inter-war years and beyond. It might be useful 
to point out how much at variance this British set of ‘unspoken assumptions’, 
in James Joll’s terminology, is with notions about what the war was all about, 
notions which emerged in the immediate aft ermath of the confl ict, and to a 
degree, are with us still. From the outset of the inter-war years, the war was 
constructed in discrete national terms. Indeed every nation created its own 
Great War.

Th is national or imperial framework was what the ceremonies in Whitehall 
were all about. Firstly, the global perspective is absent. Th e war mobilized men 
all over the world: nearly a million Indians were under arms; perhaps half a 
million French colonial troops also served. Th e peace conference at Versailles 
elicited huge hopes and equally powerful disappointments, with far-reaching 
consequences, as in the case of China. Th ese colonial or dependent nations 
were treated as secondary or marginal to the major discussions of the day. Most 
of the time, they were simply ignored, and when acknowledged, they were lo-
cated within an imperial story of a nation unfolding its mission civilisatrice.

Historical accounts of the war were produced from the outset of the confl ict, 
and continued to appear in the immediate post-war years. Th e key framework 
in which they operated was national. Th e enemy, from ordinary citizens to the 
high command, constituted one pole, and the allies, another. Bringing them 
together was a way of deepening national history by measuring the relation 
between the central national case, and the others. Other countries at war were 
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confi gured in terms of the national case with which historians started and in 
which they were primarily interested. Popular understandings of the war eff ort 
unfolded, therefore, from the interplay of these similarities and these diff er-
ences. Th e historian considered other countries, but he saw them in the mirror 
of his own.

Th is domination of national perspectives has several sources. Th e fi rst, and 
perhaps the most fundamental, is inherent in the subject: war is imbricated in 
the history of the nation; war is even its affi  rmation. Raymond Aron defi ned 
the nation state as an autonomous subject in international law by its indivisible 
right to be the sole judge of its vital interests and to go to war to defend them.10 
Th e tie between war and the nation is strong, fundamental, constitutive. In 
this sense, Jean Jaurès was entirely right in saying that a nation carries war in 
its fl anks the way a cloud carries a storm. War is the destructive apotheosis of 
the nation. From this perspective, the very idea of a war which would not be 
national is something of a paradox.

Th e second source of the power of the national perspective arises out of the 
fact that all history is written from a particular point of view, of which histori-
ans may not be fully aware. Why? Because we are formed by the very evidence 
we are trying to understand. It may be useful at this point to refer again to 
James Joll’s phrase and to speak of the unspoken assumptions on which rest 
the construction of historical writing. In the last two decades, the linguistic 
turn in historical study has habituated us to the exploration of those pre-sup-
positions which pre-form and pre-structure narratives. Th e point is, though, 
that these assumptions diff er in each country.

Any historian who would begin a course of lectures in France on the Great 
War with the remark that the war of 1914–18 was not a victory would stun 
many of his students. In France, the assumption that France won the war 
comes from within. Th e ‘natural’ question to pose is why did she win the war 
and lose the peace? Over the last few years, and during a period when the very 
existence of the nation state in Europe has been contested and its authority 
blunted by the development of the European Union and European citizen-
ship, this assumption has appeared to be less self-evident. It was even possible 
to hear the president of the French Republic state that three million French 
and German soldiers had died during that war for nothing,11 an affi  rmation 
unthinkable in 1920 or even in 1980.

But not for the British. On the other side of the English Channel, the na-
tional interest was less directly challenged in the war; the national territory 
had not been invaded and part of the country had not been cut off  by an en-
emy army. Th e sense that all these dead men who fell in the war had died for 
nothing, that the war had been useless, even absurd, invaded soldiers’ accounts 
even before structuring historical inquiry. Th e Italian and German cases are 
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diff erent as well, given the elision between war and fascism. But it is evident 
that we cannot treat in a comparative perspective a war which is at one and the 
same time deemed a victory and an absurdity. From the very beginning of the 
1920s, such a distinction between British and other perspectives is evident.

In addition, right from the start, each national culture has developed narra-
tive models through which they characterize their national history and in par-
ticular their history of the Great War. British irony, that sense of a cultivated 
detachment and distance between one’s self and the world developed system-
atically in the fi nishing schools of the dominant social class, as much as the 
internalized practices of understatement, pre-formed British narratives of the 
war. It is there in soldiers’ letters home and in their trench journals. It is there 
in the gallows’ humour which accompanied troop movements up the line; it is 
there in music hall and popular song which basked in the glow of nostalgia for 
a world the war had blown apart.

Th is sense of irony as a way of life is also deeply ingrained in later histori-
ography. Consider the prominent role played by a number of American anglo-
philes, like Paul Fussell, whose vision of the Great War is profoundly strange 
to French students of the fi eld.12 Perhaps this is one reason why the pioneering 
work of Fussell on ‘modern memory’ has never been translated into French. 
His defi nition of the war as ironic makes little sense to French readers, who 
would be equally scandalized by A. J. P. Taylor’s Illustrated History of the First 
World War.13 In this book, both text and captions off er a withering and – from 
a French perspective – inappropriate irony, like jokes at the bedside of a dying 
man. And yet Taylor’s paperback edition of this book was a best-seller, with 
over 250,000 copies sold; it is still in print and going strong. Th e extreme con-
trast between anticipation and outcome, the tendency not to take anything too 
seriously, created this ironic distance among soldier-writers. Just consider the 
titles of two of them: Goodbye to All Th at and Journey’s End. Th e soldiers’ tale, 
as Samuel Hynes has termed it, tells the story of a war set in motion by leaders 
who had no idea what they were doing.14 From this assumption it is easy to see 
why so many British observers from 1914 onwards termed the confl ict as the 
quintessence of futility; the world futility does not even exist in French; how 
then can they respond to the time-honoured British understanding of the war 
as a mixture of the useless and the absurd.

In France, no one jokes about the Great War. It was experienced intensely 
as a drama in which the stakes were the survival of the national collectivity. 
Th is is remote from the way British soldiers saw it, and this initial perception 
has durably marked British approaches to the war ever since. French educa-
tion valorizes a positivist, or rather a scientifi c, approach to problems – which 
foreigners all too quickly attribute to the Cartesian tradition – an approach in 
which it is diffi  cult to think about results without thinking about causes. What 
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happened had to have its causes. British observers of the Great War, then as 
now, had their doubts.

German historiography has developed much later than the other two bod-
ies of historical writing on the war. Th e gap is palpable. Gerd Krumeich notes 
that the great German historians of the 1920s kept their distance from histori-
cal writing on the war.15 It was a professional soldier, Alfred von Wegerer, who 
took on the mantle of the specialist, but the dominant characteristic of whose 
history is not its objectivity.16 In fact, it would take generations before German 
scholars would write the history of this lost war. Th e very disputed character 
of the defeat is part of the reason for the delay, since for many Germans, 1918 
was not a defeat. Th e Armistice intervened before combat had reached Ger-
man soil; the army had indeed been beaten in the fi eld, but they still stood on 
enemy soil on 11 November, and certainly did not know defeat the way the 
French army did in 1940. Th ey marched home and paraded in military order 
before the families and friends they had left  behind years before, as if they had 
been victorious. And there was more. In general, aft er a defeat, the losers seek 
to learn something from their adversity. Th is is what happened in Prussia aft er 
Jena, in France aft er 1871, but nothing of the kind happened in Germany in 
1918. Th e defeat was not accepted; it was denied. Th e stab-in-the-back legend 
led them to escape from reality.17 To write the history of the war, it was neces-
sary to bring a kind of reality back into the historical conversation about it. It 
would take time before this would become possible.

To think historically about the war, fi nally, is to integrate it into a rele-
vant chronological structure. Th e problem is that diff erent national histori-
cal schools have adopted diff erent periodizations in which to set the war. Th e 
French chronology starts in 1871 and unfolds around the pivotal years of 
1914–18, 1939–40 and 1944. Th e German chronology cannot terminate in 
1918 but in 1933 or 1945. Th e Russian and American chronologies begin in 
1917. Th ese diff erent forms of periodization have meant that each national 
school stands alone.

I have noted that the very act of imagining the war has varied in diff erent 
countries due to the power of diff erent national assumptions and frameworks. 
Th ese arose because the collective experience of the war was historically very 
diff erent: a defeat denied in Germany; a painful victory in France; an exercise 
in futility in Britain. But these variations also refl ect diff erent cultural tradi-
tions: British irony, French cartesianism and Weberian sociology do not go 
together easily. History is always pre-formed by assumptions which defi ne 
possible interpretations. It is evident that assumptions underlying historical 
accounts of the Great War are defi ned in national terms. It is not possible to 
imagine the Great War as a European war if one starts from nationally struc-
tured frameworks.
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Conclusion

Right from the outset, the way the Great War was confi gured took on distinctly 
national infl ections. Why is this so? In part the reason is the sheer volume of 
the sources an historian has to command about the immediate post-war years. 
Whatever his or her linguistic gift s, an historian surveying the archival materi-
als and published sources available on the war decade in any one country re-
quires promethean energy; to do so in two countries is even more daunting.

But another part of the reason is the language available in which to frame 
these accounts. One of the oddities of the British story is the centrality of war 
poetry in framing accounts of the confl ict from 1914 on. Why did verse matter 
so much in Britain, and why does it matter still? I can only off er a few surmises 
in this brief rumination I call a conclusion.

Th e fi rst is that the role of the King James’s Bible in the people’s English 
has been underestimated. Secularization of practice yes; secularization of lan-
guage, maybe not. Scripture was alive and well in non-conformist Britain, and 
it was this language which ties together British families with soldiers at the 
front and those from Canada or Australia. Th e music in their voices and in 
their letters was diff erent from that of the French or German equals. And then 
there is Shakespeare, a national institution, whose ribald classics were more 
widely performed than the tragedies, and certainly more than the histories. 
Remote cousins of Falstaff  and Malvolio peopled dozens of music hall romps 
and theatrical ventures aimed at the Victorian and Edwardian masses. It does 
not take a Shakespearean scholar to hear the echoes of the Bard in songs and 
tales and accounts of war up to and including 1914–18.

Here are two enormously rich pools of cultural reference, out of which 
came the readership for war poetry from the war years and beyond. Much of it 
was trivial, but nonetheless important for that. Some of it was enduring. What 
these varied verse forms shared though was the elegiac tone so evident in Lon-
don on 19 July 1919 and 11 November 1920, as I have tried to show earlier. A 
pyrrhic victory, one the price of which eclipsed whatever benefi ts accrued to 
the so-called victors, was a confl ict fi t for the economy and rhythmic rumina-
tions of verse.

I cannot claim to have mastered the French and German poetry of the war, 
but my hunch is that it mattered less in framing the post-war conversation 
about the war than it did in Britain. Politics mattered more in both cases than 
it did in Britain; that is, the political struggle over what the war meant was 
deeper and more profound in France and Germany than in Britain, where 
politics and society have always been separated to a degree unknown on the 
continent. Poetry can be mobilized into political discourse only with diffi  culty. 
It does not preach or exhort; it ministers and meditates.
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Such poetic ministries and meditations have taken on iconic form in Brit-
ain, and did so from very early on. Th e fi rst school texts using war poetry to 
teach English literature in London’s elementary schools were issued in 1919. 
Th ey were edited each year. A glance at their contents shows the two motifs I 
have tried to sketch in this chapter: elegy and irony. Anger is there too; so is 
a warning. Consider this fragment from a poem of 1919 written by the Brit-
ish nurse Charlotte Mew: It is entitled ‘On the Cenotaph (September 1919)’, 
and was included in the English literature texts available in London and Cam-
bridge (and perhaps many other county school systems I have not yet had time 
to check on) throughout the inter-war years.

Not yet will those measureless fi elds be green again
Where only yesterday the wild sweet blood of wonderful youth was shed;
Th ere is a grave [the Cenotaph] whose earth must hold too long, too deep a stain,
Th ough for ever over it we may speak as proudly as we may tread.
But here, where the watchers by lonely hearths from the thrust of an inward sword 
 have more slowly bled,
We shall build the Cenotaph: Victory, winged, with Peace, winged too, at the 
 column’s head.
And over the stairway, at the foot – oh! here, leave desolate, passionate hands to 
 spread
Violets, roses, and laurel, with the small, sweet, tinkling country things
Speaking so wistfully of other Springs,
From the little gardens of little places where son or sweetheart was born and bred.
In splendid sleep, with a thousand brother
 To lovers – to mothers
 Here, too, lies he:
Under the purple, the green, the red,
It is all young life: it must break some women’s hearts to see
Such a brave, gay coverlet to such a bed!
Only, when all is done and said,
God is not mocked and neither are the dead
For this will stand in our Marketplace – [Whitehall, the seat of power, in between 
Parliament and 10 Downing Street, adjacent to the War Offi  ce and Horse Guards 
Parade, the center of British history, in which the cadences of the universal will be 
mixed with the mundane]
Who’ll sell, who’ll buy
 (Will you or I
Lie each to each with the better grace)?
While looking into every busy whore’s and huckster’s face
As they drive their bargains, is the Face
Of God: and some young, piteous, murdered face.18
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Glancing at the Cenotaph helps draw out the diff erent levels of meaning in the 
ways I have tried to describe Britain in the wake of war. A wake is a moment of 
uncertainty, where in the presence of the dead, the living let go of their loved 
ones. To a degree, that moment of uncertainty never really ended. It described 
the beginning of a harsher world, one remote from the certainties of 1914. One 
from which, a century later, we have yet to extricate ourselves.
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Germany
War without Public Backing?

Hans Mommsen

Unlike 4 July 1914, when the German population greeted the outbreak of war 
with exuberant rejoicing, the invasion of Poland on 1 September 1939 was re-
ceived in Germany with reticence and apprehension, and there was scarcely 
any enthusiasm for war. Th is was astonishing in view of the fact that for years 
the government had given top priority to re-armament of the Wehrmacht and 
at the same time carried on extensive propaganda about making the German 
people capable of ‘defending’ itself. How a great majority of Germans could, on 
the one hand, welcome Adolf Hitler as chancellor and concur with his active 
foreign policy, and, on the other, shrink from the consequences of this policy 
and hope that the Polish confl ict would remain a mere episode, is not easy to 
explain.

Th e ambivalent attitude of the German population emerged visibly in Sep-
tember 1939. In many respects it can be traced back to the constellation that 
appeared at the end of the First World War. In spite of the heavy burdens that 
the war had placed on them, the great majority of the people was susceptible to 
the agitation of the political Right, according to which only a Dolchstoß (a stab 
in the back) by the Social Democrats had brought about the military collapse 
and robbed Germany of certain victory. At the same time the German Supreme 
Command, under Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff , succeeded in 
shrugging off  responsibility for the military defeat and blaming the Republi-
can politicians for the harsh conditions of the truce. Even the moderate wing 
of the Social Democrats inclined, out of misguided patriotism, to highlight the 
responsibility of the military leadership and to urge its dismissal.

German public opinion therefore never admitted that the war had been 
lost, that is, never admitted the military defeat, and fortifi ed itself with the illu-
sion cultivated by the revisionist parties that the defeat of 1918 could be made 
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good by military means at some point in the future. Th is was possible because 
the majority of the population held the territorial, economic and military pro-
visions of the Versailles Treaty to be manifestly unjust, and in desperate need 
of revision. Adolf Hitler’s ascent to power was facilitated in no small mea-
sure by the Nazi propaganda claim that he would expunge the ‘ignominious 
peace treaty’ of Versailles and lead Germany back into the ranks of the great 
powers.1

At the same, during the Weimar Republic and in spite of the diffi  cult eco-
nomic developments, the leading military fi gures managed to circumvent the 
disarmament regulations of the Versailles Treaty and pursued extensive illegal 
re-armament that would later play into the hands of the Nazi war policy. Th is 
was done without exceeding plans for the strength of the army until the begin-
ning of the Second World War. Without these preparations, the extent of Ger-
man re-armament aft er 1933 would not have been possible.2

Th e Republican parties of Weimar made repeated attempts to uncover the 
‘illicit re-armament’ (schwarze Aufrüstung) and to bring the activities of para-
military nationalist groups and the Freikorps under control. Pacifi st authors 
like Erich Maria Remarque, whose novel All Quiet on the Western Front was 
furiously attacked by the Nazis, and Julius Gumbel, who led the pacifi st move-
ment, opposed the literature of militaristic nationalism represented by Ernst 
Jünger’s Storm of Steel. But the more these paramilitary organisations lost in 
military importance, the more they were able to infl uence the political culture 
of the late Weimar Republic. NSDAP propaganda exploited the cult of violence 
fostered by sections of the population, for instance by reporting the recurrent 
public clashes between the SA and the Red Front Fighters’ League.3

In many respects this climate of ready violence aided the rise of the Na-
tional Socialist movement aft er 1929, but its success in January 1933 rested 
on Hitler’s alliance with conservative dignitaries around the aged President 
Paul von Hindenburg. Th e attitude of the Reichswehr leadership was vitally 
important here since they valued Hitler’s promise to re-introduce compulsory 
military service and hoped to use the SA to supplement the 100,000-man army 
whose expansion was long overdue. Th e Reichswehr therefore supported Hit-
ler’s cabinet from the beginning.4

Hitler was determined to carry on re-arming the Reich and to overcome 
the armament restrictions of the Versailles Treaty by every means, but out-
wardly he let himself be called the ‘Chancellor of Peace’. Whereas in a meeting 
with the commander of the Reichswehr on 3 February 1933 Hitler stated his 
resolve to use military means,5 his public statements, for instance the ‘Appeal 
To the German People By the Government of the Reich’ of 1 February, were 
shaped by his promise ‘to stand up for the maintenance and consolidation of 
peace’.6 In the statement accompanying the passing of the Enabling Act on 
23 March, which was given out as a ‘peace speech’, he spoke of a new war as 
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‘utter madness’ and declared that the new government was resolved to place 
itself in the service of peace.7 He was reluctant, however, to go out on a limb 
about the armament question. It was the army leadership who, against Hitler’s 
initial misgivings, pushed through Germany’s withdrawal from the League of 
Nations disarmament conference in October 1933, thereby paving the way for 
compulsory military service.8

Hitler, supported by Goebbels’s propaganda, adhered to this basic line until 
1939. Th e withdrawal from the League of Nations was garnished with avowals 
of peace whose tactical signifi cance was to hinder French intervention, and 
the propaganda took the same approach to other individual foreign policy de-
cisions of the Reich, ranging from the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, to 
the occupation of the de-militarised Rhineland, to the return of the Saar. Th e 
Reichswehr Law of 1935 was given out as an act of ‘German self-defence’, the 
re-building of the German armed forces as a ‘component of peace’.9 All this 
was also a systematic deception of the German public, who were not informed 
until much later of, for instance, the role played by the Condor Legion in the 
Spanish Civil War.

Th e turning point in the issue of the armed forces came in 1937. Th e pro-
paganda now highlighted the role of the Wehrmacht in the fi ght against Bol-
shevism and emphasised pride in ‘the German army of peace’. On the other 
hand, it made no mention at all of any intended use of military force. It de-
clared the German invasion of Austria a ‘friendship visit’.10 Th e propaganda 
campaign against Czechoslovakia, which began in May 1939 and was the psy-
chological preparation for military intervention, also avoided the idea of war.11 
As is known, Hitler failed in his intention to crush Czechoslovakia in a swift , 
isolated campaign. He reluctantly accepted Chamberlain’s intervention and 
agreed to the arrangements of the Munich conference, by which extensive areas 
of Czechoslovakia were ceded to Germany, but Hitler was restricted from con-
tinuing military operations already under way.

On 27 September 1938, when Hitler ordered a motorised division to march 
through the government district of Berlin in order to test the people’s readi-
ness for war, a mute and hostile crowd in front of the Chancellery failed to 
give the usual applause12 (William L. Shirer called this the most impressive 
demonstration against war that he had ever seen). Conversely, news of the Mu-
nich Agreement and the prevention of war was greeted by the population with 
rejoicing and enthusiasm. Th e peaceful solution of the Sudeten question was 
acclaimed everywhere and eased the people’s concerns about the maintenance 
of peace.13 Before this, however, the mood of the population was markedly 
critical and threatened to cause a collapse in Hitler’s popularity.14

Th e Führer’s ‘new bloodless European victory’ ‘extraordinarily strength-
ened’ the trust and faith in him, according to a representative public mood 
report. Th e Munich Agreement earned Hitler a ‘nearly legendary reputation’.15 
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Paradoxically, he was celebrated above all for having gained crucial foreign 
policy successes (in the Saar, in Austria and now in the Sudetenland) without 
spilling blood. In early 1939 this refl ex meant that when Czechoslovakia was 
crushed and the Memel territory annexed without involvement in a war, these 
were attributed to the unique ‘genius’ of the Führer. ‘Faith in the Führer and 
his foreign policy has become so strong that fear of war does not exist.’16 Had 
Hitler then resigned his position, he would have gone down in history as the 
‘Chancellor of Peace’.

Undoubtedly Hitler’s foreign policy successes in the last years before the 
war played a vital part in his popularity amongst broad sections of the popula-
tion. Th ey engendered a naive underestimation of the dangers bound up with 
continuing a policy of expansion. Yet there was isolated resistance. Th e view 
was expressed, for example, that it was not worth risking a war for the Memel 
territory. Nevertheless, Hitler was now fi rmly set on sorting out the question of 
Poland. Th e propaganda directed against the Polish Republic exaggerated Pol-
ish confl icts with the resident German minority. At the same time Goebbels’s 
propaganda encouraged the wishful thinking that Great Britain and France 
would stay out of a possible confl ict and that, thanks to the ‘statesmanship of 
the Führer’, ‘this goal [would be] achieved by peaceful means’, as the district 
president of Upper Bavaria wrote in his report of 10 July 1939.17 At any rate, 
the majority of the population still did not believe that war was imminent in 
the summer of 1939, expecting, at most, a localised campaign. To the end, they 
clung to the hope that war could be avoided and, especially aft er the German-
Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, that Great Britain and France would not enter a 
war. ‘Th e predominant majority of the population [believe]’, wrote the district 
president of Lower Bavaria at the beginning of August 1938 in a confi den-
tial communication, ‘that the Führer will again succeed in achieving his goals 
without war’.18

In a secret speech to about four hundred journalists and publishers on 10 
November 1938 – that is, during the events of Reichskristallnacht – Hitler 
radically changed course and demanded the reorientation of propaganda to 
the preparation of the Germans for war. He admitted that the line previously 
pursued was purely a deceptive tactic: ‘For decades, circumstances forced me 
to speak only of peace’, for only ‘by continually stressing the German will to 
peace and peaceful intentions’ had the previous foreign policy achievements 
been possible. ‘But now the view has become dangerously fi xed in the minds 
of many people that the present regime is as such identical with the resolution 
and will to preserve the peace in any and all circumstances.’ It is necessary ‘that 
the German people be psychologically reoriented and should gradually realise’ 
that certain things ‘must be achieved by means of force’.19

Public mood reports of the pre-war years show quite clearly that fear of war 
and longing for peace were the predominant attitudes amongst the German 
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population, and also the ineff ectiveness of the many individual steps taken to 
increase their acceptance of the use of force. Evidently a great majority of the 
people were prepared to believe that the extensive measures taken in these years 
to strengthen German armaments and to prepare the civilian population for 
mobilisation were taken in pursuit of exclusively defensive goals. Th e Sudeten 
Crisis temporarily shattered the German public’s dreams of peace. In October 
1938 public mood reports registered the existence of a widespread war psycho-
sis. Th e anxiety about a new war temporarily abated aft er the Munich Agree-
ment, only to come to the fore again in the early autumn of 1939. Th us the goal 
of government propaganda, to produce war enthusiasm comparable to that of 
August 1914, had completely failed, as Wolfram Wette has pointed out.20

Before 1 September, the term war was avoided in propaganda, out of con-
sideration for the German people’s fears, and it continued to be avoided until 
the beginning of the Polish campaign. Th e announcement of a Party Confer-
ence for Peace for September 1939 was along the same lines. Even aft er the 
invasion of Poland the propaganda sought to play down the fact of the war and 
to dismiss the action as an episode to be swift ly concluded. At the same time 
its attacks were directed against the Western powers, which were accused of 
pursuing a deliberate policy of encirclement. Th is served to support the claim 
that Germany found itself ‘in a just war that had been forced upon it’.

Th e concluding of the German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, in spite of the 
ideological about-face which it represented, was greeted by the broad public as 
a guarantee that the attack on Poland would remain an isolated episode. Th e 
declaration of war by Great Britain and France took them by surprise. Even 
aft er the Polish campaign Hitler’s image as a peacekeeper remained intact. Th e 
spectacular defeat of France (in contrast to the First World War) was felt to 
be a singular triumph. Hitler stood at the zenith of his popularity and was 
praised even by many who had previously kept their distance from the ‘nation-
alist camp’. Th e promised swift  end of the war, however, did not come about. 
Th e myth of Hitler’s ‘statesmanship’, reinforced by his bloodless successes, be-
gan to fade, even if the German population was ready, under the infl uence of 
anti-British propaganda, to hold Great Britain responsible for the rejection of 
Hitler’s peace off er on 19 July 1940. Meanwhile, a blatant sullenness took hold 
as it became clear that there would be no swift  end to the fi ghting and a second 
winter of war was in the offi  ng.21

Nevertheless, it was the Führer cult that again and again bridged the gap cre-
ated by the people’s growing pessimism. Th e war enthusiasm that had arisen in 
the phase of swift  victories further decreased and gave way to scepticism. Th e 
invasion of the Soviet Union on 20 June 1941 then caused a widespread ‘cush-
ioned shock’.22 Anxiety over an arbitrary prolongation of the war, aft er the fi rst 
hopes of bringing the campaign to an end in late autumn were shattered, con-
tributed to the progressive worsening of the popular mood. German casualties 
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and setbacks and indeed underestimation of the strength of the Red Army, 
which could no longer be kept secret, now also played a role here. However, 
criticism was mainly directed against the Nazi Party and its representatives, 
while Hitler was exempted from the worst charges with the formula ‘If only the 
Führer knew that’ – a sign of how strong the attachment to Hitler still was as a 
result of his early foreign policy and military successes.

Meanwhile the public mood reports revealed that many of Hitler’s follow-
ers had no understanding of his war goals in the East, partly because they still 
thought in terms of the German nation state, and partly because the Eastern ex-
pansion was over-extending German forces. Th e enthusiasm for the early suc-
cesses of the Russian campaign gave way to doubts, certainly not unfounded, 
about whether it was right to involve Germany in a war on multiple fronts, 
which initially seemed to have been avoided by the defeat of Poland. From 
this point on, memories of the First World War became somewhat ambivalent, 
and it was in this context that the Nazi leadership, recalling the trauma of 
9 November 1918, committed itself to preventing a collapse on the ‘home 
front’ and organised its domestic policy accordingly.23

Letters from the Eastern front refl ected not only the worsening military sit-
uation but also the loss of a frame of meaning for soldiers pushed to the limits 
of their strength.24 Defence of the homeland became increasingly farcical for 
the soldiers since, given the Allied carpet bombings of Germany, it no longer 
served to protect their own families. Th e eff orts of Nazi propaganda, including 
those geared towards a ‘military education’, could not prevent the cumulative 
war-weariness, and the introduction of National Socialist Guidance Offi  cers, 
an innovation copied from the Soviet commissars, could do nothing to change 
this. Th e idea advanced by the Head of the General Offi  ce of the Wehrmacht, 
General Reinecke, of mobilising the troops ideologically ‘so that believing sol-
diers write home in a believing spirit and so make the front a forceful appeal to 
the home front’ was absurd, but refl ected the escalating scepticism at home.25

In the course of the Russian campaign Nazi war propaganda progressively 
lost its credibility aft er its premature reports of an imminent ‘total’ victory. 
Th e German population preferred other sources of information to the offi  cial 
propaganda, including the reports by front soldiers and Allied broadcasts. By 
1942 Goebbels could no longer eff ectively combat the sceptical attitudes that 
had established themselves on the Eastern front. Th e temporary bright spots 
of occasional military successes ‘were only breathing spaces between periods 
of dejection’.26 Th e population also no longer accepted the offi  cial government 
picture of the Soviet adversary. An unoffi  cial opinion emerged that clearly de-
viated from offi  cial information. It forced Goebbels to abandon propaganda 
that spoke only of victories and to permit more realistic reporting.

Th e fi rst great change of mood occurred in November 1941 when the proc-
lamation about the fi nal ‘crushing of Bolshevism’, released only a few weeks 
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before, was followed by reports of ‘unexpectedly tough Russian resistance’ 
and an appeal for winter clothing to be collected for the German troops. Th e 
subsequent disillusionment was directed not least at the person of the Führer 
himself. Th e expectations of 1940, ‘the experience of new national community 
and of a national triumph, were projected above all on to the fi gure of the 
dictator’, and the shattering of this dream ‘made him more and more into an 
unreal fi gure’.27 Hitler himself shunned the public. He made fewer and fewer 
public appearances and speeches – to Goebbels’s distress. However, it was not 
until the defeat at Stalingrad that the Führer myth really started to disintegrate, 
even though Hitler remained a decisive factor, as shown by reactions to the at-
tempted assassination of 20 July, and his importance only began to fade in the 
fi nal months of the war.

Aft er the defeat at Stalingrad, at the latest, the previously pro-war mood of 
the public collapsed completely and the desire for the war to end intensifi ed, 
even without a complete German victory. Th is refl ected the profound disil-
lusionment felt, above all, by members of the older generation. In many Ger-
mans a ‘dull faith in fate’28 now replaced their former confi dence. For a time 
they clung to the hope that the war would take a favourable turn. But by the 
time of the Ardennes off ensive in 1944 a mood of dejection had set in which 
neither the promise of a ‘miraculous’ new weapon nor the illusory hope of 
repelling the Allied Normandy landings could overcome.

Th e ‘Dispatches from the Reich’, the public mood reports collected by the 
Security Service, reported on 8 February 1942: ‘Th e question today is no lon-
ger how long the war will go on until we win, but rather how long we can still 
hold out with the prospect of a favourable outcome. A third winter of fi ghting 
in Russia, under the same conditions as the fi rst two, particularly considering 
the combat strength of the adversary, is inconceivable.’29 And the reports by 
the Security Service, which were ultimately discontinued because of their at-
tempts to give a realistic picture of the situation, registered only a section of 
popular opinion. Th e growing silent majority were left  out of the picture.

Accordingly, the government altered the prescribed terminology. At the be-
ginning of 1942 Nazi Party headquarters proclaimed: ‘It has been shown, espe-
cially in recent weeks, that more decisive than the popular mood is the posture 
of the population, which now as before is borne by confi dence in the Führer 
and faith in fi nal victory.’30 Th e popular mood did, in fact, change from mere 
despondency to self-adjuration, according to which ‘we must win the war be-
cause otherwise all is lost’.31 On the other hand, it was still the Hitler cult that 
bridged all these grievances and ensured a relative stability amidst the chaos.

Th e question why the Germans submitted to these impositions requires a 
complex answer. One important factor was the defence against Bolshevism, 
and here the regime’s longstanding anti-Communist propaganda had its eff ect. 
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However, the picture of Russia stamped in the minds of the population was to 
change. Contact with Russian prisoners of war and forced labourers, and also a 
new, positive assessment of the Russian solider, forced Goebbels to remove the 
catchword of the Russian Untermensch from his propaganda. Once the crimes 
perpetrated by the Germans in the occupied areas of the Soviet Union and the 
murder of the Jews became known, however, fear intensifi ed that defeat would 
lead to extensive retaliation against Germany.

Th e pressure exerted by the machinery of terror, which sought to compel 
fi ghting to the last man by threatening the fi ercest reprisals, should not be 
underestimated. Th e calamitous eff ect of military jurisdiction, the drumhead 
courts-martial, the appointment of special courts in the defensive zones, and 
SS units operating independently, defi es normal imagination. Th e murder-
ous orgies continued until the fi nal hours of the Reich, so that resistance only 
emerged once the Wehrmacht and SS had withdrawn. In addition, there were 
the murders committed by the Gestapo and the Security Service in the last 
weeks of the regime.

Manfred Messerschmidt has recently described in depth the ruthless sup-
pression of all opposition within the Wehrmacht.32 More than 25,000 death 
sentences were imposed, of which at least 18,000 were carried out. More than 
100,000 members of the Wehrmacht were placed in penal camps in the fi eld or 
in probationary battalions and were oft en put to death. 5,000 to 8,000 court-
martial sentences were carried out. All this explains why, in the fi nal days of 
the war, soldiers allowed themselves to be forced into a hopeless fi ght. Between 
July 1944 and May 1945 more perished than in all the previous years: 2,700,000 
men altogether, amounting to more than 8,600 casualties per day.

By early 1945 it was clear to the vast majority of the German people that the 
war had been lost militarily, and that responsibility lay not with the popula-
tion at large but with the political and military leadership. Th eir thinking was 
dominated by the justifi ed criticism that the leadership had dangerously un-
derestimated the military power of the Soviet Union. A public mood report by 
the Security Service in March 1945 admitted that the population regarded the 
situation as hopeless and that, apart from the continuing eff ect of a ‘residue of 
faith in miracles which has been nourished by adroit and purposeful propa-
ganda about new weapons’, they were convinced that a catastrophe could no 
longer be averted by the methods previously employed. Th e people ‘no longer 
have faith in the leadership’.33

Th is was the culmination of a development that began no later than the 
defeat of the German armies outside Moscow in December 1941. It had its 
high and low points, but its inner logic led to a complete loss of faith in the 
government. It had been presaged in the mounting criticism of the NSDAP, its 
corruption and authoritarianism, and also of the actions of the SS, though ini-
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tially the person of Adolf Hitler had been exempt from this verdict. Th is began 
to change in the summer of 1944, but until that time the Hitler cult had held 
together, despite the drift ing and disintegrating political system.34
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The French Entry into the War 
in September 1939
Between Reluctance and Resignation

Barbara Lambauer

Th e defeat of France in June 1940 was one of the greatest traumas in the his-
tory of French foreign policy. Along with 1870 and 1954, it sealed the nation’s 
fi nal descent from a great power to a power of the second rank. In view of 
this, it is all the more remarkable that French historians (with the exception 
of Marc Bloch1), waited patiently for over thirty years before addressing them-
selves to the subject. Particular attention was then given to the psychological 
constitution of French society in the years before the war; the standard work 
on French foreign policy in the 1930s, by Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, is entitled 
La décadence.2

Since the 1970s, French work on the end of the Th ird Republic has predom-
inantly studied the 1930s as the path leading inevitably to the defeat of June 
1940, and underlined in this connection the importance of domestic political 
and social tensions.3 It was only in 1990 that Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac (in-
cidentally a former resistance fi ghter) addressed himself in a highly regarded 
work to the French frame of mind at the entry into the war; the fi rst volume 
of his book was signifi cantly sub-titled: Th e War: Yes or No?4 Drawing a line 
between the questions as to the cause of the defeat and the state of French 
society is not easy in most cases. Th e allegedly insuffi  cient military build-up 
of the French army is generally explained by unstable political conditions, but 
also by the advanced ages of the political class. British and American studies, 
on the other hand, seek to challenge the previously dominant view that there 
was a direct connection between social crisis and military defeat.5 In the eyes 
of Ernest R. Mays, for example, the Allies should actually have emerged vic-
torious from the confl ict in the spring of 1940, a thesis that he maintains can 
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be proven by computer simulation.6 Th e Franco-British defeat, he argues, is to 
be explained primarily by the fact that the secret services were not suffi  ciently 
involved in the planning of the war and defence, and by the shock eff ect of the 
Ardennes off ensive, to which the British and French responded far too slowly. 
Peter Jackson, on the other hand, emphasises the French secret service’s false 
estimation or overestimation of the strength of German armaments and the 
feeling of military inferiority that this engendered in the French.7 Nor can Ju-
lian Jackson fi nd anything in the thesis that the seeds of the French defeat were 
sown in the 1930s: apart from the six weeks of the French campaign, the Th ird 
Republic could, in his opinion, be seen as ‘an extraordinary success story’.8

What picture, then, emerges of the French in the period before September 
1939? Were they ready for a major war? It is impossible to give an adequate 
answer to this question without considering the fi ve and a half years that pre-
ceded the declaration of war in September 1939. Th e French journalist and his-
torian Henri Amouroux speaks of the ‘melancholy triumph’ of Marshal Pétain 
in the early summer of 1940, which would have been impossible without the 
general ‘bewilderment, de-politicisation, the immense weariness of a people 
that had been thrown into a badly planned war which they had lost long before 
they could learn how to wage it’. 9 So in this chapter I shall distinguish between 
two periods: one of escalating inner tensions and schisms from 1934 to 1938, 
followed by one of attempts at moral and military build-up.

‘Better Hitler than Blum’? France on 
the Verge of Civil War, 1934–1938

During the second half of the 1930s the French were much less concerned 
about international security and the threat represented by Hitler’s Germany 
than about the internal state of aff airs in their own country. Th is was marked 
not only by an extremely unstable political situation but also by violent clashes, 
particularly between the (extreme) left  and the right. Th is is how Raymond 
Aron recalled the situation: ‘In the thirties, I lived in despair of French deca-
dence, with the feeling that France was preparing to throw itself into an abyss. 
To all intents and purposes, France no longer existed. [Th e country] existed 
only in the feelings of hatred that Frenchmen harboured towards each other.’10 
Feelings of hatred that, in the coming years, were to go so far as to make some 
middle-class circles, as the Catholic intellectual Emmanuel Mounier noted 
in October 1938 in the journal Esprit, prefer ‘Hitler to Blum’.11 Th e historian 
Pierre Laborie proposes the following diagnosis: France found itself in a ‘seri-
ous crisis of collective consciousness and identity’; the feeling of belonging to a 
national community gradually went to pieces in the second half of the 1930s.12 
Th is breaking asunder could be traced to the violent social struggles before the 
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outbreak of the war. Th e fears and confrontations fomented in the course of 
the popular front government left  wounds that were still felt years later.

Th e starting-point for the social and political tensions was the economic cri-
sis that hit France with full force in 1932 and could not be cushioned because 
of the structural instability of the country’s domestic politics: between June 
1932 and March 1940 there were no less than sixteen diff erent cabinets (seven 
between June 1932 and February 1934 alone); the average life of a government 
was thus somewhat less than six months.13 Th e resultant political crisis of con-
fi dence reached a dramatic climax in the so-called ‘Stavisky Aff air’, a political 
corruption scandal of huge dimensions that caused right-wing leagues and 
war veterans to hold a large demonstration in front of the Chamber of Depu-
ties protesting against the ‘republic of thieves’.14 Th e demonstration degener-
ated into a riot that lasted for hours and the police opened fi re: fi ft een dead 
and more than two thousand injured turned the clash into a decisive event that 
caused a deep and long-lasting shock. For Raymond Aron it was the beginning 
of a ‘cold civil war’.15 From this time onwards the political fronts remained ir-
reconcilable. For the Left , it was a question of the dangerous radicalisation of 
a re-strengthened fascism and a failed coup d’etat. Th e Right focussed on the 
corruption of state power.

Foreign policy at this time operated very unsystematically; Duroselle la-
ments the ‘lack of seriousness’ and the inadequate preparation and competence 
of the ministers responsible.16 Th e man in charge at the Ministry of Foreign 
Aff airs was Alexis Léger, an adherent of Aristide Briand’s approach at a time 
when this was long outdated, the Weimar Republic having turned into Na-
tional Socialist Germany, which had no intention of observing international 
agreements. France’s customary fl ight into ‘pact mania’ could no longer meet 
the growing threat. Using the ratifi cation of the French-Soviet mutual assis-
tance pact as a pretext, Hitler re-militarised the Rhineland in the spring of 
1936. Th is fait accompli ultimately met with mild protest in France, which had 
only briefl y considered a military response, since new elections were to be held 
in six weeks. On this the young writer Robert Brasillach, then working for the 
royalist newspaper Action Française, commented sarcastically in his memoirs: 
‘I do not know whether the French army was prepared or not; I know only 
that elections were impending, and that in a republic military operations can-
not be ordered a few weeks before the polls.’17 Raymond Aron thought the 
French descent to the defeat of June 1940 began with this missed opportunity 
to confront Hitler’s breaches of the Locarno Pact: France spared itself the pain 
of defending ‘its only guarantee of peace, which it owed to the lives of 1.3 mil-
lion of its children’.18 In this Aron saw a much graver French responsibility 
for ‘abdication’ in the face of Hitler’s Germany than, for instance, the Munich 
Conference two and a half years later. Th e majority of the French, however, 
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could not then distinguish between the now overt National Socialist policy of 
aggression and the German policy of revision in the 1920s.

Th e elections of May 1936 brought a radical change in the government: the 
victorious Rassemblement populaire, composed mainly of socialists, radical 
socialists and communists, formed a government under the president of the 
council of ministers, Léon Blum, which has gone down in history as the Front 
populaire and still today divides opinion and nourishes debates. Th e swearing-
in of the government was immediately followed by a sweeping wave of strikes: 
more than 2.5 million workers stopped work until the government introduced 
collective contracts, two-weeks paid holiday and fi nally a forty-hour week. 
Th e formation of this fi rst Popular Front government under Blum, the fi rst 
Jew to lead a French government, aroused growing fears in conservative and 
extreme right-wing circles of the approach of communism, fears whose con-
sequences reached into the Vichy regime. Th ey also left  their mark on French 
society, which became increasing polarised. Extreme parties were given a new 
impetus, both the Communist Party and extreme right-wing movements.19 
Th e Popular Front government had dissolved the right-wing political leagues, 
but this measure was immediately countered by the formation of new extrem-
ist parties. Th e most important example is the Parti Social Français (PSF) of 
Colonel de la Rocque, which became an assembly point for former followers of 
the Croix de feu league. Two months aft er it was founded it already had more 
members (over six hundred thousand) than the Communist or Socialist par-
ties. Another example is the Parti Populaire Français (PPF) of Jacques Doriot, 
a renegade Communist, with one hundred thousand supporters.20 Th e model 
for these parties was not national socialism but rather Italian fascism, which 
was widely admired in right-wing French circles. ‘Fascism’ (like ‘communism’ 
on the Left ) became a synonym for ‘action’ and ‘youth cult’, and could inspire 
an enthusiasm against which liberal democracy was barely able hold its own. 
Extreme right-wing and nationalist publications such as Gringoire, Candide, 
Je suis partout, L’Echo de Paris and L’Action française had already made their 
mark in 1935 as vociferous ‘advocates’ of Italy’s war against Ethiopia.21 Charles 
Maurras, leading fi gure in these circles, expressed himself very clearly: ‘Where 
public opinion rules, no one rules’, for democracy ‘leads into the abyss’, into 
decadence and, in the case of war, into military disaster.22 And even Raymond 
Aron admitted in his memoirs that, in view of the paralysis of the democratic 
countries, the spectacular rise of Hitler’s Germany and the economic growth 
rates published by the Soviet Union, he himself sometimes thought or said: ‘If 
an authoritarian regime is necessary in order to save France, then so be it; we 
shall accept it, even if inwardly we profoundly reject it.’23

Moreover, the French Right perceived in the eff ects of the Popular Front 
government alarming parallels to the Spanish Civil War that had broken out 
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only a few months before. Th e size of the strike movement made them fear a 
similar confl ict in France. Th e fi rst indication of this seemed to be the terrorist 
attacks against the French federation of employers in September 1936. In fact, 
these were perpetrated by the Cagoule, an underground right-wing extremist 
group, which intended to direct suspicion towards the Communist Party.24 Th e 
resentment of a frustrated bourgeoisie, who, according to Marc Bloch, were 
fi nding it diffi  cult to cope with the mutations of the economy, the emergence 
of a new class of workers and their demands,25 now became concentrated on 
the ‘Jew’ Léon Blum. Th e bourgeoisie could not forget the ‘red fl ag of the de-
mands’ which fl ew over the factories during the strike.26 Bloch writes: ‘From 
one day to the next, a long, deep fi ssure dividing social groups into two blocks 
ran through French society.’27 Th e subsequent attitude of the middle class re-
mained for Bloch ‘inexcusable’, for it ‘behaved stupidly’ towards reasonable 
and preposterous measures alike: they gave up their own country, thereby sur-
rendering it too hastily to the enemy.28

Th ere was a remarkable reversal among the traditionally anti-German 
Right (above all, in Action française and the circles related to it) in the years 
before the war: they abandoned their germanophobic tendencies in favour of 
an anti-communist course and began gradually to make friends with National 
Socialist Germany. Th is, combined with the decisive strengthening of the com-
munist camp and continued social unrest generated a ‘pre-civil war climate’ 
(préguerre civile), to quote Amouroux,29 or in Robert Brasillach’s words: ‘We 
felt the revolution approaching.’30 Th e offi  cial and unoffi  cial representatives 
of Hitler’s Germany working assiduously in France for the ‘German-French 
rapprochement’ could only congratulate themselves on this change and ex-
ploit it for their own ends. It was not, however, their work, as the myth of a 
‘fi ft h column’ would have us believe in the immediate aft ermath of French 
defeat. By the end of 1935, Ribbentrop’s assistant, Otto Abetz, an art teacher 
now established in the department for para-diplomatic activities founded by 
the former and later ambassador in Paris, had already persuaded well-known 
French fi gures to found a pro-German platform composed of various politi-
cal tendencies. Until the spring of 1939 this Comité France-Allemagne was to 
give German-French exchange a purely French veneer.31 Under the roof of the 
committee, whose strings he pulled behind the scenes, Abetz had managed to 
unite left -wing as well as right-wing war veterans’ associations, ‘non-conform-
ist’ intellectuals, journalists and writers (such as Drieu La Rochelle, Bertrand 
de Jouvenel), academics (Henri Lichtenberger) and young followers of Action 
française who had gathered round the journal Je suis partout. Th e chairman of 
the Comité France-Allemagne, Major R. M. L’Hôpital (Marshal Foch’s former 
adjutant), formulated the committee’s task as follows: ‘To prepare a form of 
co-existence for the coming generation in which each [country] can achieve its 
place in the sun through its own eff orts.’32 One of the chief means of persuad-
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ing the French of both the peaceful intentions and political superiority of the 
‘new Germany’ were organised tours beyond the Rhine, to a country that was, 
incidentally, in the process of fully re-arming itself. From 1939 onwards, con-
tributors to Je suis partout regularly took part in the Nazi Party Conferences 
in Nuremberg.33 Shortly before the ratifi cation of the Franco-Soviet mutual 
assistance pact, Hitler declared in an interview with Bertrand de Jouvenel for 
the high-circulation daily newspaper Paris-Soir:

Th ere are key moments in the lives of peoples. Today France can, if it wishes, put 
an end once and for all to the ‘German peril’ which your children have been taught 
to fear from generation to generation. You can rid yourselves of this alarming hy-
pothesis that has weighed on French history. Th e opportunity is yours. Should you 
not seize it, think of your responsibility towards your children! You stand before a 
Germany nine-tenths of whose people have placed their trust in its leader, and this 
leader says to you: Let us be friends!34

Th e French attitude towards National Socialist Germany was in fact profoundly 
ambivalent. On the Left , it was marked by feelings of guilt about the terms of 
the Versailles Peace Treaty, feelings that Abetz, in particular, deliberately ex-
ploited. Th e previously germanophobic Right re-defi ned their enemy in the 
light of the Popular Front government, now focussing on Communism as the 
main evil, and this allowed their cautious rapprochement with the German 
dictatorship. Th is re-defi nition shaped their so-called ‘neo-pacifi sm’, whose 
chief motive was not the rejection of armed force but rather anti-communism 
and the fear that an armed confl ict in Europe could, with the aid of national 
Communist Parties, lead to Soviet dominance.35

Th e 1936 Olympic Games furnished an excellent opportunity to showcase 
a ‘new Germany’ radiant with strength, dynamism and enthusiasm to an in-
ternational public. Th e Comité France-Allemagne played an important role in 
conveying this image to France. A member of the French delegation to the 
Games, Jacques Benoist-Méchin, was delighted by the enthusiastic welcome 
given French athletes in Garmisch-Partenkirchen and Berlin, and added that 
it was absurd to maintain, as some of the French press had done, that this was 
the work of an ‘acclamation brigade’.36 Th e Games, he said, were a lesson and 
an encouragement: ‘Th ey show in a concrete and unforgettable manner that 
understanding between our peoples is possible and that, if we wish, our dream 
can become reality.’37

Th e mounting threat presented by Hitler’s Germany by 1936 was not recog-
nised by the majority of the French, who could not distinguish between the new 
German policy of aggression and former German demands for revision of the 
Versailles Treaty in the 1920s. Apart from the factors already mentioned, espe-
cially political polarisation and growing anti-communism, a pacifi sm deeply 
anchored in society played a crucial role in French foreign policy during this 
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period. Th e extremely vague term pacifi sm stood for a multiplicity of attitudes, 
but was generally inspired by, as Pascal Laborie put it, an ‘intense longing for 
peace’ that could well be called a ‘collective and general will’.38 It was a strong 
feeling widespread amongst the population, forming a consensus and rooted 
in the conviction that, in reality, there was no such thing as an unavoidable war 
and no fatalistic tendency that inevitably leads to armed force. Th e rejection 
of war went so far that a trade union leader openly declared he preferred ‘serf-
dom to war’, ‘for one can get over being a serf, whereas there is no getting over 
not returning from a war’.39 As Aron later expressed it in a conversation:

Th e French had the feeling – rightly – that the war, however it turned out, would 
be a disaster for France. France, nearly bled to death by the First World War, could 
not aff ord another blood-letting, even should she prove victorious in the end. … In 
1936 intellectuals wrote one appeal aft er another. All of them said: ‘It was fortunate 
we did not resort to military measures.’ All of them. In 1938 all of them said: ‘We 
have avoided a war, and this avoidance alone is good’. We had [fi nally] to be so 
strongly cornered by the course of events that a kind of acceptance of disaster could 
emerge.40

In this connection it should be mentioned that in 1938 40 per cent of the male 
population were still survivors of the ‘Great War’: there were about 5.25 mil-
lion of them, of whom 1.5 million were still eligible for conscription.41 Th e 
majority of the French political and administrative elite belonged to this social 
group, with Edouard Daladier leading the way.

France and the Approach of War, 1938–1939

Th e Sudeten Crisis hit France during Prime Minister Edouard Daladier’s gov-
ernment, which still counted as part of the Popular Front, but which had al-
ready distanced itself considerably from the programmes of the fi rst period. 
Its most important characteristic was probably the increasing popularity and 
authority of Daladier himself, who seemed to be responding more and more 
to the call for a ‘strong leader’ and to be ruling by ordinances without conven-
ing Parliament.42 Although Daladier, like his predecessors, could be dismissed 
by Parliament, the fact remained that he had the majority of deputies behind 
him.43 We shall return later to his ambivalent eff orts to prepare the country for 
the war that was clearly looming, while at the same time crucially accelerating 
the division of French society.44 All in all, he seems to have been quite close to 
the ‘soul of the French people’, as Julian Jackson has observed: ‘He was neither 
an unconditional appeaser like [his Foreign minister Georges] Bonnet nor a 
convinced belliciste like [his Finance Minister Paul] Reynaud. Th us, he was 
well placed to sell peace in 1938 and war in 1939.’45
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In France his participation in the Munich Conference and his signing of 
the resultant agreement met with virtually unanimous acclaim. A few days 
aft er the conference, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry commented as follows on the 
fundamental dilemma it had precipitated:

We have decided to save the peace. But by saving the peace, we have harmed our 
friends. And without a doubt there were many among us who would have been 
prepared to risk their lives for the duties of friendship. Th ey felt a kind of dishonour. 
But had they sacrifi ced the peace, they would have felt the same dishonour, for then 
they would have sacrifi ced mankind. … For this reason we swayed back and forth 
between this view and the other. When peace seemed to us to be threatened, we 
discovered the dishonour of war. When the war seemed to us to be threatened, we 
felt the dishonour of peace.46

Th e majority of the French, still considerably infl uenced by a fi rst partial mo-
bilisation of troops (750,000 reservists and 25,000 offi  cers were engaged47), 
were in favour of the agreement, or as Jean-Pierre Azéma put it, were ‘très 
munichois’.48 In the Chamber of Deputies only the Communists and two ren-
egade deputies voted against Munich, so that there were 537 votes for and 
only 75 votes against. One of the fi rst opinion polls conducted by the recently 
founded Institut français d’opinion publique confi rmed this basic mood: in Oc-
tober 1938, 57 per cent of the French were satisfi ed with the result of the con-
ference (though 37 per cent were dissatisfi ed with it). Th e answer to the second 
question asked on the same occasion is not without signifi cance. Asked ‘Do you 
believe that France and England will now have to oppose every new demand by 
Hitler?’, no less than 70 per cent of those questioned answered ‘Yes’, and only 17 
per cent ‘No’.49 Th e French were quite aware that although they had escaped by 
the skin of their teeth this time, any further crisis must inevitably lead to war.

For the time being, a great wave of relief swept through the country; the pop-
ular celebrations to mark Daladier’s return were impressive, and were echoed 
in the major newspapers. In Le Figaro, for instance, the well-known journalist 
Wladimir d‘Ormesson emphasized the ‘plebiscite’ that had ‘prevailed through-
out the whole world’.50 Signifi cantly, the right-wing press celebrated a victory 
over ‘international Communism’ and ‘Jewry’ rejoiced at what it regarded as 
the obvious ‘disappointment of Moscow and Israel’.51 Louis Marin, formerly an 
adamant opponent of Germany and now especially hostile to the Agreement, 
had to admit: ‘We cannot aff ord to treat the world every 20 years to a Battle 
of the Marne.’52 Léon Blum was divided between ‘deep joy’ at the catastrophe 
so narrowly avoided and ‘deep pain’ for the ‘allied and stalwart nation’ whose 
integrity and part of whose independence had had to be sacrifi ced for the sake 
of ‘Europe’s tranquillity’.53

Th ese few comments already point to the diversity of motives that existed 
within the pro-Munich camp. For if to be ‘antimunichois’, to oppose the agree-
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ment, was perforce the same as assenting to a new war, the motives and goals 
of the agreement’s defenders were anything but unitary. Th e divisions between 
supporters and opponents cut across all political camps; the single exception 
was the Communists. Th e party most shaken by internal discord over Mu-
nich was undoubtedly the Socialists, who were henceforth divided between 
the followers of Blum and those of Paul Faures (an unconditional pacifi st). 
Schematically speaking, it could be said that the defenders of the agreement 
were divided into two clear groups: proponents of the British policy of ap-
peasement,54 and converted ‘neo-pacifi sts’ from the formerly germanophobic, 
extreme right-wing camp. To be distinguished from these was a temporising 
tendency that simply aimed to gain time, a motive which has also been as-
cribed to Daladier and to which a certain number of independent radical so-
cialists, socialists and several factions of the nationalist Right belonged.55

A striking characteristic of the French situation was the indignation fo-
cussed on the Communist Party, which vehemently opposed the agreement 
because the USSR had been excluded from the negotiations. Th e Party’s po-
sition, which sought to blur the boundaries between democracy and dicta-
torship and repeatedly raised the issue of the class struggle (for instance, it 
referred to the ‘200 families’ that profi ted from the agreement56), was uncon-
vincing. It thereby gave its opponents ammunition in the battle against com-
munism, a battle which, Henri Amouroux observed, replaced ‘the war that we 
were not fi ghting against the Germans’.57 In the weeks following the Munich 
Conference, several newspapers conducted veritable hate campaigns against 
the so-called ‘red menace’. Th e Communists were accused of seeking to send 
the bourgeoisie and peasants to the slaughterhouse, that is, to the front, so that 
back home they could establish a dictatorship of the proletariat, who would 
have stayed behind to work in the factories.58

Th e Munich Agreement is usually said to have created the misleading im-
pression that peace had once again been saved at the last minute. To the govern-
ment in Paris, however, it was plain that the agreement could only serve to delay 
the inevitable and that a decisive military build-up was urgently needed. Not 
for nothing had Daladier been acting minister of war since 1936. At the end 
of August 1938 he had already drawn public attention to the need to relax the 
forty hour week in order to boost armaments production in view of the mount-
ing international threat. Th e trade union movement, less concerned about con-
siderations of foreign policy than about the fi erce confl icts with employers that 
had been going on since 1936, had no intention of conceding a triumph of any 
kind to the government and rejected overtures to this eff ect out of hand.

Th e inauspicious combination of decreased production, initially due to the 
cut in working hours, with a fl ight of capital, connected with refusals to invest 
on the part of employers, had in fact led to a signifi cant price rise since 1936. 
Th e demands for corresponding wage increases coupled with the simultaneous 
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refusal to relax regulations about working hours further nurtured the already 
far-reaching tensions between workers and employers. By 1937, the situation 
in the factories (especially the larger ones) was explosive. Th e ‘daily renewed 
guerrilla war characteristic of the time of the Popular Front’ culminated in 
1938 in a test of strength between employers and workers which ultimately 
revolved around the simple question: ‘Who takes the decisions at the work-
place?’59 Th e historian Antoine Prost has underscored that, for the employers, 
this confrontation was rather a question of ‘their social position and authority 
than their income’, whereas for the workers it was a question of defending the 
freedom they had won in 1936 from the factory hierarchy. In the end, it was 
the new international situation created by the Sudeten Crisis that enabled the 
government to strike the crucial blow against the French trade union move-
ment, bringing victory to the employers and political Right. Th e impetus was 
given by a regulation initiated by the new minister of Finance, Paul Reynaud, 
on 12 November 1938, which proclaimed an exception in the extension of 
working hours that was practically tantamount to abolishing the forty hour 
week. What is more, the employers decided on a very broad interpretation 
of the text, which inevitably gave the impression that the workers had been 
the victims of ‘collective chicanery’.60 In the Renault factories, for example, the 
forty hour week was spread over six days instead of fi ve (as it had been before), 
and the trade union leader was sacked. Another factory in a Parisian suburb 
introduced a seven-hour working day from Monday to Sunday, with the ex-
ception of Saturday, when it was to be nine hours. Th e government’s response 
to the fi rst local strikes was to clear the occupied factories and there were mass 
dismissals (twenty-eight thousand, for instance, at Renault). Th e trade union 
answered with a call for a general strike on 30 November.61

Th is was to go down in history as a great failure, for the government did not 
hesitate to crack down: there were numerous arrests and dismissals. Th ey were 
implemented primarily against the trade union leaders and works councils: 
by January 1939 more than ten thousand had been defi nitively sacked and 
barred from other work because of their participation in the general strike. By 
February 1939, there were 1,731 criminal prosecutions; 806 resulted in prison 
sentences, 103 for a period of longer than two months; 94 people were still 
serving sentences then.62 Daladier, who had clearly come down on the side of 
the employers, emerged from the confl ict stronger than before, whereas from 
now on the Socialists, and indeed the Communists, were to fi nd themselves 
politically isolated. Trade Union membership declined drastically; the records 
of the Ministry of Labour show no further strikes for 1939.63 By the spring 
of 1939 at the latest, the public mood had moved to the Right, but without 
strengthening the extremists.64 Daladier had succeeded, so to say, in lower-
ing the ‘anti-Communist fever’ in France; in the words of Julian Jackson, the 
cry ‘Better Hitler than Blum’ became ‘Why Hitler when we have Daladier?’65 
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According to the historian Talbot Imlay, the Daladier government’s overt sup-
port for the employers was to have ‘tremendous consequences for France’s war 
eff ort’:

By allying with industry, the government ensured that economic mobilization for 
war was pursued along laissez-faire, economic liberal lines. Yet preparations for 
a possible war demanded greater economic direction and co-ordination. … With 
the state abnegating responsibility in the economic realm, ineffi  ciency and chaos 
resulted. … Finally, the isolation of organized labour, a direct result of the govern-
ment’s alliance with industry, exacerbated the sense of general crisis by fostering the 
perception of a disgruntled and alienated working class dangerously susceptible to 
the PCF’s revolutionary designs.66

In the aft ermath, anti-communism became the real basis of a new social consen-
sus, whose concept of the enemy included even the moderate Left . Reynaud could 
pursue a liberal fi nancial policy, which did in fact gradually lure capital back into 
the country and lead to a clear improvement in the economic situation.67

With regard to its foreign policy at this time, the French government re-
mained remarkably discreet and ready to compromise. When there was a 
brutal pogrom against the Jews in Germany on 9 November 1938, aft er the 
assassination in Paris of Ernst vom Rath, the response of the French press was 
largely guarded and cautious. Th e pogrom was reported only briefl y and so-
berly, mainly on the middle pages. As Georges Bidault noted with clear amaze-
ment in the newspaper L’Aube, the reporters were obviously ‘sweating with fear 
of off ending the public’: ‘But why should we keep silent about the sorrow and 
abhorrence we felt yesterday when reading the Parisian press?’68 Th e constraint 
is all the more astonishing in view of the fact that the assassination took place 
in Paris. It can undoubtedly be explained by Paris’s desire to avoid new tensions 
with Berlin at all costs and its primary objective was to gain time against Ger-
many. In this connection, the new French ambassador presented his creden-
tials to the German government on exactly the same morning as the American 
ambassador was recalled from Berlin in protest against the pogrom.69

In November 1939 France was also in the midst of a two-week long com-
memoration of the end of the 1914 war, which was celebrated with solemn 
torchlight processions and to which considerable political signifi cance was 
evidently attached. Th e commemoration of the truce was accompanied by 
carefully prepared events and was supposed to comply with the wish, also fre-
quently expressed by war veterans, to surmount social and political obstacles 
and to re-connect with the 1914 spirit of national unity, while avoiding any 
expression of satisfaction at the German defeat as it could have been taken as 
a provocation by Berlin.70

Parallel to this France and Germany were preparing to sign a joint declara-
tion, which Joachim von Ribbentrop had to postpone supposedly because of 
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international indignation at the treatment of Jews in the Th ird Reich.71 Th e 
event was offi  cially announced in Paris on the same day as the visit of Prime 
Minister Neville Chamberlain and his Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax was 
scheduled. Th e strange balancing act of French foreign policy, ogling, as it did, 
both of its neighbours, did not escape alert observers. Th us Georges Bidault 
noted: ‘One document is added to another, to the Briand-Kellogg Pact, for 
example, which Hitler’s Germany has not renounced and the importance it 
means to attach to which one could see in September. … It is not, alas, the 
fi rst time that the stance adopted by Paris must end in disorienting British and 
American opinion at a time when it has begun to become particularly well-
disposed towards us.’72 Th e futility of the international policy of appeasement 
became evident, at the very latest, when German troops entered Prague. Did 
the French government now clearly address the population and prepare it for 
the danger of an imminent war against Germany? Although it did respond to 
the fresh crisis by intensifying the military build-up, politically the country 
seemed more divided than ever, despite the offi  cial discourse that never wea-
ried of appealing to a sense of national unity. In this connection Pierre Laborie 
regards it as characteristic of France immediately before the war that there 
was no concrete designation of the enemy. Weekly newsreels, for example, ad-
dressed the subject of national defence at length (Laborie quotes here Gen-
eral Weygand’s ‘famous and unfortunate declaration’ of July 1939, according 
to which the French army was equipped ‘with material of the highest quality, 
fortifi cations of the fi rst order, an extraordinary courage and a remarkable high 
command’73). But what authorities did not mention, is against whom France 
would have to defend itself. Laborie detects here a systematic ‘drift  into irra-
tionality’, bred by a diff use discourse that revolved around the so-called ‘deca-
dence’ of French society: ‘Th e long slide from reason to unreason, the ease 
with which false, demonological explanations gradually replace the analysis 
of the complex causes of a crisis and fuse into a succession of certainties – or 
at least of assumptions presented as certainties’. Part of this was, for instance, 
the allusion to allegedly malevolent (foreign or occult) forces working to cor-
rode the nation, and also the search for scapegoats and the call for a strong 
leader – Edouard Daladier. Political debates conformed to fl agrant stereotypes 
and generalisations along the lines of: ‘If one is against the war, one is for fas-
cism’, or ‘Anti-Fascists are automatically warmongers and conscious or un-
conscious agents of the “Bolshevik revolution”’ (from which must follow that 
opponents of Bolshevism basically agree with actions undertaken to maintain 
peace).74

Th e progressive and deep-reaching dissolution of social cohesion that fol-
lowed from this was undoubtedly an important factor in the thoroughly am-
bivalent character of the French entry into the war in 1939, and indeed in the 
ease with which the Pétain regime was established in summer 1940.
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An event that illustrates this state of aff airs is the celebration for the 150th 
anniversary of the French Revolution in July 1939, a few weeks before the out-
break of the war, which turned out to be a failure. Th e mounting danger of 
an international war served as a pretext to steer the celebrations clear of any 
show of ‘passion’; the storming of the Bastille seemed to have been completely 
forgotten.75 Th e government’s indiff erence to the occasion was already clear in 
the planning stage, and apart from the Communist Party (which sought to mo-
nopolise the anniversary for itself and its own revolutionary ideas) no other po-
litical group wished to appear in public as co-organiser: ‘Cabinet ministers were 
no more inclined than the elected representatives to turn their attention to the 
[pre-] history of the regime [the Th ird Republic] so as to illustrate its defence.’76 
Th anks to the doggedness shown by the organisers of the Ligue des droits de 
l’homme and the Ligue française de l’enseignement, the planned events did take 
place and were publicly subsidised, but they were overshadowed by a ‘double 
crisis, both domestic and international’. Participation by offi  cial representatives 
and the French public turned out to be merely nominal.77 1939 was obviously 
not the year in which to mobilise the French for republican values; it seemed 
easier for the government to associate itself with the extreme Right than with the 
Left .78 Th e single exception was the military parade with the theme ‘Th e Four-
teenth of July Marks the Recovery of France’, which lured one and a half mil-
lion spectators and in which four companies of English Grenadiers took part.79 
Photographs of the parade were, incidentally, also published in the Deutsch-
französische Monatsheft e, the organ of the Comité France-Allemagne.80

Th e idea of France’s new ‘recovery’ became a major theme of offi  cial pro-
paganda, to which Daladier attached increasing importance. Th is was made 
clear by the appointment of the fi rst general commissioner for information in 
the person of the writer Jean Giraudoux, a good acquaintance of Otto Abetz. 
In 1935 he had written a play entitled Th e Trojan War Will Not Take Place, in 
which he imagines how the Trojan War could have been avoided had Hector 
decided in favour of peace and sent Helen back to the Greeks. In the summer 
of 1939 Giraudoux published a book entitled Pleins pouvoirs, in which he ex-
presses his concerns about contemporary France. In his opinion, the tempta-
tion to trace the ‘present French problem’ to the international situation was too 
great, and would be mistaken: ‘To think that the struggle we must wage is a 
struggle of democracy against tyranny means to accept a dangerous confusion. 
It means to ascribe responsibility to Germany and Italy, who are not to blame, 
for a fatal but internal trouble, which we have sought out of unconscious or 
feigned stoicism, or else out of weakness, to conceal by all means behind pro-
jected states of fear.’81 Th e core of the ‘French problem’ lay, in his view, in the 
‘decline of the French race’. Among the reasons for this Giraudoux counted 
the unchecked infl ux, ‘under the cloak of every revolution, ideological move-
ment and persecution’, of ‘all the outcasts, maladjusted, greedy and impaired’ 
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of Europe, among whom were ‘hundreds of thousands of Ashkenazim that 
had escaped Polish or Rumanian ghettos’ whose ‘spiritual values, though not 
particularism’, they rejected.82 Even aft er the French declaration of war, on 11 
November, Giraudoux addressed a speech to French draft ees in which he in-
voked the idea of an inner change in France.83

How did the majority of French see the situation in their country in 1939? 
Th ey seemed at any rate to be gradually preparing themselves for the immi-
nent war; the crucial change had begun with the shock of the German invasion 
of Prague. Even Frenchmen who wished to show understanding for German 
aims, such as Félix Bérard of the Comité France-Allemagne in Lyon, revealed 
their incomprehension. In ‘Th e Swastika Flies Over Prague … We No Longer 
Understand’, he wrote: ‘Now, in contrast to our view of the spirit of Munich, 
it seems that the politics of the fait accompli and the fi st hammering a table 
has gained the upper hand. Th at is alarming and will put the nerves of old 
Europe to a hard test. … Th e true friends of Germany do not know how they 
can defend her in their own country.’84 French opinion polls in July 1939, that 
is, in the midst of the Danzig crisis, show that 45 per cent of those questioned 
thought a war in the same year was probable (50 per cent among those aged 
between twenty and thirty years). By comparison, in April 1939, following the 
German entry into Prague, it was only 37 per cent. However, in July 1939, 
34 per cent were still optimistic about the chances of preserving the peace (in 
contrast to 47 per cent three months before).85 To the question whether, if a 
war did not occur by October, there was still danger of a later war, 67 per cent 
replied with ‘yes’. And in contrast to the neo-socialist Marcel Déat, who on 
4 May 1939 had questioned whether the French should ‘be dying for Danzig’, 
76 per cent of those questioned were of the opinion that Germany must be 
prevented from taking Danzig by force. Many authors admit, however, that 
this mounting national solidarity against Hitler’s Germany probably arose 
from an illusion, namely that if the French took a hard line Berlin could be 
held in check before events led to a war.86

A decisive event, which strengthened the nation in its attitude and enabled 
Daladier to join the British declaration of war at the beginning of September, 
was the Hitler-Stalin Pact and the shock it triggered in France. Signifi cantly, 
with this pact the French Communist Party became ‘Enemy Number 1’,87 for 
the government seized the opportunity to start persecuting communists. Only 
two days later the communist newspapers Ce soir and L’Humanité were im-
pounded and banned, and the fi rst arrests ordered; the Party started on its 
long path into the underground.88 ‘Th e pact with Moscow, a disaster for the 
democracies at a military level, gives Daladier’s government a psychological 
advantage: it can shift  the responsibility for the declaration of war to Russian 
treachery and National Socialist irrationality.’89 France responded to the Ger-
man invasion of Poland on 1 September 1939 with a general mobilisation of 
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its army and, a day later, with the Chamber of Deputies’ authorisation of war 
credits. A vote on the declaration of war itself, supposed to follow on 3 Sep-
tember, was never to take place. In his speech, which stood under the shadow 
of July 1914 (adhering to the main points of the speech of then head of govern-
ment90), Daladier emphasised: ‘I have tried everything to avoid the worst. Th e 
world bears witness that this has happened contrary to the will of France.’91 
On 4 September, he again addressed his compatriots: ‘Frenchwomen and 
Frenchmen, we are waging war because we have been forced to wage it.’92 Was 
he prepared for war? Numerous historians have questioned whether he was; 
years later the economist Alfred Sauvy, advisor to Paul Reynaud, pointed to 
Daladier’s greatest error, the greatest that a head of state can commit in times 
of hostilities: ‘to proclaim that under no circumstances would he seize the of-
fensive initiative. In contrast to Clémenceau, he waged no war.’93

Th e French thus entered the war of 1939 with a marked reluctance and res-
ignation, but at the same time with the certainty that they must ‘make an end 
of it’94 with Hitler’s Germany:

From socialists to conservatives, the initial reaction was basically the same. France 
had never wanted another war; this war was instigated by the new barbarians, the 
Nazis, headed by Hitler. France is doing her elementary duty in defending civiliza-
tion against the onslaught of barbarism. It is symptomatic that the French press in 
expressing public opinion laid no stress on patriotic, strategic, and economic goals, 
nor on any other French interest. Th ese were rarely mentioned, the motive stressed 
being that there was no choice, the crusade must be carried out.95

Th e memory of 1919 was still vivid and caused fear that France might not 
be equal to a new confl ict. A crucial role was played by the feeling of weak-
ness and inner discord which was also kindled by the government: in spite of 
the belated preparations for war which had been going on since the autumn 
of 1938, the French were not really ready for a war against Germany, either 
militarily or psychologically. As General Maxime Weygand, by now a friend of 
truce, said at the end of May 1940: ‘France committed the immense blunder of 
entering a war for which it had neither the necessary material nor the neces-
sary military doctrine’96 – an observation that was meant to refer to the army, 
but would probably also be valid for French society. Who was France’s real 
enemy? Even as the Wehrmacht advanced on Paris, the fear of a communist 
rebellion was still greater than the fear of a German victory. In this connection 
Julian Jackson quotes the American ambassador William Bullitt who reported 
to Washington at the end of May 1940: ‘Everyone believes that once the gov-
ernment leaves Paris, the Communists of the industrial suburbs will seize the 
city and will be permitted to murder, loot and burn for several days before the 
Germans come in.’97 Th e latent fear of civil war and the previously described 
inner discord were therefore by no means fi res that appeared and were fanned 
only during the subsequent German occupation or at the time of the libera-
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tion. Th ey were already bitter reality at the end of the thirties and moved his-
torian Marc Bloch, for example, to make a detailed analysis in which neither 
French society, politics nor economy were spared. So, too, François Mitter-
rand, stationed at the front, wrote home in a letter of November 1939: ‘What 
would really bother me, would be to die for values (anti-values) in which I 
don’t believe.’98
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Great Britain
Declaring War as a Matter of Honour

Lothar Kettenacker

More than half a century aft er the end of the Second World War and almost 
two decades aft er the end of the Cold War, we may be permitted to pose the 
question whether the focus of research on the negative attributes of Neville 
Chamberlain’s appeasement politics does justice to the historical reality. Doubts 
about this way of looking at things already emerged in the critical discussion 
of A. J. P. Taylor’s account of the outbreak of war.1 Here too it now appears to 
be time to place the Th ird Reich in the perspective of history, as Martin Bro-
szat has proposed.2 Th e answer to the question as to how it could have come 
to such a narrowing of perspective should already considerably qualify this 
research approach. To begin with, we should recall Churchill’s long-infl uential 
but highly questionable verdict on the Second World War as ‘the unnecessary 
war’. ‘Th ere was never a war more easy to stop than that which has just wrecked 
what was left  of the world from the previous struggle.’3 What war, then, is nec-
essary? Chamberlain could not defend himself against this judgement: he died 
of cancer in 1940. Today one is inclined to agree with D. C. Watt, who empha-
sizes the German dictator’s implacable will to war, which was not to be broken 
from outside: ‘Hitler wanted, willed, craved war and the destruction wrought 
by war. He did not want the war he got.’4 In other words, it is an illusion to 
assume that there was an eff ective alternative to the politics of appeasement. 
Government eff orts to recruit the Soviet Union for the defensive front against 
Hitler also failed miserably in the end. Still, Chamberlain initially succeeded in 
keeping Mussolini out of the war. Aft er 1945, when the West was now to all ap-
pearances confronted by a Soviet dictator lusting for expansion, it seemed wise 
to heed Churchill’s pointedly formulated lesson drawn from recent history and 
to emphasize the responsibility of the free world not only for that which had 
been, but also for that which should not be permitted to happen again. Every-
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thing may have its political justifi cation in its time. But history also has its own 
life and a right to be taken seriously per se. And here at last is the indisput-
able declaration of war, emphatically demanded by press and Parliament, an 
expression of moral rather than military strength: the reluctant declaration of 
war by a man who looked upon it as a mark of failure, who sought like no one 
else to maintain peace to the last, and who, disregarding all criticism of his per-
son, embodied the will to peace of his countrymen and their unbending self-
respect. ‘Everything that I have worked for’, he confessed at the proclamation of 
the state of war on 3 September 1939, ‘everything that I have hoped for, every-
thing that I have believed in during my public life, has crashed into ruins.’5 Let 
me mention only one episode that shows how seriously the historian should 
take this confession: In order to bring about a solution to the Sudeten Crisis, 
in September 1939 Chamberlain was prepared to board an aeroplane for the 
fi rst time in his life to visit the much younger German dictator. Once airborne, 
he was deeply impressed by the view of the densely populated estuary of the 
Th ames. He asked himself, as he later reported to his Cabinet, what protection 
could be off ered to the homes spread out below, only to come to the conclusion 
‘that we were in no position to justify waging a war today’.6 Such a man was no 
good as a war leader, unlike Churchill, who would show no scruple in sending 
British bombers to attack the German civilian population.7 But he was, in his 
manner and in his strengths and weaknesses, far more representative of his 
country than his charismatic and headstrong critic and successor.

In no other European country did the maintenance of peace and the con-
tinuance of the international order stand so much in the foreground of public 
interest as in Great Britain, the largest, but also the most challenged imperial 
power of Europe. At no other time was this will for peace coupled with such an 
aggressively expressed need for security. Th ere are no lack of indications of a 
general longing for peace: the reduction of armament spending from 766 mil-
lion pounds per year in 1919–20 to 102 millions in 1932, based on the Ten Years 
Rule which Churchill also accepted – that is, the assumption that Great Britain 
would not have to face a serious opponent for at least ten years; the much pub-
licised Oxford Union vote in February 1933 in favour of the pacifi st motion, 
‘Th is House will in no circumstance fi ght for King and Country’; fi nally, the 
Peace Ballot Movement, nearly all of whose 11 million voters decided in favour 
of their country’s remaining in the League of Nations and of adhering to inter-
national disarmament agreements. Twenty per cent of the participants rejected 
military measures even in the case of an unprovoked attack.8 At exactly the 
time when Hitler was starting an intense programme of re-armament with the 
introduction of compulsory military service, British post-war pacifi sm reached 
its zenith with this referendum for peace. Only four years later the British press 
and Parliament forced Chamberlain into a declaration of war against Hitler. 
How is this astonishing change of heart to be explained?
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Certainly the mind of the population had not fundamentally changed in 
these four years, including its stance on war and peace. British society had 
undergone a rather radical sobering up, which ultimately posed the dilemma: 
either a declaration of war or the loss of national self-respect. Th e development 
of public opinion from an unqualifi ed will for peace to the realisation that war 
was inevitable took place within the existing democratic framework, which 
was never seriously called into question; there was no polarisation into doves 
and hawks, democrats, communists and fascists, but rather a quite normal dif-
ference of opinion as, for instance, in the question of the approach to be taken 
towards Italy aft er its Abyssinian adventure or towards the opposing camps in 
the Spanish Civil War. Th e process by which the democratic will is formed set 
narrow boundaries to the range of political action. Up to the Munich Confer-
ence, the great majority of the population and the leading newspapers sup-
ported Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement.9 For the opinion-forming elite 
and the great majority of the population ‘appeasement’ signifi ed not a cow-
ardly accommodation of the German dictator, but rather the satisfaction of all 
apparently justifi ed popular political demands by negotiation; in other words, 
the peaceable revision of the Versailles Treaty, which in retrospect was held 
responsible for Germany’s having gone off  course. In 1938 hardly a serious 
commentator could be found who advocated the rigorous maintenance of the 
Versailles order. Hitler’s polemic against the treaty had proved to be his most 
successful propaganda hit both at home and abroad. As long as the policy of 
‘Back into the Reich’ amounted to the creation of a German nation-state, as 
Hitler never wearied of emphasising, Great Britain had no fundamental ob-
jections to it. Misgivings were stirred up, however, by the German dictator’s 
methods, which became apparent especially in the fi nal phase of the Sude-
ten Crisis and fostered the insight that now an accelerated re-armament was 
on. Even the economic dominance of the Reich in southeastern Europe,10 the 
Reichs mark bloc as the counterpart to the Sterling block, was intelligible and 
accepted. So why should Hitler plot a war when he could have everything that 
the Reich could demand, as understood by a dominant European Great Power, 
by peaceful means: if not the return of the German colonies, then at least an 
‘informal empire’ in eastern Europe. Th is probably corresponded to Cham-
berlain’s view and his pronounced fl air for economics. His then Parliamentary 
Private Secretary, the later Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary Alec Doug-
las-Home, wrote in his memoirs: ‘Germany was strong and sitting pretty. Th e 
whole of the Danube basin was economically within her sphere of infl uence. 
… All in all, Hitler’s ambitions could have been gained without war, and Ger-
many would have been the strongest power in Europe, with her word carry-
ing authority far and wide outside her borders.’11 Th e accent lies of course on 
‘informal empire’, such as the British had fi rst set up in Africa, whereas Hitler 
had a very diff erent and more archaic idea of empire, and also of the admired 
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British Empire itself, which in his opinion was ruled by a ‘core of the white race’. 
Hitler lacked any realistic idea of the ruling practices of the British Empire in 
other parts of the world; he could only cite a litany of statistics and square kilo-
metres and population numbers about its larger colonies and compare them 
with those of the German Reich.12 Th e political autodidact could not conceive 
of a form of rule other than direct domination.

Yet the British range of perception was also limited. Th e German dictator’s 
common-sensical political acumen and opportunistic rationality blocked the 
British decision-making elite’s view of the ideological determinants of Nazi 
foreign policy. Aft er the war A. J. P. Taylor still described the foreign policy 
successes of the Th ird Reich as the continuation of Weimar revisionism by 
other means.13 For the ordinary man, Hitler was the bully in the European 
schoolyard, who respected only physical force. Who better to sort out such an 
enfant terrible than the old schoolmaster Chamberlain? Munich had already 
been perceived as a personal contest between two men and their principles; 
and who the victor was remained open. Hitler had by no means succeeded in 
achieving his demands all along the line. Aft er all, the British Prime Minister 
could now position himself in the public eye as the bringer of peace. To all ap-
pearances, he had successfully asserted the principle that territorial changes in 
Europe could not take place without the consent of the Great Powers. Revision 
of the Versailles Treaty was legitimate as long as it was not unilateral and was 
done in consensus with the Great Powers.

With Hitler’s invasion of Prague in mid March this appearance evaporated. 
Chamberlain took the unilateral action of his adversary as a personal aff ront; 
and so too did the British public, with its predilection for the personalising of 
grand politics. Th eir Prime Minister, with his habitual top hat, stand-up col-
lar, umbrella and understated manner,14 the very embodiment of the British 
nature, had been made to look a fool before the whole world by an underhand 
continental dictator, a social nobody. Only now did it become clear to every-
one that Hitler would not content himself with reclaiming German territory.15 
He had shown himself to be a classic imperialist, a threat to all neighbouring 
countries. In Chamberlain’s words: ‘Is this the end of an old adventure or is 
it the beginning of a new? Is this the last attack upon a small State, or is it to 
be followed by others? Is this, in fact, a step in the direction of an attempt to 
dominate the world by force?’16 Th is was a new language, and these were rhe-
torical questions to which everyone in Britain thought they knew the answers. 
With Hitler’s march into Prague, Great Britain once more took on the role it 
had played in the face of potential continental hegemony since the days of 
Philip II. Was the man on the street as aware of this as were the leading articles 
in the Times and the News Chronicle?

How is the attitude of the population to the events of the last months of 
peace to be assessed? Much as it was infl uenced by public, that is, published 
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opinion (by the press, incidentally, more than the BBC), the vox populi cannot 
be equated with the latter; above all, the sources of popular opinion cannot 
be so easily ascertained as those of printed matter, such as, for instance, the 
Parliamentary speeches published in Hansard. For the years 1938 and 1939 
only one genre of sources is available to the historian: opinion polls, which 
were fi rst introduced around this time – the Gallup Polls, which had already 
been conducted in the USA, and those of Mass Observation, a commercial and 
politically independent organisation founded in 1937 by two British pollsters, 
who made it their task to test the mood of the lower classes, especially the ‘up-
per working’ and the ‘lower middle classes’. On the advisory board of Mass Ob-
servation were well-known contemporary fi gures such as Julian Huxley, J. B. 
Priestley and H. G. Wells, who were concerned about the tenacity of ordinary 
people in political crises. Th ey had in mind people who possessed no passport, 
had never been abroad, had no geographical picture and thought of foreign 
politics as ‘merely crazy’. ‘I don’t study politics’ was a common response, or 
‘Proper Englishmen should not bother their heads about foreigners.’17 Th is 
apolitical manner of seeing things was very disquieting for many intellectuals, 
who could see the progress of fascism everywhere in Europe. Could the people 
be relied upon when the bomber squadrons of the Luft waff e beleaguered the 
island? In early 1939 the pollsters came to the conclusion ‘that the spirit of the 
masses of our countrymen at the moment is largely defeatist and depressed’.18 
Th is was a summons to the government not only to do everything it could to 
secure peace, but also to realise that it had a good deal of convincing to do 
in the event of war. Since Munich, people had pinned all their hopes on the 
government, especially Chamberlain and his eff orts to preserve the peace. Ac-
cording to Gallup Polls, the Prime Minister always had the majority of the 
population on his side; Churchill, who had a reputation as an aggressive poli-
tician, could get nowhere against him. In February 1939, 29 per cent of those 
polled still believed that Chamberlain would secure a lasting peace, while 
46 per cent were certain that he would at least keep the country out of war.19 
But in June a majority of 76 per cent already felt that Britain was obliged not to 
leave Poland in the lurch if war should come over Danzig. Although the inter-
national situation in early 1939 (as far as he understood it) worried the man on 
the street, he was nevertheless not prepared to buy peace with further conces-
sions. In March, aft er Hitler’s invasion of Prague, the majority of the popula-
tion (78 per cent) did not want to hear anything more about the return of the 
German colonies; and a still greater portion (84 per cent) declared themselves 
in favour of a grand alliance with France and Russia.

One may assume that the population came increasingly to adopt the posi-
tion of public opinion, especially as the Labour Party now acted in concert 
with the government in regard to foreign policy. Peace could no longer be 
secured by the satisfaction of justifi ed demands or an appeal to the common 
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sense of the opponent, but now only through a policy of deterrence and the 
formation of a ‘Peace Front’, to which the Soviet Union and the United States 
should also belong if possible. But this policy was rather like a poker game, for 
without the previously mentioned fl anking powers London no longer held any 
trumps in its hand. On 17 March Chamberlain sent his fi rst serious warning 
to the German dictator, which seemed to signal the end of the previous policy 
of appeasement. Th e British love of peace should not, he said, be mistaken for 
a sign of decadence; it sprang rather from the insight into the senselessness 
and cruelty of war. But one should be chary of believing that the nation had 
so abandoned its will to self-assertion that it would not defy a challenge with 
all its might.20 Th e Prime Minister still preferred not to enter into unspecifi c 
obligations, ‘operating under conditions which cannot now be foreseen’. But 
only fourteen days later the government ventured precisely such an under-
taking. Alarmed by a secret report from Ian Colvin, the young Berlin corre-
spondent of the News Chronicle, according to which Hitler now had his sights 
set on Poland, on 31 March Chamberlain made an ominous promise: If any 
action should threaten the independence of Poland and the country should 
see itself compelled to off er resistance, Great Britain and France would rush 
to the aid of the Poles. Th e Parliamentary transcript shows that at this point 
there was vociferous approval on both sides of the Upper House.21 D. C. Watt, 
however, comments on this dramatic step as follows: ‘Th e decision, war or 
peace, had been voluntarily surrendered by Chamberlain and his Cabinet into 
the nervous hands of Colonel Beck and his junta comrades-in-arms. It was 
unprecedented.’22 It was in fact the greatest bluff  in the recent history of Great 
Britain, for it was plain that the island nation was not in the position to of-
fer Poland eff ective military support on its own. Sir Alexander Cadogan, the 
highest Foreign Offi  ce offi  cial, observed retrospectively in the autumn of 1940: 
‘We lived on bluff  in Europe for the last ten years of the peace, and we have 
been living on a larger degree of bluff  in other parts of the world, e.g., in the far 
East, for nearly half a century.’23 Th e threat of war was a strategy of deterrence 
whose credibility actually depended on the French army, although the British 
government had not even consulted Paris before issuing its statement. Only if 
this army, which was positioned entirely for defence, were prepared to march 
would the German Reich again be faced by the threat of war on two fronts. A. 
J. P. Taylor goes so far as to maintain that the primary purpose of the British 
guarantee was to prevent Poland from slipping into the enemy camp. What 
is certain is that the British government had become involved in a dangerous 
game in which they were playing poker with their allies’ cards. Of course the 
cynicism imputed to the government should not be exaggerated. Th e guar-
antee was, aft er all, a desperate attempt to put a stop to Hitler’s uninhibited 
aggression. Th ere is much to be said for the assumption that the Cabinet’s deci-
sion to draw a clear line was ultimately aimed not only at deterring Hitler, but 



174 | Th e Legacies of Two World Wars

also at avoiding an ignominious retreat. Aft er the war Cadogan described the 
situation in which Chamberlain found himself at the time of the crisis in just 
this way. Naturally the guarantee could not have provided Poland any protec-
tion in the event of an immediate German attack, ‘but it set up a signpost for 
himself. He was committed, and in the event of a German attack on Poland, he 
would be spared the agonizing doubts and indecisions’.24 Th e Prime Minister 
once more enjoyed the status he had regained as the international referee who 
had shown Hitler the yellow card. Th e change of mood in public opinion had 
already been heralded by the response to the Kristallnacht in November 1938, 
when even many national-socialist sympathisers in Britain turned away from 
Nazi Germany.25 Now in early 1939 the great majority of the British people 
were well aware that there was no longer any way in which to get on peacefully 
with Hitler’s Germany. Benny Morris’ analysis of the weekly press at the time 
aft er Prague and during the Polish Crisis leads him to the conclusion that the 
nation had now begun to prepare itself for a new war against Germany: ‘What 
had been unthinkable to the great majority of the nation in September 1938 
was now accepted, with varying degrees of resignation and despair.’26 Only 
now did the word appeasement take on its unmistakably pejorative meaning, 
for up to this point the diplomatic accommodation of upcoming powers was 
one of the natural instruments of British foreign policy. Chamberlain was so 
much identifi ed with this policy that the press did not quite accept his new 
role as ‘High Noon sheriff ’. As the success of the new strategy of containment, 
denounced immediately by Nazi propaganda as a policy of encirclement, cru-
cially depended on the steadfastness of the Prime Minister, the British press, 
with a rare unanimity, saw its chief task in the last months of peace as to sniff  
out and pillory any signs of a new willingness to concede.27 Above all the gov-
ernment was pressed into an active policy of alliances so as to lend the deter-
rence more weight. It may therefore be said that the end of the appeasement 
policy manifested itself in a conciliation of public opinion.

Time and again not only Chamberlain’s opponents but also his supporters 
presumed that he would retract the guarantee at the last minute. Harold Nicol-
son reports on 11 May 1939 that an acquaintance overheard the following 
dialogue between two Tory MPs: ‘I suppose we shall get out of this beastly guar-
antee business?’ – ‘Of course, thank God, we have Neville!’28 Th e doubts about 
Chamberlain’s steadfastness, however, were unfounded. Th e British Cabinet 
did not get cold feet in reaction to the Hitler-Stalin Pact; on the contrary, on 
24 August Parliament passed in summary proceedings the Emergency Powers 
Act, a kind of enabling act for wartime, and the following day ratifi ed the mu-
tual assistance pact with Poland.29 At this point one may again ask whether the 
guarantee for Poland was ever meant seriously. To this there are two answers: 
fi rst, probably not on the part of the government; at any rate, only in the sense 
of a deterrent, which represented a questionable assessment of the real balance 



Great Britain: Declaring War as a Matter of Honour | 175

of power; and second, very likely on the part of public and popular opinion as 
far as this was refl ected by Parliament, press and opinion polls. Much may be 
said against A. J. P. Taylor’s account, but not that it suff ered from a defi cient 
sense of British popular feeling. ‘Not that the general public was bubbling over 
with enthusiasm for Poland, or knew anything about her’, he explained in a 
lecture at the University of Surrey in 1979, ‘but in a very grumpy way they 
would say: “Well, we have given our word, we must stick to it.”’30 Th e press gave 
the government complete rear cover, but in the expectation that it would now 
keep its word. Th e Prime Minister did not resign, as Hitler had prophesied, 
and the government and public opinion showed great composure in the face 
of a war that was now virtually unavoidable. A mood spread in the fi nal days 
of August that might be described as a feeling of truce amongst all parties in 
the land. Th e armed forces were put on alert. In Westminster the doors were 
caulked against poison gas attack, the windows protected with sandbags: the 
worst had to be reckoned with. Nicolson described these preparations for the 
inevitable and summed up the mood of his Parliamentary colleagues thus: ‘I 
think also, that they are proud of themselves for having behaved so well, so 
calmly, so unitedly today.’ And a day later: ‘Th e absolute despair of a week ago 
seems to have changed into determination, the gloom of anticipation melting 
into the gaiety of courage.’31 Not the exaltation of August 1914, but nonethe-
less the corporative assurance that the nation would spare no sacrifi ce where 
its moral self-respect was at stake. Yet it was, and this is important, primarily 
a matter of self-reassurance, that a test of courage had been passed, and not of 
the security of Poland.

So when Hitler attacked Poland on 1 September 1939, 3.5 million city-dwell-
ers took themselves and their children off  to the countryside. In the expec-
tation of a gigantic German bomber fl eet, air-raid protection measures were 
taken, above all the recruitment of a host of air-raid wardens.32 All the greater 
was the incomprehension, even the public indignation, at the government’s 
hesitation to invoke the mutual defence pact and declare war against Hitler. 
If the mood of the population were the decisive factor, wrote the Daily Tel-
egraph, ‘the fi rst shot across the Polish frontier would have been the signal for 
British intervention’.33 When on 2 September Chamberlain still made do with 
expostulations and warnings instead of issuing the expected ultimatum, the 
outrage in Parliament, including that of the ruling party, could no longer be 
contained. Th e Cabinet itself tested the water of rebellion and refused to leave 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s Parliamentary offi  ce until a specifi c time 
had been agreed upon for issuing the ultimatum. Desperately, but in vain, the 
Prime Minister endeavoured to synchronise the decisive step with Paris. Th e 
scheming manoeuvres of the French foreign minister, Georges Bonnet, who 
still hoped for a peace conference initiated by Italy, put the British government 
in a highly precarious position. Th e Prime Minister felt compelled to give Paris 
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notice of the fall of the government should the long-awaited ultimatum not 
follow on the next day, 3 September. Up to the end of the hectic discussions 
with Paris, Rome and the Swedish mediator Birger Dahlerus, the government 
refused to be argued out of the condition that negotiations were possible only 
once German troops had pulled out of Poland.

Th e dramatic events between 1 and 3 September, when the ultimatum ran 
out at 11:00 pm, have been researched and described down to the last minute.34 
Here it need only be observed that the collective feeling of the British people 
at this point was almost eruptive. However, this emotional upsurge remained 
at fi rst without consequence. On 1 September only a single off -course aero-
plane had showed itself in the skies above London, not the German bomber 
fl eet which would, it had been predicted, claim the lives of one hundred thou-
sand Londoners in a few days. Harold Macmillan later recalled: ‘We thought 
of air warfare in 1938 rather as people think of nuclear warfare today.’35 Nor 
did Royal Air Force planes set off  in the direction of the Ruhr. It was more 
than a month before the fi rst three British divisions crossed the Channel. Only 
Churchill, again appointed First Lord of the Admiralty, carried on a serious 
war at sea. Th e description ‘phoney war’ for the period from September to 
March was originally an American expression; in England it was the ‘bore war’ 
or the ‘funny war’; for the Prime Minister it was ‘this strangest of wars’ or 
‘the twilight war’. 36 But there was no doubt that the war would be a hard test 
for the government. For all its resolve not to back down, the military activity 
proved to be demoralising: Poland was left  to fend for itself; the French army 
entrenched itself behind the Maginot Line; and Chamberlain held back his 
bomber fl eet for fear of retaliation and in the hope of a change of government 
in Germany.

Th e single point that could be counted to the government’s credit during 
the ‘phoney war’ was that it had refused all Hitler’s overtures since the Polish 
campaign. To the American ambassador it was disclosed on 26 September that: 
‘Th e fate of Poland will depend on the ultimate outcome of the war, i.e., on our 
ability to defeat Germany, and not on our ability to relieve pressure on Poland 
at the outset.’37 Th is was the internal rationalisation for having been practically 
incapable of coming to Poland’s aid. Offi  cially, the government let it be known 
that it was prepared for a war that would last at least three years,38 whereas 
Chamberlain prophesied to the American ambassador Joseph Kennedy (fa-
ther of the later president) that the war would end early in the coming year.39 
Th e majority of the British population (66 per cent) reckoned with a war last-
ing six months to two years. Aft er the Wehrmacht’s defeat of Poland within 
a few weeks, all attempts at reaching a settlement on the part of the German 
government were called ‘peace off ensives’ and looked upon as something to be 
warded off  by diplomacy.40 In other words, all that Great Britain had to oppose 
Hitler in the fi rst months of the war was the resolve not to grovel.
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Amongst the population a patriotic, if naïve, assurance of victory emerged: 
87 per cent were convinced that they would beat the Germans; only 12 per cent 
thought there would be a stalemate.41 Th e British Establishment by no means 
shared this confi dence. From Harold Nicolson’s diaries we know that they had 
to fi ght against a widespread feeling that the war could not be won: ‘Yet the 
fact that this war costs us six million pounds a day and that I am not really 
certain that we shall win it, fi lls me with acute sadness at times. We all keep 
up a brave face and refuse to admit that defeat is possible.’42 More to be feared 
than military defeat was moral capitulation. What prevented this was self-
respect, pride, the only thing that remained, as Nicolson thought.43 Hitler may 
have imagined that if he guaranteed the existence of the Empire, this would 
remove all reasons for the government to continue the war. For the decision-
making elites, however, to receive the Empire as, so to speak, a fi efdom from 
the hands of a man like Hitler would have meant gambling away their moral 
role as leaders. And that was exactly the point at issue: moral leadership, a con-
vincing representation of what distinguished the nation and held it together. 
It was soon clear to all MPs that Chamberlain was not equal to this task. His 
deadly boring weekly reports were suited rather to spreading defeatism and 
disconsolateness; as Nicolson noted in his diary: ‘Th e Prime Minister has no 
gift  to inspire anybody, and he might have been the Secretary of a fi rm of un-
dertakers reading the minutes of the last meeting.’44 How could it be conveyed 
to an entire people that the war was a matter of life and death when they were 
exposed to no enemy attack and did not yet need to save their own skins? Had 
London already been bombed daily by the Luft waff e from 3 September 1939 
onwards and not only in September of the following year, the question would 
not, of course, have arisen. In the First World War profane war goals may still 
have been decisive, such as the territorial integrity of the Empire or the balance 
of power in Europe; this was not so in the new confl ict. No one understood 
better than Churchill how to invoke the seriousness of the hour and its histori-
cal signifi cance for the nation in elevated and solemn words. It was not a ques-
tion of Danzig or even Poland, he said to the Lower House on 3 September, 
thus adroitly rationalising Britain’s inability to help its ally: ‘Th is is no war for 
domination or imperial aggrandisement or material gain; no war to shut any 
country out of its sunlight or means of progress. It is a war, viewed in its in-
herent quality, to establish, on impregnable rocks, the rights of the individual, 
and it is a war to establish and revive the stature of man.’45 With this allusion 
to Germany’s legitimate aspirations to development, Churchill tied in with the 
readiness of the British government to come, even now, to a peaceful general 
settlement with a newly constituted Reich government, as Chamberlain had 
unremittingly, but in vain, attempted in the past years. Yet there could be no 
peaceful co-existence in Europe with a country that attacked its neighbours by 
force of arms. Th at was also the tenor of Chamberlain’s speech to the House of 
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Commons on 12 October, the offi  cial response to Hitler’s speech in the Reich-
stag on 6 October, in which he showed no willingness to an accommodation 
whatsoever and demanded a posture of war. Th e speech to the House of Com-
mons was an utter indictment of ‘Herr Hitler’, ‘the German Chancellor’ and 
‘the German Government’; he alone stood in the way of a ‘a real and settled 
peace, not an uneasy truce’.46 Th e speech was so formulated that it should be 
plain to everyone in Germany that the removal of Hitler was the simplest path 
to the re-establishment of peace.

Today one must ask why the British government did not go one step further 
and in no uncertain terms make Hitler’s resignation an absolute condition of 
peace negotiations. Chamberlain abominated the German dictator and could 
no longer imagine concluding a peace with him. ‘Th e diffi  culty is with Hitler 
himself ’, he wrote on 10 September to his sister Ida. ‘Until he disappears and 
his system collapses there can be no peace.’47 Th at this obvious war goal had 
been internally discussed emerges from an entry in the diary of Alexander 
Cadogan: ‘Th e line according to me is to say (and the P.M. hesitates to say this) 
that we won’t make peace with Hitler. Get rid of Hitler: that is my war aim 
– not peace aim.’48 In the fi rst days of September the press had not the least 
doubt as to who had instigated the war. Gannon sums up the reaction of the 
Times as follows: ‘Th at it was one man’s war – Hitler’s war – alone was now 
clear beyond doubting.’49 For the Manchester Guardian the goal of the war was 
already plain: ‘the overthrow of this dictator and his system of government’.50 
Th e vox populi, too, saw in Hitler the real warmonger and villain. Why did the 
British government shrink from the consequences of its own policy? Th ere 
were essentially three reasons that explain why the Cabinet had agreed not to 
commit itself to concrete war goals, and they remained in eff ect throughout 
the duration of the war.51 Th e French government wanted more than merely 
the removal of Hitler, namely a guarantee of security. On the British side there 
were evidently still leading fi gures who believed that Hitler would ultimately 
be prepared to negotiate. Moreover, Foreign Secretary Halifax argued in Cabi-
net that this demand would be politically unwise and that ‘a statement of that 
kind would have the eff ect of uniting the German people behind Herr Hitler’.52 
One may see here the tacit assumption on the part of the British government 
that the declaration of war had already eff ected a certain alienation between 
the German people and their leadership.

At this point it is perhaps as well to look back at British propaganda ad-
dressed to the German people, since (as has been said) the British Prime 
Minister had deliberately not directed his declaration of war against them. 
Stephanie Seul has recently shown that British foreign propaganda since Mu-
nich and the unstaged, enthusiastic reception given Chamberlain as a peace-
maker by the population of the city was directed to winning over the German 
people for a lasting peace. Th e Prime Minister could not free himself from 
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the premises of democratic politics according to which the German popula-
tion, like the British, must somehow have been in a position to exert pressure 
on their government. Very few British politicians and high offi  cials had any 
notion of what it meant to live under a totalitarian regime that controlled all 
aspects of life. Since the beginning of 1939 the Foreign Offi  ce had pleaded 
unswervingly for the government to concentrate its eff orts on the most eff ec-
tive means of deterrence: the German population’s fear of war and its conse-
quences.53 Th is propaganda line was put into practice, but constantly thwarted 
by the compromise-minded Prime Minister who, following the advice of his 
ambassador in Berlin, believed that the German dictator should not be pro-
voked. Secret contacts with German resistance circles were therefore out of the 
question. Aft er the outbreak of the war such considerateness towards Hitler 
no longer applied. But now Downing Street and the Foreign Offi  ce diverged 
in the question of whether Great Britain could look to a revolt of the German 
people against Hitler’s war policy. Undoubtedly the Prime Minister’s longing 
for peace clouded his sense of reality. Seul comes to the conclusion that, not-
withstanding previous experience, ‘Chamberlain and a great part of the British 
government elite’ continued to believe up to early 1940 ‘that the Nazi regime 
must sooner or later collapse under the infl uence of the allied blockade and the 
propaganda addressed to the German civilian population’.54 All in all one can-
not avoid the impression that the British government, confronted by one of the 
greatest rogues of the twentieth century, who would balk at nothing to achieve 
his ends, continued to tread the conventional path. Only extraordinary inci-
dents, such as Georg Elser’s attempt to assassinate Hitler on 9 November 1939 
(he was at fi rst accused of working for the British Secret Service), could now 
still change the course of history. Elser’s declared purpose was to prevent war.55 
Perhaps his would not have been a solitary act had London emphasised in a 
large-scale propaganda campaign that the removal of the German dictator was 
the crucial condition for peace. Perhaps certain circles of the Wehrmacht, who 
were unhappy with the dictator’s war policy, would then have pulled them-
selves together and attempted a coup. D. C. Watt’s more than 700-page-long 
work on the origins of the Second World War ends with the sentence: ‘Th e 
only people who could have stopped him [i.e. Hitler] permanently were those 
least conditioned to do so, his Generals and their soldiers, if they had been 
ready to obey, by a coup d’état, or an assassin capable of penetrating the Reich 
Chancellery from which, in the last days of peace, Hitler never emerged. His-
tory knows this did not happen.’56

Th e barometer of opinion constructed by Mass Observation showed that 
the attitude of the great majority of the British population towards the war was 
at fi rst rather apathetic. Th ere can be no question of war enthusiasm amongst 
the general population, much less amongst the recruits. Nevertheless, in Sep-
tember a large majority (77 per cent) rejected the proposal that the govern-
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ment should enter into peace negotiations with Hitler.57 A narrow majority 
of those questioned (52 per cent) were even in favour of a stronger use of the 
Royal Air Force, even if this meant retaliation by the enemy. Government ra-
tioning of certain foodstuff s was astonishingly popular. To fi ght for ‘King and 
Country’ was almost never mentioned as grounds for the war; rather simply 
‘the defence of freedom’.58 Th e soldiers draft ed into military service, Mass Ob-
servation fi nds, ‘do not have a great deal of enthusiasm for war as such and 
not a great deal of enthusiasm for this war in particular’. Th ere is hardly any 
hatred felt towards the German people, as was the case in the First World War, 
but ‘Hitler, of course, is generally referred to as a bastard.’59 None of those who 
should have known the reasons had made it very clear to those questioned 
what they were supposed to be risking their necks for. Th e result was wide-
spread cynicism: ‘Patriotism, the Flag and the Empire are a lot of tripe – only 
that they don’t say tripe.’ Just as many were of the opinion that they were go-
ing to war not for democracy but for British capital. Th ey had little good to 
say of Chamberlain; Churchill was by far the most popular minister. But, like 
Chamberlain, most British subjects also hoped that they would be spared a 
bloody war in the end. Like him, they cleaved to the illusion that, once the 
British lion had begun to growl, the Germans would wake up and soon get rid 
of the Führer who had brought disaster upon them. In spite of all the loyalty 
shown to the Prime Minister in war time, those questioned towards the end of 
1939 were not certain whether Chamberlain was the right man for the job. Th e 
comments that Mass Observation registered most frequently were: ‘A good 
man, a gentleman, trying his best, not the best man for the job, a splendid 
chap, he tried for peace, too weak, too ill.’60 As the war in the west became seri-
ous, Churchill was the man of the hour who put an end to all fecklessness, all 
illusions and all cynicism. Under him the people, the government and public 
opinion were fused into a unity.

Let me sum up my remarks. If the historian, as he usually does, simply 
stares at the policy of the British government, at the failed peace strategy,61 the 
hectic succession of collective security, appeasement, containment and fi nally 
deterrence, then he will not be able to do justice to the social and psychologi-
cal and, if one likes, democratic causes of Great Britain’s entry into the war on 
3 September 1939. He will then miss the dimension of the Second World War 
that was constitutive for the collective memory of the British nation. From the 
start, the Second World War was ‘Th e People’s War’, as Angus Calder in his 
social history of the war has called it,62 and not only aft er Churchill took over 
the government and included the Labour Party. Th e traumatic genesis of the 
British declaration of war, which was at fi rst followed by no real war, was an 
indispensable condition for Churchill’s popularity, and Churchill then turned 
the war into a saga that would be capable of creating a lasting consensus. Like 
Hitler before him, Churchill gained political capital from humiliation suff ered, 
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with, of course, the great diff erence that he mobilised the noble rather than 
the base instincts of the nation. He did not have to deal with a people whose 
very existence had been made insecure since the defeat of 1918. At the end of 
this epochal struggle, Great Britain had lost its standing as a world power, its 
empire, its fi nancial resources – everything, except this: its moral integrity, or, 
to put it in a very old-fashioned way, its honour, which was so much more im-
portant to the average citizen than anything else that statesmen and historians 
might regard as war goals. Great Britain was the only one of the victors of the 
Second World War to enter the war for the sake of international law, with-
out having been attacked by Hitler. Th e position that the country assumed in 
world politics aft er 1945 rested, as D. C. Watt has rightly pointed out, less on its 
weight as a political power than on the moral authority that it had acquired at 
the beginning of September 1939, in the insight that Poland had become a test 
case ‘as to whether the “law of the jungle” or the “law of nations” was to rule 
Europe’.63 When it was said in a retrospective in the Times in 1982, on the oc-
casion of the two hundredth anniversary of the Foreign Offi  ce, that ‘infl uence 
must now do the work of power’,64 precisely this moral authority was meant, at 
least within the circle of Britain’s allies, for Britain had once proved its loyalty 
in a spectacular and convincing manner. It is not the purpose of the British 
Foreign Offi  ce to compete with the Vatican. During the war its leadership had 
certain misgivings about an impulse originating amongst the common people 
that lacked any consciousness of power and responsibility, because improve-
ment of living conditions seemed more important than armaments. For the 
higher offi  cials, September 1939 was a question not only of proving Britain’s 
loyalty to its allies, but also its capacity for alliances whose prerequisite is the 
strength that the nation lacked during the ‘phoney war’. ‘We have no choice, we 
must, on the one hand, either have some powerful ally or allies, or cease to be 
a World Power, and, on the other, we cannot expect to have powerful allies un-
less we are powerful ourselves.’65 In other words, moral principles are not just a 
question of good will; more was needed to satisfy Britain’s principles than the 
mere declaration of war on 3 September 1939.
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Disillusionment, Pragmatism, 
Indifference
German Society after the ‘Catastrophe’

Clemens Vollnhals

Our slave chains rust slowly. Hitler and all his smaller and bigger Führers 
drive each and every one of us to work with downright deadly haste, 

with impetuous wantonness. Th ey all apparently know that their 
unnatural reign of lies, violence and terror will not last for ever.

But the war they have provoked, this war is the greatest accelerator of 
their downfall. Every one of Hitler’s defeats, every smashing up of a city, 

resembles a gigantic amputation performed on our Reich and the body of 
the people, an amputation with much loss of blood – in our eyes of course a 

gigantic surgical healing. Th e worst is only that it shatters so many lives.1

—Marianna Bronner, teacher evacuated from Munich, 1 March 1945

In the contemporary consciousness of the German people the Battle of Stalin-
grad in 1942–43 became the symbol of the turn in the war which had in fact 
already begun with the failed advance on Moscow. It was not the fi rst crush-
ing defeat of the eastern army, but it was widely recognised to be a senseless 
sacrifi ce of an entire army group and led to the fi rst doubts about the military 
genius of the Führer, a vabanque player whose previous successes had silenced 
all sceptics. Enormous losses (on the eastern front alone the Wehrmacht suf-
fered a third of its total losses between June and November 1944) undermined 
the fi ghting spirit: by autumn 1944, the Wehrmacht censor’s offi  ce on the east-
ern front estimated that ‘absolute assurance of fi nal victory’ was expressed in 
only 2 per cent of forces’ letters.2 Th e Western Allies’ successful landings in 
Italy and France reinforced the conviction that, given the enemy’s manifold 
superiority, the war could no longer be won.
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Th e same was increasingly true of the German civilian population, which 
had been suff ering under massive air raids since 1943. Th e fi rst city to be de-
stroyed was Hamburg in July 1943, the victim of a terrible fi re storm which 
took the lives of nearly forty-fi ve thousand people; but in mid 1944 the worst 
was yet to come for German civilians. Seventy per cent of the bombs that fell 
on Germany were dropped aft er this date. Th e air war, which was primarily 
concentrated on the western half of the Reich and its capital, became the most 
drastic and radical civilian experience of the war. Unlike in the First World 
War, when the poorer classes had gone hungry and starved towards the end 
but were not directly aff ected by the warfare, the ‘total war’ proclaimed by 
Goebbels before tumultuous ‘national comrades’ (Volksgenossen) in February 
1943 at the Berlin Sportpalast, in response to the defeat at Stalingrad, now 
became a daily experience. It aff ected the German home front to an unprec-
edented degree, and included all social classes.3

Th e rhythm of life in big and medium-sized cities mirrored the howl of the 
warning sirens and eventually undermined confi dence in victory and trust in 
the Party and its leadership. Despite all its promises (one thinks of Göring’s 
boast that if one enemy bomb fell on Germany, then ‘I am a Chinaman’), it 
had been unable to protect the population eff ectively. Reading the vast num-
ber of surviving private diaries, correspondences and offi  cial reports on the 
public mood, we see that fatalism and general exhaustion determined life in 
the air-raid shelters of the bombed-out cities. Th us the indiscriminate carpet 
bombing or ‘moral bombing’ carried out in nightly attacks by the Royal Air 
Force was not without its eff ect on German morale, however dubious its moral 
justifi cation may have been following the successful invasion of France. At-
tention at home, far from the fronts, now focussed on the hardships of a daily 
struggle for survival and anxious fears for the welfare of kin, not only those at 
the front but also those who had been torn from their families in the course of 
mass evacuations and removal of children to the countryside. Th e once highly 
ideologised Volksgemeinschaft  or ‘national community’, with its defi nitely rac-
ist sense of superiority, had largely become an apathetic emergency organisa-
tion that had only one goal: to survive the war.

If ‘many people [stood] with tears in their eyes as they heard the voice of 
the Führer’, as an internal report by the Ministry of Propaganda described the 
response to Hitler’s New Year’s radio appeal in 1945,4 defeatism and the long-
ing for peace were still increasing everywhere. Anti-government remarks were 
heard in public and were, as the president of the Provincial High Court of 
Baden noted with consternation, oft en no longer denounced to the authorities. 
On 2 January 1945, he noted that even in a solid middle-class city of civil ser-
vants like Karlsruhe, ‘the ill-feeling embraces the widest circles, even those that 
otherwise tend to preserve their calm and reserve. Among civil servants in 
particular a mood is expressed that would earlier have been inconceivable’.5
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Th e looming military defeat, which was becoming clearer week by week, 
drained the charismatically charged Hitler myth, and made people less willing 
to believe and to suff er. Th e change of mood did not go unnoticed, as internal 
instructions by the Reich Ministry of Propaganda document. In the spring of 
1945 we fi nd there the following unvarnished observation:

Th e broad mass of the middle class has been seized by a profound lethargy. Busi-
ness leaders, civil servants and intellectuals argue that the war will be lost in three 
months and it is therefore futile to set about and rebuild. ‘In half a year the English 
and Americans will be here in any case.’ Th is idea paralyses activity and eats away 
like a slow poison at hearts and minds. … Other sections of the population seek to 
exempt themselves from the fate of their people not by indiff erence but by a deliber-
ate distancing. Under the slogan ‘Th e Party is responsible for the war’, they are pre-
paring their escape from the war and abet the agitation of our opponents directed 
at separating the people from their Führer.6

By the spring of 1945 at the latest, the Volk had separated themselves from the 
Führer – not in an act of open rebellion, as in 1918 when the command to con-
tinue a war that had become senseless provoked the sailors’ revolt in Kiel – but 
separated themselves nonetheless. ‘A population which had once wallowed 
in nationalist intoxication, but which was now increasingly war-weary, was 
stricken by disillusionment’, concludes Henke’s extensive study. ‘Th e greater 
part of society began its “inner retreat” from the Th ird Reich aft er the last 
glimmer of hope at the start of the Ardennes off ensive in December 1944, 
long before the armies of the anti-Hitler coalition occupied the country and 
destroyed the National Socialist regime.’7

Th e signifi cance of the shocking knowledge that the Nazi leadership itself 
showed no consideration for its own people should not be under-estimated 
in accounting for this ideological disillusionment. In September 1944, when 
American troops stood before Aachen and the Red Army was on the border 
of East Prussia, Hitler had already ordered the barbaric ‘scorched earth’ policy 
within the territory of the Reich to continue: ‘It is now a matter of holding 
the position or annihilation.’8 Th e notorious ‘Nero Order’ of 19 March 19459 
confi rmed this strategy of self-annihilation, which the population could view 
only as an absolutely irresponsible threat to what remained of their means of 
existence.

Hand in hand with this went the increased terror manifested in veritable or-
gies of murder at the end of the Nazi regime.10 In addition to the death marches 
of concentration camp inmates and the mass murder of Soviet prisoners-of-
war and forced labourers, in many places the population witnessed a fanati-
cal holding out to the end. Drumhead court martials continued to condemn 
many soldiers and civilians to death as ‘defeatists’ in the last weeks and days of 
the war, while the onlookers longed for nothing more than the peaceful sur-
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render of their home towns. It was the shock of this experience that exposed 
the Nazis for what were once and for all. Th e politics of the Nazi regime was 
now seen to be a ‘criminal policy of disaster’, as a Berlin woman, horrifi ed by 
the spectacle of a hanged soldier, wrote tellingly in her diary.11

In the West, the invasion of the Americans and British was therefore largely 
welcomed, even longed for. Although certainly only a minority felt themselves 
to have been politically liberated, the end of the war was nonetheless experi-
enced with dull relief. A report by the Protestant parish offi  ce in Ickelheim, 
Franconia, gave voice to the prevailing mood: ‘Now the enemy has taken over 
in the country. But we can only thank God that He has given us into the power 
of an enemy that has at least up to now not made reckless use of its power.’12 
For most, the end was a bitter defeat, but the ‘enemy’ remained friendly, so that 
everywhere people made arrangements with the occupying forces to their own 
advantage and enlisted their help in coping with the hardships of a diffi  cult 
period of transition.13

Th e end of the war was fundamentally diff erent in the East. Here the Ger-
mans fought to the bitter end. From January to May 1945 alone, roughly one 
million soldiers on both sides were killed.14 But contrary to the post-war leg-
end, the ruthless strategy of holding out to the last man served to prolong the 
war, not to protect the civilian population; thus the evacuation of Courland 
and East Prussia was delayed against all reason. Th e swift  advance of the Red 
Army in mid January then abruptly triggered a disaster of the greatest dimen-
sions for the civilian population.

By the end of the month, four to fi ve million people were fl eeing the East in 
fear of revenge and retaliation by the victors.15 Th e completely disorderly evac-
uation was, as is apparent from numerous eye-witness reports, rightly blamed 
on Nazi Party offi  cials. Th at it was oft en party functionaries and their families 
who were the fi rst to abscond also caused a great loss of prestige. Th e cha-
otic fl ight in deepest winter turned into a nightmare that exploded the whole 
framework of middle-class existence: ‘Along the way we saw gruesome scenes. 
Mothers gone mad threw their children into the sea. People hanged them-
selves; other fell upon dead horses, cut out pieces of their fl esh and roasted 
them over open fi res; women gave birth in wagons. Everyone thought only of 
himself – no one could help the ill and the weak.’16

Th is fi rst wave of refugees was soon followed by the violent expulsion of the 
German population remaining in the eastern territories, the Sudetenland and 
other settlement areas in central and eastern Europe. Hundreds of thousands 
of civilians, including numerous women, were deported to the Soviet Union as 
forced labour. Altogether, the ethnic cleansing aff ected fourteen million Ger-
man citizens and ethnic Germans, about two million of whom did not survive 
the compulsory resettlement.17
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Th e traumatic experience of the unprecedented violence accompanying the 
advance of the Red Army, a largely unleashed Soldateska, left  an equally last-
ing impression. Th e end of the war in the east, in central Germany and in 
Berlin was a blood-curdling fi nale, an orgy of violence that hit women worst, 
who were raped in their hundreds of thousands.18 We should not of course 
forget how this began: in the German war of extermination inspired by racial 
ideology. Nonetheless, the invasion of the Red Army remained a traumatic 
encounter for the German population, one that dug itself deep into the collec-
tive memory. In general, the East German experience was much more strongly 
shaped by extreme violence, fl ight, expulsion, captivity and deportation than 
in the West. For this reason alone the SED dictatorship that was soon estab-
lished, the ‘the pro-Russian Party’, was never able to gain the confi dence of the 
population at large, whereas by no later than the Berlin blockade of 1948 the 
Western occupying powers were felt to be ‘protectors’.

Th e total defeat, symbolised by the unconditional surrender and the as-
sumption of complete power by the victorious Allied powers, scotched any 
stab-in-the-back legend, which substantially eased the psychological burden 
of the second founding of a democracy in Germany. And unlike the years fol-
lowing 1918, memory of the terrors of a ‘total war’ stamped the entire society, 
which never wanted to suff er ‘something like that’ again.

No less momentous was the social levelling that had already begun with the 
Nazi regime and was considerably accelerated by the consequences of the war. 
Th e loss of property in the air war or through fl ight from the eastern territories 
naturally hit the propertied classes harder than others, whereas it hardly af-
fected the social status of the working classes. Th ese consequences were gravest 
for the junkerdom east of the Elbe, which completely perished as a social class 
(and so no longer constituted an exacerbating factor in German politics).

Th e emergency organisation of an uprooted, perforce highly mobile failed 
society levelled traditional class pride and confessional backgrounds, especially 
since for many the end of the war was not the end of their distress. Millions of 
refugees fi lled the camps – in 1950 there were a total of 12.45 million refugees 
and displaced persons, 7.9 million of whom lived in the Federal Republic and 
4.06 million in the German Democratic Republic.19 At the same time, 11 mil-
lion soldiers were prisoners-of-war, the last of whom were fi nally to return 
home from the Soviet Union in 1956. Personal catastrophe became the sign of 
a break in the history of lives and experience that could well be encapsulated 
in the phrase ‘from Stalingrad to the currency reform’.20

Whether the Germans were aware of the monstrous crimes of the Nazis and 
of their political co-responsibility for them was a question that mainly occu-
pied foreign observers. Here it seems sensible to distinguish between various 
levels. Th us the statements of the new democratic elite established by the oc-
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cupying powers in the western zones left  no doubt of their political and moral 
condemnation of national socialism, a fundamental consensus that united all 
parties. Th e same was true, mutatis mutandis, of the Soviet zone of occupa-
tion. Th e commitment to a radical break with the Nazi past was the fundament 
of the new political beginning in East and West.21

Th us, for example, Konrad Adenauer, during his brief re-instatement as 
mayor of Cologne, addressed its citizens as follows on 8 August 1945:

Th e adversity that overwhelms us, materially, spiritually and ethically, is terrible. If 
we want to rise up out of the abyss into which we have fallen, we must recognise 
what plunged us into it. ‘For they sow the wind and reap the whirlwind!’ And ‘He 
who liveth by the sword shall die by the sword!’. True words. We bear the responsi-
bility for our calamity; we must be clear about that. Some have sinned by commis-
sion; others by passively looking on, whether because they were blind or because 
they did not want to see. Still others, who had the power to do so, did not step in 
and stop the evil, the madness, when it was still possible.22

Adenauer was aware of German society’s deep entanglement with national so-
cialism and names here the various shades of guilt and co-responsibility. Th is 
was one of the main reasons why he shared with many representatives of the 
‘other Germany’ a distinct scepticism towards his own people.

Th e predominant mood, however, which diff ered clearly from that of those 
persecuted by the Nazis, was described by the long-time Berlin correspondent 
William L. Shirer aft er his return in 1945: ‘Th ey have no feelings of guilt what-
ever and regret only that they were beaten and now must take the consequences. 
Th ey are sorry only for themselves, not, for instance, for all those whom they 
murdered and tortured and wanted to remove from the face of the earth.’23 
Th is judgement is harsh and in its pointed emphasis probably somewhat un-
just, but it describes the dominant feeling: national self-pity. Most Germans 
felt themselves to be the victims of a war and a regime which they no longer 
wanted to have anything to do with. Hitler and a small Nazi clique were soley 
responsible for the crimes, while most Germans counted themselves among 
the silent majority of apolitical citizens who had maintained their decency, 
which surely many could personally claim for themselves. From this point of 
view, all the cheering and enthusiasm was forgotten; the much-invoked com-
munity of Volk and Führer, of regime and state, had long been dissolved by the 
private struggle for survival. With this tacit withdrawal from the Volksgemein-
schaft , the question of political co-responsibility and liability evaporated.

A latent bad conscience was eff ectively exonerated when even church lead-
ers indulged in a morally highly dubious balancing of wrongs. Th us in June 
1945 Cardinal Faulbaber of Munich wrote indignantly to his clergy:

For weeks now representatives of American newspapers and American soldiers 
have been shown Dachau and the scenes of horror there documented in photo-
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graphs and fi lms, so as to set the dishonour and shame of the German people before 
the eyes of the whole world down to the last Hottentot village. Th ere were scenes no 
less horrible when British and American bombers rained calamity on Munich and 
other cities; I think the thousands and thousands of corpses buried, incinerated or 
torn to pieces on cellar steps and streets by those bombs could also have been docu-
mented in photographs and fi lms, as those others have been in Dachau. Mankind 
would not be less indignant at these scenes of horror.24

Reference to the suff ering of the Germans and the ‘guilt of others’ not only 
soothed bad consciences but also revived the soul of a people whose national 
pride had been undermined. Th e Hamburg bishop Franz Tügel, himself a 
member of the Nazi Party, spoke for many when he declared that the Ger-
man people were by no means solely responsible for the Second World War. 
Th at was ‘a lie before God and history’. Moreover, the air war was an ‘accursed 
crime’, and the ‘victors of today’ were therefore the last people who should be 
‘preaching repentance to us’.25 No less indignant was the reaction of the Prot-
estant parishes to the Stuttgart Declaration of Guilt, which the newly founded 
council of the German Protestant church had submitted in October 1945 to 
an ecumenical delegation. Yet even this declaration, which its authors did not 
originally intend to publish, remains more than vague and contains no refer-
ence to the murder of European Jewry.26

Just 4 per cent of twelve hundred interviewees in the three western zones 
agreed with the statement that: ‘Every German bears a certain guilt for what 
Germany did during the Th ird Reich.’ A good fi ft h of them accepted the prop-
osition that ‘Not every German must feel guilty, but he should feel responsible 
and do what he can towards making amends and reparation.’ About two thirds, 
however, were of the opinion that: ‘Th e Germans as a whole have neither rea-
son to feel guilty nor to feel responsible for making amends and reparation. 
Only those who actually actively participated are guilty of and responsible for 
what they did.’ Th us the vast majority refused to accept collective guilt for the 
crimes perpetrated and a duty to make amends; one fi ft h of those questioned 
were even of the opinion that the Jews had themselves been responsible for 
their fate under National Socialism.27 No such opinion surveys are available 
for the eastern zone, but it is likely that the same tendency in the public mood 
also prevailed there.

Th e results of this and other opinion surveys are noteworthy inasmuch as 
there was no lack of information and intense debate in the years following the 
war. Th e leading example of this is the International Military Tribunal’s trial 
of the top leadership of the Th ird Reich, which began as early as 20 November 
1945 in Nuremberg and concluded on 1 October 1946 with a series of gradu-
ated verdicts.28 Th e daily press and radio coverage over these months met with 
considerable interest. Th us between 70 and 80 per cent of those questioned 
in the American zone stated that they followed the reports. More than 80 per 
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cent stated that they gained new information about the concentration camps 
and the extermination of the Jews from the trial; only 13 per cent declared 
that they had previously known nothing of the Nazi crimes. More than half of 
those questioned held the verdicts to be just, and a further fi ft h held them to be 
too mild, while the vast majority felt the Allied conduct of trial had been fair.29 
In later years, however, this positive judgement declined sharply, and the Nazi 
trials were increasingly rejected as ‘victor’s justice’.

Aft er the Nuremberg trials the Allied powers30 authorised the press and 
radio to provide information about the crimes of the Nazi regime, about which 
many had known during the war at least in vague outline.31 Th us between 
August 1945 and September 1946 the Northwest German Broadcasting Cor-
poration alone broadcast 623 reports on National Socialism with an average 
length of fi ft een minutes, transmitted in the prime time slot. Th e highpoint 
of the coverage occurred in 1945–46 during the Nazi trials in Bergen-Belsen, 
Nuremberg and Copenhagen; later, the subjects of ‘de-nazifi cation and re-edu-
cation’, ‘responsibility and guilt’, were discussed with decreasing frequency.32

In addition to these media there were (before the currency reform) high 
circulation cultural journals such as the Frankfurter Heft e, Die Wandlung, An-
fang und Ende and Der Ruf. Several feature fi lms also explicitly discussed the 
subject; for example, the fi rst DEFA fi lm Th e Murderers Are Among Us (Die 
Mörder sind unter uns, Wolfgang Staudte, 1946), In Th ose Days (In jenen Ta-
gen, Helmut Käutner, 1947) and Marriage in the Shadows (Ehe im Schatten, 
Kurt Maetzig, 1947), the last of which alone was seen by 10.1 million viewers.33 
Eugen Kogon’s study Th e SS State (Der SS-Staat) appeared in 1946; a year later 
Alexander Mitscherlich documented the criminal human experiments in the 
concentration camps.34 As may be gathered from a bibliography, by 1948, 103 
books and brochures had been published on National Socialism and its crimes, 
and a further 33 on the resistance and reparations. Th e off ering declined dras-
tically in 1949 and reached the level of 1945 again only in 1958.35

Th e question as to how Hitler had been possible was also intensely discussed 
in these years. Examples that could be mentioned are Friedrich Meinecke’s 
credible attempt to explain Th e German Catastrophe, Alexander Abusch’s essay 
Irrweg einer Nation, and the refl ections on Th e German Question by the econo-
mist Wilhelm Röpke.36 Th ese works had a wide circulation and especially ad-
dressed the educated middle class. In 1946 the philosopher Karl Jaspers also 
took up Th e Question of German Guilt, a short book whose analytical clarity 
still stands out today.37

Discussion of the question of guilt also took up a good deal of space in the 
features pages of the licensed press and in the newly founded cultural jour-
nals. Here, however, the dominant mode of explanation was that of moral-
philosophical tracts and philosophical-historical speculations, ranging from 
intellectual lineages, the alleged national character, mass society and Hitler’s 
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demonic powers of seduction to secularisation.38 Conservative cultural criti-
cism and pathetic invocations of fate shift ed the debates from concrete analy-
sis to the general, with the result that pressing questions about the structural 
aberration of German society and its concrete responsibility and complicity 
tended to be ignored. At the same time, it must be said that this was a seri-
ous and contrite discourse in which the apologetic undertones had nothing in 
common with the aggressive nationalism of the period aft er the First World 
War.

Th e heroic cult and heroicising of war, which had marked the writings of 
Ernst Jünger and the generation of young nationalists, was out of the question. 
Th e two most successful works in the immediate post-war period were Th e-
odor Plievier’s Stalingrad, a nightmarish collage of interviews with German 
prisoners-of-war, forces’ letters and military situation reports that by 1949 had 
gone through a dozen editions, and Wolfgang Borchert’s drama about a re-
turned veteran Th e Man Outside (Draußen vor der Tür), which was fi rst per-
formed in 1947.39 Although the war novel experienced a new popularity in the 
fi ft ies, it was without any glorifi cation of battle; instead, the horror of war and 
senseless suff ering were the focus of attention.40 Th e tenor of these works is 
that the German solider was betrayed and misused by the Nazi leadership; and 
for all their basic pacifi st sentiment, they still cherished the image of a German 
army that had remained ‘decent’.

Th e fi res of the Second World War had burned out all nationalist energies. 
Among university students, who aft er 1918 had formed the spearhead of an 
intransigent revisionism, over 90 per cent in 1950 refused to serve as soldiers 
(again) if the Federal Republic were ever to have an army. A third of the stu-
dents questioned had themselves served as soldiers in the Second World War. 
Out of soldiers and Hitler Youth the war had made pacifi stically minded citi-
zens with a pragmatic ‘count me out!’ attitude, which made the rearmament of 
West Germany during the Cold War anything but popular and triggered vehe-
ment inner-political confl icts. Th is transformation is at fi rst glance all the more 
surprising as more than half of the students questioned had also stated that 
National Socialism was a good idea that had simply been badly carried out.41

In 1948, 57 per cent of West Germans (and presumably also East Germans) 
shared this view; only 28 per cent thought that National Socialism was a fun-
damentally bad idea. Of those who held it to be a good idea in principle, 65 
per cent were former Party members, but 49 per cent were non-members.42 
It would be false, however, to interpret this survey conducted by the Allens-
bach Institute for Demoscopy, which matches American surveys, as evidence 
that the malign spirit of National Socialism had endured. Closer questioning 
showed that even those who held National Socialism to be a good idea ‘did 
not once [express] a fundamental, ideological defence of it’. What they liked 
about the Nazi regime was the guarantee of the pay packet, the orderliness, 
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the social welfare. Or as Götz Aly has recently pointedly formulated this: the 
social-political bribing of the Volksgenossen.43 Against the background of the 
Depression, the peaceful years of the Th ird Reich were for most Germans a 
personally very satisfactory time, and the exchange of political freedom for 
prosperity and security was an attractive bargain. In addition, Hitler’s foreign 
policy successes were balm to aggrieved national pride.

Another opinion survey fi ts into to this context. In response to the question 
‘When do you feel that things have gone best for Germany in this century?’ 
45 per cent of those questioned in 1951 said it had been during the German 
Empire and 42 per cent said the time under National Socialism from 1933 to 
1938. Eighty per cent held the worst time to have been the years from 1945 to 
1948; only eight per cent said it had been the war years from 1939 to 1945. Th e 
perspective of the population had shift ed in retrospect. It was not the war years 
that dominated their consciousness, but rather the time of need immediately 
following the war, when the food situation dramatically worsened with the 
loss of plundered occupied territories and culminated in the winter famine of 
1947. With the beginning of the ‘economic miracle’ (Wirtschaft swunder), the 
perspective shift ed again. In 1956 the majority of those questioned regarded 
the present as the best period for Germany for the fi rst time; by 1959, only 18 
per cent saw the pre-war years as the best time.44

Between 1947 and 1949, on the other hand, 60 per cent of those questioned 
in the American zone consistently declared that they would be prepared to 
forego fundamental freedoms in exchange for a government guarantee of eco-
nomic security and a good income. In a ranking of the most important civic 
freedoms in 1947, economic freedom (31 per cent) came fi rst, followed by 
freedom of religion (22 per cent), the right to vote (19 per cent) and freedom 
of speech (14 per cent).45

In summary, we may therefore draw the conclusion that social security 
clearly ranked above freedom in the canon of values (whereby the parallel to 
the situation following the collapse of the SED dictatorship is obvious). In the 
consciousness of wide sections of the population, National Socialism was by 
no means tantamount to terror, war and crime. Th e oft en lamented political 
and moral indiff erence of the German population was the product of solidar-
ity in suff ering, a community that subconsciously knew all about the profound 
corruption of German society and therefore preferred to direct its view for-
ward to a better future rather than backwards to a past that it did not want to 
remember. How indeed should an entire people have suddenly condemned 
what it had pinned all its hopes on only a few years before and for which it 
had accepted so much suff ering during the war? Th ere could not have been 
a more profound rupture in the collective national and political identity, in 
the consciousness of the average citizen. Confrontation with the full extent of 
Nazi crimes therefore brought about no satisfactory catharsis, but led rather 
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to a hardening of traditional value orientations and attitudes, and to resistance 
against an alleged collective guilt out of defi ant national pride or self-pity.

During the fi rst post-war years attention was focussed on coping with every-
day life. Th e traumatic experience of threat to life, limb and means of existence, 
sorrow at the loss of loved ones, the loss of property, profession and home – in 
short, the breakdown of all middle-class security, social structures and moral 
norms – brought about a far-reaching atomising of society, the retreat to small 
communities of solidarity. Aft er the extreme political and ideological mobili-
sation of the Nazi period, energies were now directed to the private sphere of 
life, to restoring a certain modicum of middle-class normality.46

Th e founding of a new democracy was left  to a minority of the population, 
while the vast majority vociferously protested its dissatisfaction with Allied 
occupation policy (in the western zones; this was absolutely banned in the 
eastern zone),47 but was otherwise politically apathetic. In the American zone, 
between 60 and 70 per cent of those questioned in surveys consistently de-
clared themselves not interested in politics. Politics was looked upon as a dirty 
business; correspondingly, only 10 per cent favoured a political career for their 
sons.48 Little was to change in this collective opinion. Although a large major-
ity always declared themselves in favour of democracy in surveys, in 1950 a 
third were still not prepared to venture a defi nition of it. At the same time, 
only 45 per cent thought democracy was the best form of government for the 
Federal Republic, which by then already existed.49 Authoritarian attitudes were 
still widespread; thus in 1953 only half of those questioned favoured a multi-
party system; one fi ft h expressly favoured a one-party system; and the rest had 
no opinion in the matter.50

At the end of the immediate period of occupation, it was by no means clear 
whether the founding of a second German democracy, strongly integrated in 
the West, would succeed. Th is question did not arise in the Soviet zone of oc-
cupation and the early GDR. Here a new dictatorship had arisen, which never 
had the majority of the population behind it, as demonstrated by the events 
of 17 June 1953. But developments in the West were also judged with open 
scepticism, especially by American analysts. Doubts were aroused particularly 
by the unabashed policy of integrating even heavily incriminated National So-
cialists, which was taken to indicate an alarming continuity of an authoritar-
ian, anti-democratic and nationalist mentality.51

Th e returning fl ood of released members of the Nazi Party had already 
begun in 1947–48 and largely re-established continuity in the civil service.52 
With the founding of the Federal Republic, all damns broke and the mentality 
of ‘drawing the line under the past’, long popular among the population, tri-
umphed over all misgivings. Th e implementation law to article 131 GG, which 
the German Parliament passed unanimously in April 1951, allowed tens of 
thousands of highly incriminated Nazi Party members, eventually even in-
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cluding the majority of the Gestapo, to have their former rights under civil 
service law re-instated.53 Th e second immunity from prosecution law followed 
in the summer of 1954, with the result that the bulk of the so-called ‘fi nal 
phase crimes’ remained unpunished. At the same time, criminal prosecution 
of Nazi crimes virtually came to a standstill. In 1954, only 183 preliminary 
investigations were conducted, whereas in 1950 the number had been about 
2,500. Correspondingly, the number of legal convictions for Nazi war crimes 
sank in the following years: from 809 convictions in 1950 to a record low of 
15 in 1959.54

Th e mentality of ‘drawing a line under the past’ refl ected in a peculiar way 
the regained confi dence which manifested itself in a massive campaign for the 
release of all Nazi criminals sentenced by the Allies. Th is lobbying for pardons, 
supported not least by prominent church leaders, went beyond all moral lim-
its. Th us, for example, the Protestant regional bishop of Württemberg, Martin 
Haug, the FDP executive board member Ernst Mayer, the social-democratic 
vice-president of the German Parliament, Carlo Schmid, and fi nally Federal 
President Th eodor Heuss supported an amnesty for the SS leader Martin Sand-
berger, who as head of the task force Ia had organised the murder of the Jews 
in Estonia.55 In the fi ft ies a non-partisan consensus of the government and the 
opposition worked in favour of even seriously incriminated Nazi culprits. In 
this climate, in which the release of convicted mass murderers was discussed 
as if it were a question of national honour, the insight into the fundamentally 
wrong nature of the Nazi regime and its racist war of extermination could no 
longer fl ourish. Th e massive need for amnesty may well be interpreted as ‘an 
indirect admission, more or less confi rmed by its contradiction, of the entire 
society’s involvement in National Socialism’.56

Th e same development may be discerned, incidentally, in the GDR. Behind 
the façade of an anti-fascist pathos, the SED also did without further criminal 
prosecution of Nazi crimes and spared the population any coming to terms 
with the major crime of National Socialism: the murder of European Jewry.57

Th e policy of indiscriminate integration and rehabilitation, by which all the 
measures taken by the Allies to purge Nazis were reversed within a few years, 
would, however, be falsely characterised by the polemical term re-nazifi cation, 
even if critical contemporaries increasingly felt their backs pushed against the 
wall by the ‘inexorable return of yesterday’.58 For the former elite of Th ird Reich 
functionaries, who organised German reconstruction at the level just below the 
political leadership of the Federal Republic, did not become involved in politi-
cal activities in support of neo-fascist organisations, but led instead lives that 
were as inconspicuous as possible, completely centred on career and family.59 
Th is was an unhoped-for second chance which no one wanted to jeopardise 
aft er the experience of internment and de-nazifi cation, which for several hun-
dred thousands in 1945–46 had meant detention in prison camps and tem-
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porary release, and which had constituted a profound rupture in their social 
existence.60 What was wanted now was pragmatic adaptation, willingness to 
work and technocratic effi  ciency. Th e restorative spirit of the 1950s combined 
with a vehement anti-communism to facilitate the gradual identifi cation of 
millions of former Nazis, the chastened and the intransigent, with the new 
state.

Th e successful, if precarious, transformation of an intensely nazifi ed society 
into the citizenry of the Federal Republic was due, in addition to the profound 
disillusionment prevalent by the end of the war, to the institutional order whose 
normative moorings remained inviolate and which was not affl  icted by the slow 
wasting disease that had befallen the Weimar Republic. Th e comprehensive 
integration took place largely on the basis of people’s opportunist adaptation 
to what was in their own best interests, that is, political and ideological mod-
eration. Th is was especially true aft er the ban on the neo-Nazi Socialist Reich 
Party (SRP), which had won 11 per cent of the votes in the Lower Saxony state 
election in 1951; the ban clearly marked the limits of tolerance.61 In January 
1953 the British sent another signal by invoking their rights as an occupying 
power and arresting the circle round Werner Naumann, former state secre-
tary in the Reich Propaganda Ministry, thus preventing the infi ltration of the 
North-Rhine-Westphalian FDP.62 Th is drastic action emphatically reminded 
the world that the status of the Federal Republic was only quasi-sovereign.

Even if we have good reason to take the view that the establishment and 
anchoring of a German democracy could have come about only at the price 
of a generous policy of integration towards the millions of former Nazi Party 
members, since a liberal democracy is incompatible with the permanent exclu-
sion of large segments of the population,63 there was still undoubtedly greater 
manoeuvring room: not every scandalous personal decision was unavoidable 
in this form. Th e moral indiff erence weighed most heavily in the legal pros-
ecution of Nazi crimes, which came to a standstill in the 1950s. Nor can the 
oft en mean-spirited reparations policy, which again discriminated against and 
excluded whole groups of victims,64 be interpreted as an inevitable concomi-
tant of an essentially unavoidable policy of integration. Under the conditions 
of the Allied intervention clause and the sharp block confrontation, which ad-
mitted of no alternative to Western integration, a more courageous policy on 
the part of democratic elites would defi nitely have been conceivable, even if it 
ran contrary to the majority mood of comfortable silence.

Th e acceptance of the new German democracy rested in the fi rst place pri-
marily on the extraordinary economic showing of the young Federal Republic, 
which began in the fi ft ies; it constituted the strongest justifi cation for a society 
decidedly oriented to economic success and state welfare. Conversely, National 
Socialism had disqualifi ed itself by its failure. Th e return of middle-class nor-
mality and the prosperity attained, combined with regained legal safeguards 
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and the division of powers, provided a sharp contrast to the arbitrary party 
will that marked life under the Nazi and SED dictatorships. Aft er a decade 
of chaos and profound traumatic wounds, the past now seemed to have been 
‘come to terms with’.

It may have required, as Klaus Harpprecht wrote in 1959 in an astute es-
say, ‘an arduous restoration of society, of a reliable state order, of a sense of 
home, however lacking in attraction and perhaps only provisional, and of an 
historical awareness in which everything had gone to rack and ruin, before the 
Germans were capable of presenting themselves on the world stage again’.65 
Th e time of moral indiff erence came to an end at the beginning of the 1960s.66 
Th is was a time of re-visiting the Nazi past; only this, along with a confl ict-
laden change of generations, brought about an inner foundation of the new 
democracy and its anchoring in a Western civil society on a broad basis. In the 
GRD until the peaceful revolution of 1989, on the other hand, a decreed anti-
fascism dominated, which served legend and myth more than it contributed 
to enlightenment. Common to both German states in the fi rst post-war years, 
however, was social stabilisation through dissociation from guilt and the for-
mation of a collective consciousness of victimhood.
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The French after 1945
Difficulties and Disappointments of 
an Immediate Post-War Period

Fabrice Grenard

Today, historians prefer the term ‘immediate post-war period’ (sortie de 
guerre) to that of ‘post-war’ (après guerre) to characterise the years directly fol-
lowing the two World Wars. In place of the old tallies of casualty numbers and 
diplomatic resolutions of confl icts studied by traditional historiography, new 
approaches tend to focus on the processes of demobilising and reintegrating 
the former combatants, the problems associated with the reconstruction and 
reconversion of war economies, the question of mourning and the challenges 
of how to remember and commemorate the past.1

In the case of France, the period immediately following the First World 
War has been more thoroughly researched than that following the Second. Th e 
1920s have been most frequently studied from the perspective of the legacy of 
the 1914–1918 war,2 and numerous detailed studies have been devoted to the 
former soldiers, to collective mourning and to the cultural and social conse-
quences of the war.3 Yet the phenomenon of the immediate post-war period 
beginning in 1945 remains a historiographical work in progress.4 Th e situation 
at the end of the Second World War is more complex than that in 1918, a fact 
which renders its study more diffi  cult and requires a more nuanced view. In 
1945 France did not simply celebrate a victory as it had in 1918; it also had to 
overcome the trauma represented by the defeat of 1940 and the four years of 
German occupation. Instead of a society united and triumphant in victory, as 
had been the case in 1918, the French in 1945 experienced terrible fractures 
and divisions, and the national conscience appeared to be deeply wounded. 
Another problem relates to the idea that the Liberation represents a rupture 
much more signifi cant than the victory of 1918,5 characterised by an affi  rmed 
will to reform and modernise while the years between 1940 and 1944 would 
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be quickly repressed.6 Th e episode of the war having thus been quickly closed, 
aft er 1945 France would enter into a new era: one of economic growth, the 
welfare state and the integration of Europe. Th is approach has contributed to 
some extent to the neglect of the period of transition that constituted the late 
1940s.

Th e aim of this study is not to re-investigate the restoration of republican 
government or the reform principals adopted by the state at Liberation, but 
rather to see how French society lived through and subjectively experienced 
an immediate post-war period that generated important frustrations and dis-
appointments. Once the ‘celebration’ of the Liberation was over, the conse-
quences and memory of the war remained omnipresent in France until the 
early 1950s, having important repercussions for the French people’s state of 
mind, behaviour and daily life. While the aft ermath of the war weighed heavily 
upon the country, French society, deeply wounded by the defeat of 1940, had 
to rebuild a sense of national identity, to mourn its dead and relocate its miss-
ing (e.g. prisoners, deportees). Th e ‘legal purge’ (épuration) is also at the heart 
of this process. More important than is sometimes acknowledged and cutting 
across all social strata, it helped to stir up resentment towards all those indi-
viduals who had served the German occupiers and benefi ted or profi ted from 
the occupation, fulfi lling at once the functions of regeneration and catharsis. 
For several years the French continued to suff er in their daily lives, especially 
from the diffi  culties in accessing food. Th is led to serious disappointments 
following the hope that the Liberation would put an end to all those material 
restrictions with which France had been battling since 1940. Th e legacy of the 
war ultimately manifested itself in the will of the French people to regain a 
power lost through the defeat of 1940, in spite of the new hardships and the 
numerous challenges confronting the country.

Th e Shadow of War: Th e Presence and Memory of the War 
and the Occupation in Post-Liberation France

Th e war could not easily be forgotten during the years following the Liber-
ation of France. Th e traces of the confl ict were everywhere and the French 
were aware, once the confl ict was over, of the extent of the damage that had 
been caused and of the diffi  culties that beset both the government and the 
governed.

Th e battles of 1944 between the Allies and the Germans on French terri-
tory were all the more violent as the fi nal outcome of the war was hanging 
in the balance. In 1945 the material damage was incomparably greater than 
that wrought by the First World War, which had left  its mark only in those 
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regions where the armies had fought: the north and the east. In 1945, on the 
other hand, nearly all the French départements had suff ered damage. Aerial 
bombardments had taken an especially heavy toll on the cities. Aft er the Allied 
landing of June 1944, twelve hundred municipalities were declared disaster 
areas. Certain important cities, such as Le Havre, Caen or Dunkerque, had 
been almost totally fl attened. In addition to the 2.5 million buildings destroyed 
or damaged, it became necessary to rebuild more than 10,000 bridges, 2,000 
pieces of infrastructure (tunnels, viaducts, railroad bridges), 20,000 kilometres 
of railroad track and 115 railway stations. Th ree million hectares of cultivated 
land and several million factories were also classifi ed as either destroyed or 
unusable.7 Th e slow pace and the diffi  culties of reconstruction in an impover-
ished country, burdened by a serious lack of materials and machines, meant 
that ruins and rubble would remain a permanent fi xture of the daily lives of 
the French for several years.

Although the fi ghting ceased on 8 May 1945, there were still weapons of de-
struction within France. According to offi  cial statistics, fi ve hundred thousand 
hectares in more than fi ft y départements were strewn with more than 10 mil-
lion mines. Numerous beaches as well as certain neighbourhoods in cities and 
villages were therefore completely off  limits to the local population. As early as 
May 1945, Michelin published a map of the mined areas. In spite of clear warn-
ings, accidents, oft en fatal, were not infrequent. In 1945, about four hundred 
civilians were killed by mines and fi ve hundred were wounded.8 An extensive 
de-mining operation was undertaken under the responsibility of an Offi  ce of 
De-mining created in February 1945 within the Ministry for Reconstruction 
and Urban Planning. Th irty thousand German prisoners-of-war were mobi-
lised for these operations (against the advice of the Red Cross, which saw this 
as a violation of the Geneva Convention). In addition, there were three thou-
sand French de-miners, all of whom were volunteers. Th e de-mining opera-
tions were not concluded until the end of 1947 aft er many de-miners had been 
killed. According to offi  cial statistics, a third of the three thousand French 
de-miners may have been killed or seriously wounded (in principle only the 
French were allowed to disarm to mines detected by road workers), while one 
thousand of the thirty thousand German forced labourers were killed.9

Even though, with some six hundred thousand victims,10 the human losses 
France suff ered during World War II were not as great as those it endured 
during the First World War, the fact remains that expressions of authentic 
collective mourning began to appear immediately aft er the Liberation. Th is 
mourning was no doubt less extensive than in the post-1918 period, when all 
the municipalities were covered with war memorials. However, important 
continuities exist between the two confl icts, notably due the construction 
throughout France from 1945 onward of thousands of ‘commemorative sites’ 
(lieux du souvenir), an act that suggests the French desire to create an im-
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mediate remembrance of the events that they had just gone through and to 
celebrate the memory of the dead. Th e great majority of the steles, plaques and 
monuments relating to the Second World War in France were erected between 
1944 and 1950.11 Most oft en, the initiative came fi rst from family or friends 
(from the autumn of 1944, the prefecture of Paris was inundated by individual 
requests for certain streets to be named aft er people killed during the Lib-
eration).12 Little by little both municipalities and associations encouraged the 
creation of commemorative sites by organising numerous public subscriptions 
to fi nance the building of steles and monuments. Beginning in 1945, certain 
associations of Resistance members also established cemeteries close to the 
hide-outs that had been used under the Occupation, including numerous 
plaques paying homage to Resistance fi ghters killed by the Germans.13

Th e rapid construction of these commemorative sites during the months 
that followed the end of the war had a dual function: a funerary one (pay-
ing homage to the dead) but also a patriotic one, recalling the important role 
played by the French in the fi ght against the Nazi occupier and for the libera-
tion of their country.14 We again notice this dual role in the manner in which 
ceremonies of commemoration were organised in the immediate post-war pe-
riod. Celebrations on both the national (11 November, 8 May) and local levels 
(the anniversary of the liberation of a particular municipality or département) 
always unfolded as a double ritual: a meditation designed to pay homage to 
the dead (a minute’s silence, a religious sermon) followed by a celebration of 
the victory and of the resistance of France (the singing of the Marseillaise and 
the Song of the Partisans, patriotic speeches).15 Th us the patriotic character 
of these commemorations seems more prominent in commemorations of the 
Second World War than of the First. During the inter-war period, the 11 No-
vember celebrations had the air of a civic holiday, honouring the dead but also 
celebrating the peace, with greater emphasis placed on the cessation of hostili-
ties than on the victory itself.16 In 1945, on the other hand, the focus was unde-
niably on the rebuilding of a national identity through the patriotic euphoria 
symbolised by the Resistance and the victory over Germany. Th e growth of 
what amounts to a hierarchy of commemorations seems equally revealing.17 
Th e martyrs of the Resistance, the hostages shot by the Germans, and indi-
viduals (civilian or military) killed in combat during the Liberation were given 
pride of place whereas certain groups, such as the ‘racial’ deportees, who did 
not necessarily convey this patriotic image, seemed totally absent. In Paris, 
the fi rst plaque commemorating the round-up of the Velodrome d’Hiver only 
dates from 21 July 1946, which is nearly two years aft er the Liberation. It was 
not until 1954, with the introduction of a national Deportation Day, that other 
plaques mentioning the Shoah deportees were erected.18 Th e fi rst important 
monument dedicated to all the victims of the repression and of deportation 
by the Nazis (including the Jews) was a memorial to those deported and shot, 
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unveiled at Auxerre on 3 April 1949.19 However, such examples were very rare 
and generally speaking – in contrast to the First World War, which had un-
leashed an authentic sense of communion among Frenchmen – the Second 
World War created within France a ‘splintered memory’, according to the mo-
dalities of individual or collective experience in the war and in suff ering.

If France wept for its dead aft er the Liberation, the war’s end also allowed 
the nation to relocate its missing, those who since 1940 had been prisoners or 
deportees in Germany. Th eir return, which took place between the spring and 
the autumn of 1945, created a powerful shock, reminding the French of all 
the horrors of Nazi repression at a time when most of the territory had been 
liberated for almost a year. More than 2 million Frenchmen had been forcibly 
detained in Germany, of whom the majority had been prisoners of war (1.2 
million), 600,000 had been forced labourers, 200,000 (all former residents of 
Alsace or Moselle) had been forced to serve in the Wehrmacht, and 60,000 
had been ‘racial’ or political deportees. Beginning in the spring of 1945, the 
rate of return accelerated, with 310,000 returning in April, 900,000 in May and 
275,000 in June. Having accomplished its mission, the Ministry for Prisoners, 
Deportees and Refugees (PRD) was dissolved in December of 1945.

If the arrival of the fi rst contingents was an occasion for genuine celebra-
tions and choreographed events (decorated railway stations, orchestras etc), 
the welcome rapidly became less and less warm, giving way to a certain in-
diff erence. Here again, a veritable hierarchy began to develop, with the po-
litical deportees receiving all the honours, as they symbolised a France that 
was patriotic and résistante, while prisoners of war, in contrast, were implicitly 
blamed for the defeat of 1940 and the forced labourers were denigrated for not 
having joined the ranks of the many who had dodged the STO (Service du 
Travail Obligatoire).20 Finally, the return of the twenty-fi ve hundred surviving 
Jews was met with a certain degree of indiff erence in a French society that did 
not yet understand and appreciate the specifi c nature of the Shoah.

For the majority of the prisoners and deportees reintegration was diffi  cult 
and the return was not always infused with the ‘bonheur de vivre’ of which 
many had dreamed in the camps. Absent for nearly fi ve years, the prisoners of 
war found a country that had moved on without them and which they could 
hardly recognise. Th e numerous bureaucratic hurdles with which they were 
confronted upon their return sometimes caused serious discontentment, es-
pecially as the packages that they received, which included necessary eff ects 
(clothing, shoes, food) along with a certain sum of money, oft en fell far short 
of their expectations. Under these conditions, an important movement devel-
oped in the summer of 1945 against the Ministry of PDR, orchestrated mainly 
by communists.21 Many prisoners also had to face familial hardships aft er such 
a long absence. Beginning in the summer of 1945, the services of the Ministry 
of PDR began to worry about the rise in the divorce rate: every week about 
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fi ve hundred petitions for divorce or denials of paternity were fi led.22 However, 
the most diffi  cult situation remained that of the Jewish deportees, many of 
whom, being the sole survivor of a family, returned to France to fi nd no one. 
Th e trauma of the experience in the concentration camps appeared almost 
insurmountable and many chose to remain silent, due both to the impossi-
bility of describing the indescribable and to the scant attention that French 
society seems to have paid them. Th e return of the victims of the Shoah would 
thus appear to be ‘the event that was most quickly repressed’ within French 
society.23

Th e Legal Purge: A Catharsis both Political and Social

Th e ‘legal purge’ lies at the heart of the process whereby a society at war ef-
fectuates the return to peace. Th is phenomenon was not unique to France but 
there is no doubt that the humiliating defeat of 1940 and the years of occupa-
tion that followed, along with the many material hardships, had a very particu-
lar eff ect on the way in which the legal purge took place there.

If a certain unanimity existed at Liberation as to the legitimacy of the purge, 
signifi cant divisions started to emerge as to the importance it ought to assume. 
Charles de Gaulle, for instance, hoped at once to mobilise and reunite the 
whole nation around the reconstruction of the country, while at the same time 
proposing the idea that France had for the most part resisted between 1940 and 
1944. In his eyes the legal purge was therefore meant to set an example while 
remaining limited in scope. De Gaulle explained to the French in a speech 
broadcast on 31 December 1944 that ‘except for an extremely small number 
of unfortunates who consciously preferred the triumph of the enemy to the 
victory of France … the vast majority of the French people never wanted any-
thing other than the good of the country’.24 However, this vision of a moderate 
purge was not universally shared. Th e communists, especially, wanted a more 
radical purge, allowing for all those who had been accomplices of Vichy to be 
eliminated, thereby establishing the basis for a new France, founded upon an 
authentic social justice.

As it transpired, the purge, while hardly the veritable civil war that it is 
sometimes made out to have been, was nevertheless a quite important phe-
nomenon in France and was not limited to just a few individual cases. Recent 
studies have slightly raised the estimate of the total number of incidents of le-
gal purges. More than 350,000 individuals in France, or roughly the equivalent 
of one Frenchman in 115, may have faced or been threatened with charges.25 
Th e High Court of Justice responsible for passing sentence on those primarily 
responsible for the collaboration (the head of state, ministers and general sec-
retaries) adjudicated in 108 cases and handed down 55 sentences, of which 18 
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were death sentences (three were carried out). Th e courts of justice organised 
in each département in order to punish individuals who had supported the en-
emy’s aims issued 124,613 judgements against individuals. Th ey pronounced 
about 7,000 death sentences (767 of which were carried out) and 44,000 prison 
terms. Th e civil courts, whose purpose it was to strip the guilty of their citizen-
ship rights, sentenced some 50,000 individuals. Between 22,000 and 28,000 
civil servants were also found guilty (dismissed or laid off ). Finally, even if they 
were less visible because of their slow pace and because they extended into the 
1950s, economic purges also took place: the committees created in each dépar-
tement to confi scate ill-gotten gains examined 124,000 cases between 1945 and 
1949. Th e total number of sentences handed down under the heading of illicit 
profi ts obtained through economic collaboration or through the black market 
under the Occupation amounted to around 150 thousand million francs (68.3 
thousand million in confi scations and 78.6 thousand million in fi nes).26

In the end, these fi gures ‘displeased everyone,’27 failing to fi nd a satisfactory 
middle ground between the advocates of a radical purge and those wishing 
to limit it to a few high-profi le cases. Nevertheless, this purge, in all its facets, 
played a truly cathartic role in French society. Th e major trials of those respon-
sible for the collaboration served a primarily political function, whereas the 
more diff use purge that took place on the local level, and can be characterised 
as a ‘popular purge’, served a social function.

Th e purge of those responsible for the collaboration was at once the most 
spectacular and the most widely covered by the media at the time of the Lib-
eration. Th e most newsworthy trials were those of the leaders of the French 
state, which were heard before the High Court of Justice, as well as those of 
the intellectual collaborators (Robert Brasillach, Jean Hérold-Paquis etc.), who 
had always called for a total alliance with Nazi Germany. While it did not in-
volve any of the individuals responsible for the defeat of 1940, this purge still 
appeared as a means of fi nding some explanation for this military disaster, 
emphasising the fact that France had been betrayed by those who had only 
been waiting for Nazi Germany’s victory in order to take power. Th e purpose, 
then, was to punish those who had plunged France into collaborating with 
Germany but also in a certain way to atone for the defeat of 1940. Th is is the 
full meaning of the famous conspiracy theory, which was presented in a very 
crude manner during the trial of Marshal Pétain. By inaccurately painting the 
French head of state as a former leader of the Cagoule, an extreme right-wing 
terrorist organisation, in the 1930s, and by insisting on his ties to Franco and 
Mussolini before the war, the prosecution endeavoured to establish, without 
providing any substantial proof, that Pétain had ceaselessly plotted against 
the Republic before the war.28 It is also this allegation of treason that explains 
the importance accorded to the purge of those intellectuals whose ideologi-
cal commitment in favour of fascism oft en dated back to the pre-war period. 
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Th ese journalists were accused of having aided Germany on the eve of the war, 
thus contributing to the disaster of 1940.29

If historians long tended to focus on the upper strata of the purge, today 
we have a better sense of the manner in which the purge was carried out at 
the grass-roots level, involving ‘ordinary Frenchmen’ and having an important 
social dimension. Th is ‘popular purge’,30 sometimes described as a ‘neighbour-
hood’ purge, bears witness to the will of the population to participate in the 
punishment of traitors. By attacking all those who had profi ted in some way 
from the Occupation while the majority had been impoverished, this purge 
was supposed to serve a second, cathartic function: the point was no longer 
simply to fi nd scapegoats for the defeat of 1940 but to take revenge for four 
years of oppression, restrictions and misery.

Although it would appear diffi  cult to quantify due to a lack of statistical 
data for the whole of the country, this ‘popular purge’ was indeed a mass phe-
nomenon in France, involving large swathes of French society.31 It assumed 
various forms. Summary executions (about eight thousand) do not entirely 
fall into this category because they were most oft en carried out by the FTP 
(Francs-Tireurs et Partisans) or FFI (Forces Françaises de l’Intérieure), which 
regarded themselves as a legitimate police force at the time of Liberation, 
whereas the forms of social exclusion practiced at the local level do. Oft en, 
Liberation communities stigmatised collaborators by painting a swastika on 
their houses or by not allowing them to participate in the victory celebrations. 
Th e Liberation also witnessed a wave of denunciations: a huge number of let-
ters of denunciation were sent to the Departmental Committees of Liberation 
(CDL), local authorities with roots in the Resistance, in an eff ort to insure 
that individuals notorious for their immoral or anti-French behaviour be pun-
ished. Although ordinarily the CDL should have passed the information on 
to the competent institutions (courts of justice) so that judicial proceedings 
could be instigated, there are several cases in which the CDL themselves meted 
out these punishments (in the form of fi nes, requisitions and confi scations), 
thereby largely abusing their authority. For example, at Liberation the CDL of 
the Haute-Savoie published a list of millionaires against whom sanctions were 
to be put in place immediately because those individuals had participated in 
economic collaboration or in the black market.32

One of the most characteristic examples of this popular purge was the shav-
ing of women’s heads. Most oft en carried out in public on a village or city 
square, this represented a form of collective punishment. Although the police 
force at times have participated in the public head-shavings, either by allowing 
them to take place or by actively taking part in them, this phenomenon ap-
peared most oft en to have been spontaneous in nature and to have sprung from 
popular initiative. About twenty thousand women had their heads shaved in 
France at Liberation.33 ‘Horizontal collaboration’ (having sexual relationships 
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with German soldiers) was the most common accusation but it was not the 
only one: prostitutes, informants, trafi quants or women who had simply led a 
life regarded as immoral also had their heads shaved, without necessarily hav-
ing rubbed shoulders with the occupying forces. Th is phenomenon of shaving 
women’s heads served an important function of collective atonement by reviv-
ing an age-old tradition: that of the adulteress, who used to be led half-naked 
through the streets of a city upon a horse or a donkey.

Another form of popular purge involved individual attacks with explosives 
or the machine-gunning of the façades of buildings, targeting the houses of 
collaborators or presumed collaborators. In the Finistère region, twenty-one 
acts of aggression of this type were recorded in October and November of 
1944, and nineteen others in the Morbihan between June and August of 1945.34 
In the Haute-Savoie, in the single month of January 1945, eleven attacks with 
explosives took place. Such acts of summary violence continued until the sum-
mer of 1945, the main incidents taking place in Chamonix and Megève, which 
were reputed to be major dens of black-marketeers.35 Incidences in which 
money was extorted from farmers suspected of having enriched themselves 
on the black market or through trading with the Germans were also particu-
larly widespread. Th e prefects of several départements (Savoie, Haute-Loire) 
reported in 1945 on the existence of organised gangs that, under the pretext of 
repressing black-market activities, were extorting money from farmers.

In these various guises, this ‘popular purge’ was a persistent phenomenon 
that came in several diff erent waves, not just limited to the weeks following the 
Liberation. Aft er an initial peak during the summer of 1944, a second wave took 
place during the spring and summer of 1945, when the return of prisoners and 
deportees rekindled certain resentments. Th is ‘popular purge’ witnessed a few 
resurgences in 1946, suggesting the diffi  culty many French people experienced 
in closing the chapter of the war. Th is phenomenon seems to have been pro-
voked by a legal purge that was seen as too lenient (oft en, an individual attack 
took place following a judicial sentence that was viewed as too mild). Several 
incidents of head-shavings are still recorded at the beginning of 1946, the last 
one having taken place in a village in the Gard on 14 March 1946.36 A few re-
sidual bombings and farm burnings also took place. In the Côtes-du-Nord, the 
fi nal act of aggression of this type took place on 14 March 1947 in Saint-Brieux 
against a brasserie that had just been purchased by an ex-collaborator, recently 
released from prison.37

Th e question of which individuals were targeted by this ‘popular purge’ is 
an interesting one. An important social demand developed so that the purge 
might allow for all of those who in one way or another might have benefi ted 
from the Occupation to be punished. Th e issue, then, was not only that of pun-
ishing political collaborators (who were ultimately but a small minority, as 
is indicated by low rates of membership in the parties of collaboration) but 
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also all those who had worked for the occupiers, had made ‘good profi ts’, or 
quite simply had exhibited selfi sh or immoral behaviour. Th ere was thus a sig-
nifi cant gap between a legal purge aimed above all at political and ideological 
collaboration and the purge that the greater part of society desired, and that 
was supposed to have a much wider reach. In Brittany, for example, half of 
the letters of denunciation sent by local groups to the public authorities at the 
Liberation dealt with incidents of economic collaboration or of black market-
eering, whereas military and political collaborators made up only about 10 
per cent of those denounced.38 Th e issue of the black market profi teers occu-
pied an especially important place within this phenomenon of local purges. In 
small communities, those who had reaped signifi cant benefi ts from the black 
market were very oft en known to everyone. Th e prefects’ reports from the fi -
nal months of the Occupation describe a true ‘social hatred’ on the part of 
consumers, directed at the farmers or shopkeepers suspected of dealing on 
the black market.39 At Liberation many people felt that the traffi  ckers deserved 
punishment just as much as the collaborators themselves.40

Th e construction of a national identity in the immediate post-war period 
did not rest solely on the image of a people who had resisted, but equally on 
that of a community that had suff ered41 under the Occupation. All those who 
had benefi ted from the country’s misfortunes or who had behaved selfi shly 
and amassed large fortunes thanks to the Occupation held a special place in 
the rogues’ gallery of bad Frenchmen: Without necessarily having worked for 
the Germans, they had inevitably contributed to their eff ort by aggravating the 
hardships of daily life and by stoking the fl ames of division among Frenchmen 
in their struggle for survival. Certain categories of people judged by public 
opinion to have enriched themselves between 1940 and 1944 (including farm-
ers, business owners, and all of those who were stigmatised under the label of 
‘BOF’ – short for ‘beurre, oeufs, fromage’ – because they had speculated in but-
ter, eggs and cheese) continued for many years to suff er from a bad reputation 
because of their alleged behaviour under Occupation.42

Daily Life still Infl uenced by the Consequences of the War 
and of the Occupation

Th e expression ‘the thirty glorious years’, popularly utilised in France to refer 
to the exceptional period of growth from 1945 to 1975,43 is somewhat fl awed, 
in that it glosses over the numerous economic hardships suff ered by the coun-
try until the beginning of the 1950s. Many Frenchmen thought that Liberation 
would mark the return to ‘happier days’44 and the end to all the material suff er-
ing that had characterised the Occupation. In most municipalities of liberated 
France, the departure of the occupier and the arrival of the Allies triggered 
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popular enthusiasm and celebrations (block parties, public dances), which 
demonstrated an intense desire for life within a wounded society. Under the 
Occupation, a simplistic logic had reigned: penury and material diffi  culties 
were the consequence of the Germans’ confi scation of half of France’s food re-
sources. However, the narrow focus on these predations led many to overlook 
the factors that were to delay economic recovery and reconstruction by several 
years: a dislocated national market, a desperate shortage of raw materials and 
energy resources, a severely damaged communications infrastructure and out-
dated industrial equipment. In 1945 numerous bottlenecks plagued the French 
economy, hindering an immediate resumption of activity. From a base of one 
hundred in 1938, the industrial production index had fallen to forty-fi ve in 
May of 1945. With respect to agricultural production, it amounted to only 60 
per cent of the pre-war level.45 Th ere was also the need to recoup the enormous 
fi nancial losses caused by four years of occupation (the Vichy regime had sent 
860 thousand million francs to Germany within the framework of an armi-
stices indemnity and clearing agreements).

Despite the hopes that it had raised, the Liberation did not result in a fun-
damental turning point in the lives of the French on the level of everyday life. 
Th e return to republican legitimacy put an end to the authoritarian and exclu-
sionary politics practiced by Vichy, while the departure of the occupier meant 
an end to four years of looting and terror. However, an important symbol of 
the Occupation in the eyes of many – namely the restrictions and the mate-
rial hardships – persisted for several years. Obviously, a certain number of 
reforms adopted at Liberation seemed to augur happier days. Th e Charter of 
the National Council of the Resistance, adopted in March 1944, appeared to 
herald the emergence of a more just and egalitarian society.46 Th e realization 
article was the adoption in October 1945 of a plan for social security, allowing 
for all salaried workers to be insured against the primary social risks (illness, 
work-related accidents, disability, old age and death). However, even though 
the foundations of the welfare state were laid in 1945,47 it would take another 
fi ve years for French society to truly enter into a new era, that of modernity 
and of ‘better living conditions’. Until the early 1950s, the French continued to 
feel the consequences of the war and of the Occupation in their daily lives.

One of the most urgent problems concerned housing.48 Th e destruction of 
a signifi cant proportion of the housing stock (cf. above) made it necessary to 
fi nd housing for the fi ve million citizens of France in 1945 who were homeless 
or who had been bombed out of their homes. Several temporary measures 
were adopted. In the bombed-out cities, simple barracks were hastily built in 
order to provide provisional housing for homeless families. In the most af-
fected départements, the prefects asked the municipalities to oblige all those 
whose homes had been spared to take in at least one homeless family. Such 
forced communal living arrangements, entered into in the name of national 
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solidarity, were oft en quite diffi  cult, creating rancour and jealousy among those 
families compelled to live under the same roof.

Th e government sometimes intervened when houses were illegally occu-
pied, and some holiday homes were requisitioned, but this oft en met with 
strong resistance from the owners, who appealed to the courts of law to de-
nounce such decisions as incompatible with respect for private property.

In the end, all such urgent measures failed to deal with the basic problem: 
the need to build new housing. Th ey also stirred disappointments and social 
tensions. For several years, many families had to make do with improvised shel-
ters, wooden huts and concrete prefabs. Th is housing crisis appeared as one of 
the dark spots in a reconstruction programme that prioritised infrastructure 
projects and industry over residential buildings. In 1955 in Dunkerque, eleven 
thousand people were still being housed in temporary barracks. Th e fi rst plan, 
launched in 1947, to spur the reconstruction and modernization of France 
only addressed six basic aspects (coal, electricity, cement, steel, national trans-
portation networks and farm machinery). It was not until the second plan 
(1954–1957) that the focus shift ed to housing.

Another manifestation of the diffi  culties of daily life in France aft er Libera-
tion was the issue of the food supply. Every eff ort on the part of the Provisional 
Government to explain to the French that restrictions had to be maintained 
owing to the signifi cant gap between supply and demand failed (this was one 
of the main topics addressed by P. Mendes-France in his ‘radio chats’ while he 
was economy minister).49 Th e policy of rationing was not understood by the 
general public. Introduced in September 1940, rationing was supposed to en-
sure, in a climate of scarcity, that all the available products would be equitably 
distributed. However, as it was introduced a few weeks aft er the start of the Oc-
cupation, the French were convinced that it had been forced upon them by the 
Germans in order to facilitate the policy of exploitation.50 Many thought that 
the ration cards would disappear with the occupying powers. In many French 
cities, people tore up their ration cards at Liberation.

As a gesture of goodwill, the fi rst post-liberation government did try to 
increase the rations. Th e bread ration was raised from 300 to 350 grams per 
day and that of meat from 90 to 250 grams per week. However, these measures 
were short-lived due to the poor state of the economy: very quickly, the ration-
ing that people had hoped would soon disappear had to be reinforced. With 
many products, the offi  cial rations even seemed lower in 1945 than they had 
been under the Occupation. Th e scarcity of leather and fabric also forced the 
government to continue rationing clothing and footwear. Restrictions on gas 
and electricity use were extended.51 As under the Occupation, the French had 
a very hard time accessing food, clothing and heat, all of which gave victory 
a bitter taste. And the continuation of restrictions aroused even more resent-
ment because at Liberation a whole segment of the French population was 
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just discovering the comforts of the consumer society thanks to the presence 
of US soldiers on French territory. Th e American military bases, nicknamed 
‘cigarette camps’,52 were chock full of amenities that French households lacked 
(bathroom fi xtures, furniture, ultra modern radio sets) while the products is-
sued by the Quartermaster’s Corps (cigarettes, chocolate bars, Coca Cola etc.) 
aroused the envy of a French population lacking in everything.

According to various contemporary polls, the availability of food was peo-
ple’s primary concern, far surpassing any interest in the events of that period. 
In January 1945, 60 per cent of the population felt that the availability of food 
was worse than during the Occupation.53 Forty per cent of the French blamed 
the government for the scarcity while 37 per cent blamed circumstances. Th is 
obsession with food availability would last for many years. It was not until 
1948 that food worries cease to fi gure among the main preoccupations of the 
French, according to the polls.54 Of all government offi  ces, the least popular 
by far was the one in charge of food distribution. Th e public could not under-
stand why rations were not more generous than during the Occupation, and 
they gave Paul Ramadier, whom General de Gaulle had named as minister of 
food distribution, the nickname ‘Ramadan’ or ‘Ramadiet’.55

Faced with this popular impatience and a protest movement triggered by 
food scarcities, Ramadier was forced to resign on 30 May 1945. In the autumn 
of 1945 his successor, Christian Pineau, decided to initiate a return to free 
trade in certain food staples (poultry, potatoes) and to abolish ration cards 
for bread. Th is programme, a political move announced just a few weeks be-
fore the legislative elections of October 1945, proved to be largely illusory. Th e 
shortfalls in farm production precluded any too-rapid return to free trade and 
risked further aggravating the strong infl ationary tendencies of the post-war 
period.

Th at policy was a total failure, forcing Pineau to resign on 21 November 
1945. Ration cards for bread were reintroduced on 28 December 1945. Due 
to the poor wheat harvest, the bread ration was lowered still further, to 300 
grams, whereas it had been 350 grams before the experiment with free trade. 
Th is ‘false move’ provoked strong protests. Strikes broke out in Laon, Le Creu-
sot, Nantes and Paris. Th ere was soon looting of bakeries in several cities, and 
in Tours the prefecture building was assaulted by a crowd intent on burning 
the new ration cards.56

Th e maintenance of the policy of restrictions and rationing resulted in the 
continuation of the black market and of a certain number of illicit practices 
that had been commonplace during the Occupation.57 Th e reports of the re-
gional directors of the Economic Control Board, the main offi  ce responsible 
for fi ghting the black market, suggest that in 1945–1946 it was even larger than 
in the previous years: ‘Th e black market is fl ourishing more than ever’ (Jura 
region); ‘those who traffi  c on the black market seem to be earning bigger prof-
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its than during the Occupation’ (Orléans region).58 Th e methods and practices 
remained the same as under the Occupation. In the countryside, farmers still 
refused to fulfi l the quotas for food distribution to the consumers, preferring 
to sell their products for higher prices on the black market. In all large cit-
ies, the traffi  ckers resumed their activities. In Paris the police prefect stated 
right aft er the Liberation: ‘Th e black market, which had seemed to decrease 
at Liberation, is now reappearing: cigarettes, condensed milk, canned foods, 
meat … are once again being sold at prohibitive prices.’59 Th e police action of 
11 September 1945 on the Boulevard de Belleville led to the arrest of about 
one hundred individuals who were selling various products in a clandestine 
manner.60 Beyond the black market in food staples, the traffi  cking in ration 
cards also continued and in certain cities veritable auctions of ration cards 
were held. Th us in their quest for provisions the French continued to resort to 
various forms of traffi  cking as well as to the ‘DIY system’ (‘do it yourself ’).

Th e maintenance of restrictions and the need to suppress black markets led 
the provisional government to keep in place the administrative offi  ces set up 
by Vichy in order to apply and respect the economic regulations (general food 
distribution, economic controls). Th is decision to keep in place especially un-
popular institutions and control organs triggered a signifi cant protest move-
ment orchestrated by the Communist Party and its associations (notably the 
Union of French Women). Th e protest marches and the ‘bread marches’, which 
gained in frequency during the winters of 1945 and 1946, were oft en aimed at 
the abolition of those offi  ces labelled as ‘Vichyist’. In Nantes on 29 January 1945 
and in Lyon in February, many thousands of people blockaded the buildings of 
the Food Distribution Offi  ce, demanding its closure and the setting up of com-
mittees of housewives responsible for supervising prices and controlling the 
offi  cial food distribution. One of the offi  ces most targeted by this popular an-
ger was the Economic Control Board, whose function it was to punish various 
violations of the economic regulations. Numerous incidents took place during 
market inspections and controls of retail shops. On 12 May 1945 in Pontivy 
(Morbihan), four control offi  cers were threatened with lynching by hundreds 
of individuals. More than fi ft y such incidents were recorded in 1945.61 In a 
note from 11 July 1945 the general manager of the Economic Control Board 
wrote: ‘A climate of insubordination pervades all strata: the producers, the re-
tailers and consumers, but also the local authorities. We can hear everywhere 
shouts of “Vichy’s henchmen” and “nothing new since Vichy”.’62

In 1947, two years aft er the end of the war, France suff ered a very deep 
social and political crisis (the dismissal of communist ministers from the gov-
ernment in May 1947, growing discontent among the people and a signifi cant 
strike movement at the end of the year). In its political dimension, this crisis 
fi t into the framework of the start of the Cold War and the Communist Party’s 
move to opposition. But in its social aspect it also appeared as the consequence 
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of persistent material diffi  culties and of the maintenance of restrictions that 
had become increasingly resented as time had elapsed since the Liberation. 
Th e French despaired of ever seeing the light at the end of the tunnel and be-
gan to doubt the purpose of all the sacrifi ces to which they had consented.

Th e year 1947 began with a very important wave of protests among certain 
groups (retailers, craft smen, small business owners etc.) tired of having to con-
tinue implementing regulations (notably price controls) which were seen as 
the consequences of the Occupation. In January, the government, led by Leon 
Blum, decided to try to regulate the market by means of a policy of lowering 
prices in order to halt infl ation. A fi rst decrease of 5 per cent was approved in 
January, then a second one, again of 5 per cent in March, by the new govern-
ment of Paul Ramadier. It was in fact a return to a policy of price controls.63 
Th e Economic Control Board was asked to implement ‘immediate, massive 
and repeated controls’.64 Any and all violations of this policy of lowered prices, 
even the most insignifi cant, were to be punished quickly and rigorously. By 
reinforcing the controls and regulations, this policy triggered a strong pro-
test encouraged especially by the general federation of small and mid-level 
businesses led by Leon Gingembre. Meetings of retailers were held in many 
cities. Th e speakers attacked the government violently and encouraged the au-
dience to rebel against the public authorities. Self-defence committees sprang 
up all over whose members, alerted as soon as a controller had arrived, used 
force to prevent any verifi cation. Between April and June of 1947 the general 
administration of the economic Control Board registered fi ft y-nine collective 
actions against some of its agents, actions accompanied by insults and acts of 
violence.65 In some cities the premises of the Control Board were invaded by a 
mob, as happened in Dijon on 21 May when seven thousand persons wrecked 
its regional offi  ces, setting fi re to the fi les and to the furniture.66

Th is protest movement forced the Ramadier administration to abandon 
the policy of lowering prices aft er a few months. But in freeing the prices for 
most foodstuff s during the summer of 1947 in order to ease people’s minds, 
the government created renewed infl ation. At the same time, poor harvests 
caused new lower levels of the offi  cial rations. Th e bread ration was lowered 
to 250 grams per day on 1 May 1947 then to 200 grams in August. Th e shock 
was considerable because it had reached its lowest point since the introduction 
of rationing in 1940. Th e general decline in food availability and the worsen-
ing of the restrictions provoked growing discontent among the workers, who 
were tired of seeing their standard of living drop while they had been making 
considerable sacrifi ces since the end of the war within the policy of ‘the bat-
tle for production’. In the late spring of 1947 bread riots erupted in diff erent 
regions (sixty-one were documented between May and September 1947)67 as 
well as many strike initiatives. Th e discontent grew again in the early autumn 
and President Vincent Auriol wrote in his journal on 15 September 1947: ‘Th e 
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authority of the State is being challenged everywhere and violated … there is 
a divorce between the public authorities and the rural and urban masses. Th is 
sorry state of aff airs more closely resembles a true crisis of the regime than a 
temporary crisis of distrust in the government.’ Several prefectures were in-
vaded (according to L’Annee Politique, violence might have reached about fi ft y 
cities) by rioters asking for better access to food. In October 1947 the govern-
ment’s approval rating with respect to its food distribution policy reached an 
all-time low, with 92 per cent of the public disapproving of it.68

In this context, at the end of 1947 the most widespread wave of strikes dur-
ing the Fourth Republic erupted.69 Th e movement began in Marseilles at the 
beginning of November, following a rise in tramway fees. Th is triggered a 
passengers’ strike that soon turned into an uprising. Th e movement quickly 
spread and reached the Rhone valley. Many railway stations were occupied 
and communications were halted. On 15 November it was the miners’ turn 
to strike, and the movement spread to diff erent professional segments (rail-
way personnel, metal workers, textile employees). On 28 November the CGT 
(Confédération Générale du Travail) organised a central committee to coor-
dinate the operations. Faced with such a broad movement, the government 
decided to use force by mobilizing the army. Aft er a few sometimes violent en-
counters between the strikers and the soldiers, the strikes abated in December. 
Although it was manipulated by the Communist Party for ideological ends, 
this mobilization of workers can broadly be explained as a reaction to persist-
ent social hardships since Liberation: infl ation, the diffi  culty in accessing food, 
housing problems, the black market and salaries deemed too low compared to 
rising prices. Th e French wanted a permanent end to food ration cards, fabric 
coupons and queues in front of shops.

Once the hardships of 1947 were over, the economic situation gradually 
improved. American aid in the form of the Marshall Plan began to arrive while 
the various bottlenecks slowing reconstruction gradually disappeared (trans-
port, energy). In 1948 farm output regained its pre-war level. By that time, 
industrial growth had surpassed its 1938 level. Th is surge in supply allowed 
those restrictions still in place to be removed. On 1 November 1948 the bread 
ration card disappeared forever. In 1949 only imported staples (sugar, coff ee, 
rice and oil) were still being rationed. But prices continued to rise. Food shop-
ping ceased to be a problem, giving way to infl ation as ‘the main preoccupation 
of the French’. Th is return to a market economy signalled the end of a decade 
of scarcities, controls and the regulated distribution of goods. ‘Farewell, fi nally, 
to the Food Supply Ministry … an offi  ce that no Frenchman will miss’, wrote 
the daily L’Aurore in December 1949, when that institution was eliminated.

With the renewal of growth, ‘the thirty glorious years’ truly began for the 
French people; the years of restrictions were followed by a period of plenty 
marked by mass consumption and the creation of new distribution channels. 
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However, for a whole generation, the decade of restrictions long continued to 
infl uence some forms of daily behaviour (the need not to waste food, to recycle 
used objects) and the habit of hoarding for a rainy day remained important 
every time a crisis was forecast (such behaviour disturbed the supply channels 
and created temporary shortfalls during the Korean War and the crises of May 
1958 and May 1968).

Th e Illusion of Power

Th e great French paradox of the post-war period is that perhaps despite all in-
ternal diffi  culties, the persistence of restrictions, the slow pace of reconstruc-
tion and the necessary reliance on foreign aid – especially American – the 
French still considered their nation to be a Great Power and had not truly 
appreciated its new status on the international stage. In eff ect, the French were 
returning to their pre-war certitude, regaining the idea of the grandeur of 
France and denying any possibility of decline. According to an IFOP poll in 
December 1944, 64 per cent of the French thought that France had regained its 
status as a Great Power. Five months later, this fi gure had reached 80 per cent. 
Largely forgetting the four years of collaboration and the switch of alliances 
made by the Vichy regime in 1940, the French subscribed broadly to the ideas 
of General de Gaulle: that France now stood among the victorious nations af-
ter the war and that it had greatly contributed to its own liberation from Nazi 
rule, fi ghting alongside its Anglo-Saxon Allies in the war till the fi nal collapse 
of Nazi Germany. Some episodes were highlighted, such as the liberation of 
Paris or the successes of the 1st French Army led by General de Lattre de Tas-
signy in the battle for Germany.

It is true that within a few months, the rehabilitation of the nation had been 
spectacular and that France, totally discredited in the eyes of the Allies in the 
spring of 1944, seemed to have regained its position in 1945 and to have re-
joined the concert of the Great Powers. Th e Provisional Government of the 
French Republic was recognized de jure by the UK, the USA and the USSR in 
October 1944. Th ough France did not participate in the Yalta Conference in 
February 1945 with the three great architects of the Allied victory (Churchill, 
Stalin and Roosevelt), it was still given an occupation zone in Germany thanks 
to Churchill’s support. Above all, France obtained a seat on the Security Coun-
cil of the newly formed UNO, created in San Francisco in June 1945. Finally, 
de Gaulle was trying to re-establish French sovereignty in all the territories 
that had formed the Empire prior to the confl ict. Many Frenchmen held on to 
the illusion that the Empire would bring to France a great measure of power 
as it would prove a true asset in allowing France to compete with larger and 
more populated powers. Th is feeling was perfectly summarised by the deputy 
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of the Radical Socialist Party of French Guyana, Gaston Monnerville, on 15 
May 1945 before the Consulting Assembly: ‘Without its Empire, today France 
would merely be a liberated country. Th anks to its Empire, France is a victori-
ous nation.’70

Th e years aft er the war thus maintained and even widened the gap that 
had existed prior to the confl ict between the supposed power and the actual 
decline of France on the international stage. For several years the French had 
demonstrated a sort of blindness concerning their growing reliance on outside 
help, notably American assistance, and also concerning the fi rst signs of the 
colonial empire breaking up, indicating that far from being an asset it was ac-
tually more and more of a burden. Th ey would have to wait almost ten years, 
until the shock infl icted by the defeat at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954, the start 
of the Algerian War in November 1954, and/or the diplomatic disaster of the 
Suez Canal invasion of October 1956, in order to fully appreciate their nation’s 
decline in status on the international stage and to shed their fi nal illusions 
concerning its power.

Stuck between the dark years of the Occupation and the prosperous period 
of the 50s and 60s, the late 1940s undeniably constitutes a ‘forgotten’ period in 
French history.71 Th at period still remains essential in order to understand how 
the French established the basis for a new France while continuing to experi-
ence directly the consequences of the war and the Occupation in their daily 
lives. And paradoxically, it was only in the early 1950s, when domestic condi-
tions were improving, when the restrictions were disappearing and growth was 
resuming, that the failures of their foreign and colonial policies fi nally con-
vinced the French that their nation was no longer a Great Power, a belief they 
had held on to in the immediate post-war period.
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Great Britain
Remembering a Just War (1945–1950)1

Toby Haggith

It i s widely accepted that the British memory of the Second World War is over-
whelmingly positive, even that it is a source of great pride for the majority of 
the people. Historians and commentators have referred to the war, and with-
out irony, as ‘just’ or ‘good’ and the role of the British Army in liberating occu-
pied Europe as ‘a noble crusade’.2 Th is contention is supported by the evidence 
of popular culture where nostalgic, heroic representations of the war abound 
and, according to one cliché, no Sunday aft ernoon in the family home is com-
plete without the ritual viewing of a British war fi lm on the television.3 At 
times of crisis the British have oft en looked nostalgically back on the war and 
its victorious end as bringing some solace and sense of security.4

Frustration with Britain’s relative decline since the end of the Second World 
War has led some historians to argue that victory and positive memories of the 
war were a disaster for the British, inducing a false pride that encouraged the 
post-war government to embark on an ambitious and expensive foreign policy 
to maintain the nation’s super-power status alongside the USA and to defend 
what was seen as a resurgent British Empire.5 Correlli Barnett, who is the most 
strident and withering of these critics, sees the victory celebrations as the fi nal 
massive self-administered dose in a course of seductive opiates, by which the 
British had continued to ignore the need for reform of the nation’s antiquated 
and uncompetitive social and economic structure.6 By contrast these detrac-
tors have much admiration for the response of Britain’s continental neigh-
bours to the experience of defeat, occupation and devastation, which served, 
in the business jargon favoured by Barnett, as a ‘bottom line under the past’ 
encouraging political leaders to put into action a sophisticated programme of 
industrial modernisation at home and economic and political integration with 
their neighbours via the EEC.7
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However, most social and political historians examining the period 1945–
50 have been less concerned with how the people remembered their experi-
ences of the war, than with their attitudes to the social and political changes 
being initiated by the Labour Government.8 As Barry Turner and Tony Renell 
put it: ‘Historical accounts of 1945 leap eff ortlessly from the Berlin bunker 
and VE Day jubilations to rejection of Churchill and the Tories at the General 
Election two months later and on to the meatier problems of Attlee’s Labour 
Government and the birth of the Welfare State.’9

Looking beyond 1950, Mark Connelly and Martin Shaw believe that the 
memory of the war and the 1945 victory has evolved into a powerful cultural 
and political force in British society. Connelly argues that a ‘continuing appetite 
for major player status’ in the international arena, despite the impracticalities of 
maintaining this role, has been underpinned by a mythologised memory of the 
war. Shaw notes that Britain’s share in the 1945 victory was the culmination of a 
series of military victories stretching over more than a century, a factor which, 
combined with the uniquely fortunate experience of being threatened and 
bombed, but never occupied, has led to a more positive view of war than that 
held by other nations.10 Shaw gives two examples of the importance of this syn-
drome in recent history, fi rstly, when it was mobilised by Margaret Th atcher to 
win support for her response to the Argentine invasion of the Falklands Islands, 
and secondly, its role in shaping the attitudes of ordinary people to Saddam Hus-
sein and the First Gulf War.11 As is evident from the on-going national debate 
about the justifi cation of the war in Iraq, the memory of the Second World War 
continues to be invoked by those who support the war as providing the ‘lesson 
from history’ that one must take a strong line against military dictators.

However, as this chapter will argue, the nature of the British memory of the 
war today should not be assumed to stand for the whole era. Focussing on the 
years 1945–50 and concentrating on evidence demonstrating the attitudes of 
ordinary Britons, this chapter will question the degree to which the memory of 
the war in its immediate aft ermath was such a preoccupation; for most people, 
memories of the war were not that it was ‘just’ or ‘good’, just bloody awful, or 
perhaps just relief that it was over. Secondly, I also argue that far from remem-
bering the war, civilians and ex-service personnel actively sought to forget it. 
Th irdly, this study contradicts the assumption that Britain’s relatively light en-
tanglement with war (when compared with the other countries involved) made 
the people temperamentally more war-like and willing to support military solu-
tions to intractable problems of foreign aff airs.

Celebrating the End of the War

Correlli Barnett asserts that during the victory celebrations the mass of British 
people looked back with a boastful pride on their achievements.12 However, 
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closer analysis of the numerous refl ective commentaries published at the war’s 
end, shows that, along with pride and self-congratulation, there was nearly 
always full acknowledgment of how narrow had been Britain’s escape from the 
abyss (and thus how much was owed to its allies) and also a realistic note of 
caution about the future.

Th e immediate, private reactions of many ordinary Britons to the end of 
the war in Europe were altogether more prosaic and non-committal. Among 
private records it is unusual to fi nd people actively refl ecting on the meaning 
of the war in the summer of 1945. Partly this is because the protracted ending 
of the Second World War made it diffi  cult to take stock. For servicemen in the 
Far East or those about to be sent there, VE Day was fairly meaningless. Th is 
also explains why civilians frequently expressed feelings of the celebrations on 
VE Day as being bitter-sweet and tinged with anxiety about the continuing 
war in the Far East against the Japanese. As one ex-serviceman explained: ‘Th e 
war against Japan was not yet over: we had to remind ourselves constantly of 
that. It was the big fl y in the ointment, the bitter diff erence between 1918 and 
1945. It was a peace without a peace.’13 And in contrast to the general per-
ception of VE Day, shaped by newsreel and amateur fi lm, of massed crowds 
cheering, dancing and partying in the streets of British cities, it seems that 
exhaustion and hunger oft en precluded riotous celebrations. Rose Cottrell, a 
young woman who lived in Bromley, sending an account of VE Day to her 
sister in Switzerland, poignantly described the street celebrations as ‘a gently 
moving scene, just a ripple’, and confessed that: ‘We didn’t go to town because 
to be perfectly frank no one seems to have the energy to do anything except 
to sit around. Aft er all nearly six years on short rations must have their eff ect 
and so no one nowadays has much energy. We have enough to get on with 
the daily grind, and to keep on gently, but we haven’t enough to get boister-
ous or to spare for rushing about.’14 Food was such a preoccupation that it left  
little room for refl ection on current aff airs. Retired electrical engineer Her-
bert Brush, who spent some of 7 May at the Summer Exhibition at the Royal 
Academy, made no reference to the excitement and much-leaked ending of 
the war in Europe, but did, however, record that the three paintings that held 
his attention for more than fi ve seconds were Girl Resting by A. R. Middleton, 
Snow in Northumbria by Henry Moore and Still Life by Frederick Elwell, which 
showed a ‘cold ham with a nice wide cut in the middle showing the inside lean 
part, and a pork pie with a couple of bottles of sprit alongside. It made me feel 
hungry, and I remembered that I had a sausage roll in my pocket, but I could 
not eat a sausage roll in the Royal Academy’.15

Although the war against the Japanese had been the cause of such worry, 
when VJ Day eventually came, the celebrations were low-key. Apart from the 
fact that peace in Europe had removed the direct threat to British civilians and 
the dismantling of some of the obvious indicators of war, the nation had run 
out of energy and resources for more partying and excitement. For Leonard 
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Muddeman VJ Day was a ‘complete anti-climax’, a mood reinforced by the 
diffi  culty he and a fellow soldier had in celebrating. As beer was in short sup-
ply in the district where they were stationed, they had gone to catch a bus to 
a hotel where it was hoped there would be suffi  cient stocks of booze – but the 
bus never came and they went back to barracks without having had a single 
drink to toast the occasion.16

Uninhibited rejoicing was further hampered by the Demobilisation Scheme, 
which meant that most personnel were released on the basis of age and length 
of service. As a result VE and VJ Day did not mean the end of the war for 
hundreds of thousands of men and women. Joan Jackson, whose husband was 
serving in the army in Germany and would not come home until 1946, wrote: 
‘Th e war wasn’t over for me. VE Day wasn’t a fabulous celebration because my 
man was still in uniform. Th e peace was very fragile. I was working in Solihull; 
I would cycle to work to take my mind off  it. At night in my room it would hit 
me. It was a pretty fractious time.’17 Th e festivities to mark the end of the war 
were particularly hollow and painful for those who had lost a lover or relative. 
For munitions worker Louise White, 7 May 1945 was just another day and 
another week (as she had dutifully recorded each Monday in her diary for the 
previous ninety-six weeks) since her husband Jack had been reported missing 
in an air raid over Krefeld in Germany: ‘Every one in suspense. I am not both-
ered. Worked over. At 9.0 the news was given that it was over in Germany & 
tomorrow will be V.E.Day. At this moment someone is singing “None but the 
Weary Heart”. How appropriate for me just now. I feel so miserable.’18 Th ere 
was also the diffi  culty of making sense of the war so close to its end. Even 
as late as October 1945, a reviewer of an exhibition on War Art in the Royal 
Academy explained: ‘It is impossible to be fair and detached in judging a show 
like this. Th e war was a ghastly boredom and these pictures very faithfully 
record ghastliness and boredom on a global scale. In fi ft y years time it may 
perhaps be exciting to have these records before one, but it is impossible to be 
just as critical, far less excited at present.’19

A Just War, a Good War

Naturally enough there was great pride in what had been achieved, but this 
did not lead to complacency or naive confi dence about Britain’s prospects for 
the future. Although Rose Cottrell and Mrs Britton did not support the same 
political parties, they were both realistic about the great problems now facing 
the world; as Mrs Britton put it, ‘It is just possible that the most costly item 
of the war will be the peace.’20 While Cottrell, over a month before VE Day, 
predicted, ‘One day it will all be fi nished thank goodness, Japan as well, but I 
think people who think they can just sit back into peacefulness will have an 
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unpleasant surprise. Th ere is hard work ahead for generations, to say nothing 
of the backbiting and quarrelling.’21

Moreover, the recent war was not viewed in isolation but in the context 
of and in comparison with the First World War and its aft ermath. Although 
Mr and Mrs Britton were hopeful that under the new Labour Government a 
‘Brighter Britain’ would emerge, their optimism was tempered by memories 
of the inter-war years: ‘Th e outcome of the last war was misery and poverty 
for untold millions. If we can’t do better this time with the bitter experience 
which is the best teacher, then we shall deserve to be wiped off  the face of 
the earth by the atomic power which is now in the hands of mankind.’22 Simi-
larly, when in March 1946 Rose Cottrell had sketched out for her sister the 
scenario for the anticipated war with Russia, she had noted with irony: ‘Never 
mind, it will all be over by 1953.’23 Th is knowing re-working of the 1914 
phrase (repeated by some in 1939): ‘It will all be over by Christmas’, reveals 
the cynicism with which many greeted the peace. ‘Th e war to end all wars’, 
being another of the phrases associated with the First World War, which was 
frequently coined ironically in the summer of 1945 to instil a sense of realism 
in the revellers.24

Th e British were proud of what their armed forces had achieved, but few 
overlooked the fact that victory would not have been possible without the con-
siderable assistance of their allies the Americans and especially the Soviets. 
Many ordinary people, who had no connection to the communist party, made 
red fl ags, some with the hammer and sickle emblem, which were much in 
evidence during the victory celebrations. And a year later spectators watch-
ing the Victory Parade in London, were ‘hopeful’ that the Russians would be 
represented among the units marching past.25

A Noble Crusade

In the spring of 1945, the discovery of the concentration camps, and especially 
Bergen-Belsen, had a great impact on the British, convincing a previously 
sceptical public of the existence of the camps and of the atrocities committed 
against the inmates. For those involved in freeing and helping the beleaguered 
inmates, there was a realisation that the war had a powerful moral dimension, 
a message that was amplifi ed in the press and by Allied propagandists.26 But 
the impact of the camps on the public conscience was not long-lasting and 
soon, like other aspects of the memory of the war, it was forgotten. By 1948, 
the people had become bored of the war crimes trials at Nuremberg and were 
even beginning to react against what was seen as ‘dragging out’ the retribution 
against the German leaders.27 Sympathy for the Jewish plight in the concentra-
tion camps also seemed short-lived. Th e actions of Jewish terrorists against 
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British forces in Palestine in 1946 led, as will be seen, to a wave of virulent 
antisemitism in the UK. Not surprisingly, the story of the camps and of the 
atrocities committed in occupied Europe – which only indirectly related to the 
British experience – did not become a key element in the national memory. 
When in the 1950s British popular culture began to nostalgically explore the 
Second World War in novels and fi lms, it was the experience of British soldiers, 
airmen and sailors that provided the source material. Th e Jewish experience in 
occupied Europe was barely touched on.28 And until the late 1970s the subject 
‘was considered well to the margins’ of the Imperial War Museum’s terms of 
reference and it was not until 1989 that the Holocaust was directly covered in 
the public galleries.29

A Just War at Home

Even for those who were not prone to anti-semitism and for whom Britain’s 
contribution to the liberation of the concentration camps remained a source of 
pride, the most important meaning of the war was whether the British people 
would be justly rewarded for all their eff orts and sacrifi ces over the previous 
six years. But as the great problems, predicted by Mrs Britton and Rose Cot-
trell, began to surface, these just rewards seemed unlikely to be delivered. By 
the end of 1946 over four million men and women had been demobilised, 
and had to be accommodated in a decaying national housing stock depleted 
by the war. To relieve the immediate national crisis it was estimated that 2.5 
million homes were required.30 But a shortage of skilled labour and building 
materials slowed up the government’s eff orts and by the autumn of 1946 only 
210,000 families had been re-housed.31 In desperation, many of the homeless 
were driven to squat in vacant houses or military sites and airfi elds, with an 
estimated forty thousand ex-servicemen and their families taking over dis-
used military bases in the summer of 1946.32 Peace also brought no respite to 
the strictures of wartime feeding. On the eve of VJ Day, the population was 
warned that they could expect no easing of food rationing over the forthcom-
ing winter and that the latest issue of coupons for the clothes ration would 
have to last longer than previously.

By the end of 1945 people were so fed up with the war and all it had im-
posed upon their lives, that there were clear signs of an eff ort to forget the 
past six years. For instance, a trade assessment of book-buying tastes among 
Christmas shoppers in London and Edinburgh concluded that ‘war books 
were clearly not in demand’.33 Christina Foyle, of the famous Foyles Bookshop 
in Charing Cross Road, reported that not only were war books ‘virtually un-
sellable’, but that even gardening enthusiasts were ‘turning away from auster-
ity and were buying books on fl owers rather than on vegetables’.34 Th is trend 
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continued until Christmas 1949, with booksellers noticing that, in addition to 
novels or memoirs about the war, technical books connected with the war and 
the cheaply produced wartime publications could not be sold.35

Victory Day

In this climate, eff orts by the State to promote remembrance of the war were 
treated with indiff erence and in some cases cynicism. Th is attitude fi rst be-
came apparent with the lack of celebration with which the population marked 
the public holiday held to coincide with the fi rst anniversary of VE Day, but 
became more pronounced on 8 June 1946, the day assigned for the offi  cial vic-
tory celebrations.36

In view of the worsening bread situation, Mass Observer B. Charles thought: 
‘Th e idea of having any “Victory” celebration is simply farcical.’37 Reg Groves, a 
script-writer for Ministry of Information fi lms, also had practical objections to 
the idea of imposing another victory celebration on the capital, making travel 
even more arduous, exhausting the already meagre supply of cigarettes and 
driving the hapless Londoners from their pubs and cafes.38 Th e situation was 
not helped by the fact that the government had unwisely selected the Saturday 
of a bank holiday weekend for the celebrations which meant that housewives 
‘already suffi  ciently harassed by rationing problems and by the diffi  culties oc-
casioned at the weekend to secure the essentials to restock the larder’ would 
have to start shopping a day earlier.39

An examination of attitudes around the UK to the offi  cial Victory Day 
shows that, as well as concerns about the diffi  culty of provisioning the junket, 
there was a feeling that it was wrong to squander resources during such hard 
times and that the memory of the war was too close and painful for rejoicing. 
For example, although some towns and villages in the Lancaster area did take 
part in the festivities on the 8 June, the city itself ‘stood aloof ’, the editor of the 
Lancaster Guardian noting that, ‘there was no general rejoicing such as char-
acterised the celebrations of peace aft er the 1914–18 war’.40 Th is pattern was 
repeated across the nation, with the councils of Birmingham, Brighton, Liver-
pool and Manchester all deciding against offi  cial celebrations. Th e assessment 
of Th e Times correspondent covering Lancashire was that many of the people 
he had spoken to agreed with their own local leaders that ‘offi  cial celebrations 
are ill-timed, hollow, unspontaneous’, although some also regretted this deci-
sion.41 In the coastal and country districts of north Norfolk, covered by the 
Norfolk Chronicle, there was also a marked level of non-participation, with 
thirteen out of the twenty-fi ve towns and villages covered deciding that ‘the 
times are too grim for joy-making, and have either declined to hold celebra-
tions, or have postponed them’.42
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Battle Memories and a Contested Meaning of the War

Th ere is also evidence that the memory of the war was itself being contested, 
between those who favoured dwelling on the military aspects and an inter-
pretation in which it was the civilians’ contribution that was emphasised. As 
in 1919, the centrepiece of Victory Day was a parade in London with mili-
tary and auxiliary units of the UK and Empire forces fi ling past the King and 
international dignitaries at the ‘saluting base’ on the Mall. Th ere was also a 
fl ypast of military aviation, children’s entertainments in the Royal Parks and 
in the evening a fi reworks and light display along the Th ames. For some the 
parade and fl y-past conjured up powerful memories of hard-won British mili-
tary victories, such as the Battle of Britain, the Battle of the Atlantic and the 
Normandy campaign.43 Others like the Christian-socialist Reg Groves detested 
the militarism and imperial pomp of the spectacle:

Some of us might suggest a better procession – a march of those who have paid 
or are paying the price of war. Th e dead we cannot put in line and march past the 
‘saluting base’. But their widows, orphans and bereaved parents could come in their 
stead, and next to them those crippled by war – the maimed, the legless, the arm-
less, the witless, the blind; those injured by bullet, shell, bomb. … Let the generals, 
admirals, commanders, and political leaders salute the lot and then go off  to their 
speeches and plan their new wars.44

While military and nationalistic elements were certainly prominent, the fea-
ture that distinguished the 1946 parade from that of 1919 was the space in 
the procession given over to the many civil defence and non-military units 
that had served on the home front, with the Home Guard, land girls, factory 
workers, miners and many others following the Army, much to the delight of 
the spectators. Th is refl ected the wide acknowledged importance of the home 
front to the war eff ort and also the unprecedented danger to which civilians 
had been put, a factor that had led Churchill to order the striking of a special 
Defence Medal to be awarded to those who had served in ‘non-operational 
areas subject to air attack or closely threatened’. As Th e Times noticed, there 
would be few among the spectators of London’s Victory Parade who would 
not feel that they also ‘qualifi ed by service’ for a place in the parade if there 
was room: ‘Th at indeed is what separates this from the Victory celebrations of 
earlier wars. Once the civilian part of the nation saluted the fi ghting men as the 
sole victors: now the whole people does honour to the whole.’45

However while most did not take such an extreme position as Reg Groves, 
there were still those who felt that the offi  cial celebrations had given insuffi  -
cient recognition to the role of ordinary civilians in the great victory. Th e Daily 
Mirror devoted a whole page of its coverage of the parade to a poem called ‘Sa-
lute to the People’ written by Jack Hulbert, which Cicely Courtneidge had read 
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during the BBC Victory Day variety programme. Th e poem salutes Ada Smith, 
the cleaning lady and the myriad un-recognised heroes of the home front such 
as milkmen, teachers, typists, lorry drivers, housewives, telephonists, chorus 
girls – all of whom had carried on their jobs under great duress and without 
a grumble. ‘Th ey are unimportant people and they’re not in the parade. And 
they didn’t wear the badges and they didn’t have the braid.’46

Political reactionaries such as Evelyn Waugh found this acknowledgment of 
the ‘people’s war’ most distasteful, as he recorded in his diary:

Victory Day. At home, having refused an invitation from the Empire News to report 
on a masquerade which Mr Attlee is organising in London. He is driving round in 
a carriage with Churchill behind the Royal Family at the head of a procession of 
Brazilians, Mexicans, Egyptians, Naafi  waitresses and assorted Negroes claiming 
that they won the war. It has rained most of the day. I hope it rained hard in London 
and soaked Attlee.47

Nationally, the majority of those who participated in the Victory Day tended 
towards Jack Hulbert’s view, with the militaristic and triumphalist aspects of 
the victory parades in London and the naval towns of Portsmouth, Southamp-
ton and Plymouth, being overshadowed by an inclusive celebration in which 
the civilians shared and oft en dominated the proceedings. For example, in Ox-
ford and Ipswich it was decided that while ‘pageantry and pomp’ along the 
lines of a military parade was not appropriate, provision should be made for 
children’s entertainments or sports in the parks. Th is focus on the civilians and 
on giving the children a really good time was even more marked in the smaller 
towns and villages. A typical programme was that held in Burnham Th orpe in 
Norfolk, which began with a united service in the Parish church, followed by a 
fancy dress parade, sports and tea. Field Dalling and Saxlingham, in common 
with many other communities, also had a ‘social’ in the evening with dancing 
and singing.

Sometimes, as in the villages around Lancaster, direct reference would be 
made to the armed forces, with the parade, following the church service of 
thanksgiving, involving units of newly demobilised men and British Legion-
naires, or ex-servicemen would be pitted against another team in the tug of 
war. However, the ex-servicemen shared the ‘limelight’ with other sections of 
the community and in general the military and nationalistic aspects of the 
programme did not dominate. For example, in Low Bentham the fancy dress 
parade was led by a ‘Victory Queen drawn on a gaily decorated vehicle drawn 
by twelve representatives of the forces and Home Front and led by the band’.48 
Th ese were celebrations of thanksgiving, inward-looking events, in which 
the community celebrated among itself. In many ways the programmes were 
much more like a country fair or one of the calendar celebrations associated 
with spring or harvest.
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Aft er Victory Day the Second World War quickly faded from public mem-
ory. According to a survey, conducted for this chapter, of four provincial Brit-
ish papers printed during the period 1946–50, anniversaries marking key dates 
in the Second World War were never observed publicly or commemorated 
in any formal fashion.49 Th e four papers chosen (Norfolk Chronicle, Lancaster 
Guardian, the Orcadian and Saff ron Walden Weekly News) represent vastly dif-
ferent areas of the UK and also included two locations near operational mili-
tary bases (Debden Airfi eld – Saff ron Walden; Royal Naval harbour at Scapa 
Flow-Orkney), and where we might expect to fi nd more observance of these 
anniversaries. Following a decision by the government and endorsed by the 
British Legion, public or organised activities to remember the Second World 
War were simply absorbed into the usual Armistice Day commemorations on 
the 11 November. Local journalists were so preoccupied with the problems of 
‘austerity Britain’ that there was no space for refl ection. When a journalist in 
Saff ron Walden did happen to notice the historical signifi cance of 8 May 1947, 
it merely prompted the writing of a cynical and ironic piece about the dashed 
hopes of 1945.50

By 1948, the lack of public observance of the VE Day anniversary was be-
coming so marked as to prompt comment from the Daily Mirror columnist 
William Connor, who wrote under the pseudonym Cassandra:

I’ve been lying in the bushes for some time to see if anybody would spot the third 
anniversary of VE Day. It tiptoed by, last Saturday, and if anybody saw it they’ve 
been keeping it dark for fi ve whole days now. On this tremendous martial anniver-
sary, Bradman was beating up another century at the Oval, Shinwell was steadfastly 
cussing the Tories at Taunton, a ridge of high pressure was extending south-west-
wards towards Hereford and 30,000 bees broke loose from a packing case on No.1 
platform at East Croydon. VE Day slipped by like the faint shadow of a slim trout 
darting across a deep pool.51

Sustaining the Memory of the War: Ex-Servicemen and Women

Not surprisingly, ex-servicemen were oft en disillusioned with the situation 
they found when they returned home; which meant that they were ambivalent 
about the war and their service. Th e local press, the British Legion journal and 
private documents are full of protests from ex-servicemen about their poor 
treatment, especially in terms of housing. A Burma veteran stuck with his 
in-laws wrote an angry letter to the Saff ron Walden Weekly News requesting 
that the points system for allocating council housing be revised, in order that 
the Labour government might live up to its promise of providing ‘homes for 
heroes’.52

Another major grievance was the level of war pensions. Th roughout the 
war, the pensions for those wounded in service was actually much lower than 
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the rates awarded to victims of the 1914–18 war. It was not until 1946–47, and 
as a result of lobbying by the British Legion, that Second World War veterans 
achieved parity. For example, the pension for those incapacitated by the war 
(with 100 per cent disability) was fi nally increased in 1946 to forty-fi ve shil-
lings, a fi gure only marginally higher than that available to First World War 
veterans (forty shillings). Even so, the rates were still low and did not take 
into consideration rises in the cost of living since the end of the First World 
War.53 In fact, it was calculated that whereas the State’s obligations to its war 
pensioners in 1919 had accounted for 3.6 per cent of the national budget, in 
1949 it accounted for less than half of this amount.54 But the deal off ered to 
demobilised Britons was in general inferior to that off ered to ex-servicemen 
of Commonwealth nations, with New Zealanders receiving the most generous 
recompense for their service.55

Here is a poem written by an ex-servicemen commenting on his lot:

If you’ve got your civvy suit on
And the world looks good to you;
If you’re full of rum and butter
And you never have to queue;

If the shops have all you ask for
And there’s service with a smile;
If your petrol is unrationed
And you need not walk a mile;

If there’s lots of smoke and toff ee
And the beer is fl owing free;
If you’ve bought a modern villa
With your war gratuity;

If there’s coal inside your cellar
And your married life’s begun
In a home that’s newly furnished…
You’re in the U.S.A. my son!!

M. Brand, London S.W.17.56

Many were so disillusioned with Britain and the ‘rewards’ off ered for their ser-
vices, that they decided to ‘jump ship’ – oft en literally.57 Between 1946 and 
1949, 1.5 million young men and women emigrated to Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and Rhodesia. Th ey were joined by a further fi ft y-seven thousand war 
brides, who mainly headed for North America. Eight thousand servicemen 
and two hundred servicewomen did not even bother to come home fi rst, pre-
ferring to be demobilised overseas.58 A Gallup survey in 1949 found that 42 
per cent of the British population (58 per cent of those under age thirty) said 
they would emigrate if possible.59
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Reluctant Heroes

Th ose veterans who remained at home were not, for a variety of reasons, that 
good at sustaining the memory of the war. Th e fi rst problem was that, unlike 
the First World War, due to the Blitz it was widely felt that civilians had been 
in as much danger as the men on active service. Moreover, the privations of life 
on the home front meant that there was oft en resentment towards the bronzed, 
well-fed ex-servicemen when they got home. Far from being treated like re-
turning heroes, many men felt a wave of indiff erence and even hostility when 
they strode into their local pub.60 One anonymous veteran of the Manchester 
Regiment, imparting advice to those about to ‘Return to Civvy Street’, warned: 
‘One fi nal word – don’t try and tell civilians about your experiences, even if 
they ask you. Th e two of you are talking and thinking a diff erent language, 
metaphorically, and never the twain shall meet. Th ey are as convinced as you 
are that they had a hard war, and you’ve got to live with them from now on, so 
why argue.’61

Secondly, there were those servicemen whose wartime experiences had 
been so traumatic that they would not discuss them when they got home. Th is 
was particularly the case for the men who had spent many years as prisoners 
of the Japanese and had experienced and witnessed diabolical acts of cruelty 
from their captors. On the journey home aft er liberation from the prisoner-of-
war camps on the island of Java, many men made a pact not to discuss their 
experiences with family or friends, only with the authorities. Th is code of si-
lence ‘was born out of consideration for the sensibilities of those close to them, 
as well as the notion that they would not be believed’.62

Some men were so traumatised by their wartime experiences that they were 
unable to return to normal life. In June 1948 it was reported that 143,800 ex-
servicemen and women were suff ering from psycho-neurosis, more commonly 
known today as post-traumatic stress disorder. However, government provision 
to treat these cases was inadequate, with only 41,300 qualifying for pensions 
and treatment.63 As these fi gures suggest, large numbers of ex-servicemen and 
women were eff ectively trying to cope with their illness at home. It is not surpris-
ing that there are so many recollections by family members of ex-servicemen 
being taciturn, tense, irascible and also violent. Maureen Curtis’s father had 
been a POW near Munich where he had been brutalised by the guards: ‘When 
my father returned, he couldn’t talk about what had happened to him and 
would spend days staring at the wall, unable to speak. Th ese days he would 
have had counselling, of course. My mother didn’t know how to cope with 
him and he would fl y into violent rages for nothing. At sixteen years old I 
couldn’t understand why he was suff ering from the war.’64 Th e immensity of 
their recent experiences or just the diffi  culty of adjusting to civilian life meant 
that many men were not just reluctant to share the experiences of the war with 
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family and colleagues, they seemed to have very little to say about anything. 
In a piece in the British Legion journal entitled ‘What are they like at Home?’, 
there was a report of a visit to the homes of two recently demobilised ex-ser-
vicemen (a sailor, and a soldier who had spent most of the war as a POW). In 
both cases, the woman of the house noticed an uncharacteristic introspection 
in the man. ‘Th e trouble is they don’t say much’, said the mother of the sailor, 
and she remarked on a new ‘reserve’ in his personality, and ‘that almost stub-
born shyness which refused to talk about India and of his adventures at sea.’ 
Husband Ted, ‘seemed rather listless, not wanted to do much, and would stand 
around in the small garden, once his pride, and just look at it or poke around 
here and there.’65

Returning Ex-Servicemen and Family Life

Even for those men who returned home relatively undamaged there was inevi-
tably a diffi  cult period while the family unit adjusted to the introduction of a 
new parent. Th is was frequently a confusing time for children who resented the 
presence of this unfamiliar large male fi gure who had taken up occupation in 
mother’s bed.66 Many children had little or no memory of their father and thus, 
as well as having to share mother’s love, they had to get to know a stranger who 
was expecting aff ection as well as imposing discipline – neither of which they 
felt he had a right to demand. For the fathers these times were very distressing, 
experiencing rejection just at the point when they expected, and most needed, 
cherishing. Inevitably many of the men made a mess of fathering. Returning 
ex-servicemen who had spent a long period away from home had forgotten 
or simply never had the opportunity to learn parenting skills, and so they fre-
quently tried to impose military-style discipline on their families.67

Oral history anthologies about this subject are full of accounts from each 
member of the triangle involved in this painful period of adjustment; sadly 
many war babies and returning fathers were never able to reconcile these 
diff erences.68 Th e strife in the family created by the war worked against an 
environment in which the war was remembered positively. For mothers the 
dislocation wrought on family life by the extended absence of a husband and 
father, meant that the memory of the war had negative associations. One 
woman who was a child during the war, remembered her mother ‘burning 
all my father’s photographs of him in uniform. It was as if she didn’t want to 
be reminded of him in the Army. It was not a happy time for us when he re-
turned.’69 As Turner and Rennell point out, men struggling to rebuild family 
life and win acceptance from their estranged children and wives realised that 
the telling of war stories would not help them to ‘reintegrate with their fami-
lies’.70 Not that these stories were necessarily ones that ex-servicemen wanted 
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to tell the children, as accounts of real warfare could be shocking even for boys 
who could identify any plane in the sky and had treasure troves of shrapnel. I 
vividly remember an acquaintance recalling how as a small boy, he had asked 
an uncle who had just got back from the war, how many Germans he had 
killed. Expecting him to say two, perhaps three, he was genuinely shocked and 
frightened when the man nonchalantly replied: ‘Oh, about ten.’ British Army 
cameraman Mike Lewis only ever imparted amusing anecdotes of the war to 
his children; it was not until they were adults that they discovered, indepen-
dently, that their father had been part of the small team that had recorded the 
hellish scenes at the liberation of Bergen-Belsen concentration camp.71

Th e problems that the war had created for the parents’ relationship, re-
gardless of the children, was also a factor that worked against a positive re-
membrance of the war. Adulterous aff airs were extremely common, for both 
partners; in half of all divorces in the post-war years, adultery was cited as 
the grounds for the dissolution of the marriage. Even for those couples who 
managed to weather the storm of an aff air, the war must have remained an 
uncomfortable topic for discussion, even a taboo, as it would forever be as-
sociated with the rival and the indiscretion, by many seen as more inexcusable 
because the faithlessness had occurred when, in the idealised scenario, true 
lovers waited.

A high proportion of marriages did not survive these strains. In 1938 the 
number of petitions for divorce in England and Wales was 9,970; by 1945 this 
had risen to 24,857 and to 47,041 by 1947.72 Understandably many looked back 
on the war as an unwelcome and de-stabilising episode in marriages, the cause 
of irreconcilable diff erences in what may have been promising relationships. 
Children, too, blamed the war for the destructive aff ect it had on family life 
and especially on the fractious relationships with their fathers.73

All these factors meant that the families of ex-servicemen were oft en com-
paratively ignorant on the subject of their fathers’ war, and indeed what the 
war was about. Discussions with the children of men who served in the Sec-
ond World War and who have come to the Imperial War Museum to research 
their fathers’ military histories, invariably reveal that they rarely if ever talked 
about their wartime experiences.

Reluctance to join Ex-Servicemen’s Associations

Aside from the pressures on men to suppress the memory of the war in the do-
mestic sphere, there was also a great desire among ex-servicemen and women 
to move on from the war and forge a life in the civilian world. In this mood, 
veterans quickly turned their back on military experiences and associations. 
As Joyce Hampson recalled: ‘My husband Tom was demobilised in October 
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1946 and he went back to work for his old employer and settled down to civvy 
street well, with no hang ups; he kept in touch with a few of his old army mates, 
but would never even join a Christmas club aft er that.’ Lack of interest in main-
taining any association with the war was refl ected in the diffi  culty experienced 
by the old comrades associations in attracting veterans from the Second World 
War and the relatively small expansion in the membership of the British Le-
gion in the post-war era. Aft er reaching a peak of 1,234,835 in 1948, Legion 
membership began to decline, falling to 847,629 by 1954.74 Even this peak was 
not an impressive fi gure, given that it included around 400,000 members who 
were veterans of the First World War. It was also way below the 5 million plus 
members that the organisation had optimistically expected at the end of the 
war.75 Apart from the fact that the small size of the Legion tended to limit its 
eff ectiveness in infl uencing public opinion and in bringing political pressure 
to bear to support its causes, such as raising war pensions, the modest size of 
the Legion had the aff ect of making the memory of the war more muted.

Th e decline in membership led to much soul-searching and discussion 
about the best methods of attracting and retaining younger members who had 
served in the Second World War. One obvious reason for the drop-off  in mem-
bership was that as young, recently demobilised men became more settled, got 
married and started their own families, they had less time and inclination to 
become involved in the Legion, a pattern that had also been observed in the 
1920s; with an upturn in membership aft er 1929, once the veterans’ respon-
sibilities had lessened.76 As one legionnaire pointed out, ‘younger members 
rather grudge giving their time when there are so many counter-attractions 
outside the Legion’.77 Others explained that quite simply, ‘Men don’t join the 
Legion primarily for the same reason that they don’t join the Territorials, be-
cause they are sick of everything connected with the war service’.78

Th e Legion was also not in tune with the outlook of a less deferential gen-
eration, dominated as it was by veterans of previous wars and run on hierar-
chical military lines. One younger member explained that ex-servicemen he 
knew were put off  joining because they believed the Legion to be run by ex-
offi  cers.79 Th e organisation’s conservative and non-party political stance was 
also frustrating to those younger men who had voted Labour at the end of the 
war with a commitment to social change. In 1945 a Legion member from the 
West Country, who was interested in politics, had stood for election to the lo-
cal parish and trades councils. He was duly elected and consequently received 
some publicity in the local press. Th e chairman of his local Legion took objec-
tion to these other activities and suggested the member should give them up. 
Rather than give up politics, the member left  the Legion, determined never ‘to 
have anything to do with the Legion now or in the future’.80

Rather than going down to the Legion or joining the ‘old sweats’ in the pub, 
ex-servicemen took up their pre-war hobbies and leisure pursuits with relish; 
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attendances at speedway, football matches and greyhound races were never 
higher than in the years between 1945 and 1950.81

Turning their Backs on Military Culture

As some of the comments above reveal, the relatively small membership of the 
British Legion and the old comrades’ associations is partly due to a wholesale 
rejection of all connections with the war. While a minority of ex-servicemen 
chose to retain links with their military past, most wanted to turn their backs 
on the whole culture of military service, saluting, foreign travel, anything that 
reminded them of the war. Leonard Muddeman only wore his demob suit to 
work a couple of times, and never without ‘a slight sense of shame’ as ‘both 
the pattern and the hue made it diffi  cult to hide its patriotic origins’.82 Jim Lu-
cas, who was employed at the Imperial War Museum, was, along with his old 
comrades from the 7th Battalion Royal West Kents, so sick of wearing khaki 
uniforms aft er six years of war service, that he never wanted to see brown(ish) 
clothes again and so always chose blue, black or grey suits for the rest of his 
life.83 Far from wanting to extend their wartime experiences into civilian life, 
before the long-awaited demobilisation many servicemen fantasised about 
home, conjuring up an idealised and untroubled domestic, even hermit-like 
existence, far from crowds, cities, commitment and military service. One 
soldier, who had fought in North Africa, Italy and North West Europe, had 
evidently had enough excitement for one lifetime, writing to his wife: ‘For 
goodness sake fi nd us a little place out in the country. Th e only thing I long for 
is a quiet life and time to grow things in a garden. Soon I shall be at home and 
must get away from people for a time.’84

‘Beach-combing’ seems to have been the popular career choice for many a 
recently demobilised ex-serviceman when quizzed by a civilian about his next 
step in life. Sadly most returned servicemen could not aff ord such indolence, 
but the submariner Commander William King did have the means to escape 
his painful memories of the war and gradually slough off  his warlike carapace, 
spending two years sailing around the West Indies and ocean-racing before 
returning to settle down to a life of farming in the west of Ireland.85

Th ere is also evidence that to turn one’s back on the war and military mat-
ters was seen to be the mature and socially approved behaviour for demobil-
ised men and women in the late 1940s with the old military uniform relegated 
to decorating, gardening and work on the allotment. A journalist in Th e Times, 
describing the admirable characteristics of those waiting patiently for the Vic-
tory Parade, noted approvingly that many were wearing their smart new de-
mob suits, ‘in one of the few countries whose inhabitants delight in getting 
out of uniform rather than getting into it’.86 Th ose who failed to adjust to civil-
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ian life were seen as a threat to social order, with the ex-commando or other 
highly trained ex-servicemen who turned to violent crime, becoming one of 
the folk monsters of the late 1940s, immortalised in British crime fi lms of the 
era, notably Th ey Made me a Fugitive (1947) and Night Beat (1948).

War Memoirs and the Literary Legacy of the War

Given the attitudes described above, it is perhaps not surprising that such a 
relatively small number of memoirs and fi rst-hand accounts of the war were 
published in its aft ermath. Th e library of the Imperial War Museum, which 
is the specialist collection for war-related material in the UK, holds only 172 
titles published in the years 1945 to 1950; an average of 28 per year. Th is fi gure 
is in stark contrast to the 302 memoirs about the First World War which were 
published in the years 1918–22 (an average of 60.4 per year), and with the 
1,568 Second World War memoirs published in the 1980s and 1990s (at an 
average of 78.4 per year). It is also striking that, with a few notable exceptions, 
relatively few established or new professional writers based in Britain recorded 
their experiences in the years immediately following the Second World War.87 
Th e majority found other confl icts and subjects more inspiring, typically the 
First World War, Spain in the era around the Spanish Civil War (Laurie Lee) 
or, in the case of Norman Lewis, the nationalist unrest in Indo-China and 
Burma.88 Roald Dahl did publish an adventurous account of his service as a 
pilot with the RAF, but he was in the USA when fi rst encouraged to record his 
experiences.89 Th ose stuck in the UK, surrounded by reminders of the war’s 
impact on society were understandably keen to get away, physically and men-
tally. Laurie Lee bullied his friend Ralph Keene to take him to Cyprus to work 
on a documentary fi lm, and was glad to escape England where ‘the faces of 
everyone had a jaundiced look, dry and yellow, like bits of old leaves’.90 Psycho-
logical exhaustion forced Norman Lewis to take a rest cure in Pembrokeshire, 
climbing and bird-watching, followed by three seasons fi shing in the small 
Spanish coastal village of Farol.91 It was not until the 1970s that Lewis, without 
much enthusiasm and as an exercise to solve writer’s block, decided to try to 
turn the diary account of his wartime experiences in military intelligence into 
a publishable form, resulting in Naples ’44, one of the most vivid and respected 
accounts of the war.92

Th e popular view is that the Second World War has lacked the poignancy 
and tragedy of the First World War and the romance and idealism of the Span-
ish Civil War. A large number of veterans of the International Brigade have 
penned memoirs full of passion about their experiences in Spain but have 
rarely bothered to write about their subsequent involvement in the Second 
World War, which for committed socialists and communists was merely the 
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depressing and predictable continuation of the march of Fascism that they had 
fi rst observed when Franco’s forces began the coup d’état in Morocco. As Bill 
Alexander remarked in his introduction to a history of the British battalion of 
the International Brigades:

I have fought in two wars – the war in Spain (1936–1939) and the Second World 
War (1939–1945). No one asks me today about my experiences in the world war; 
but my service in Spain in the International Brigade brings continuing questions 
and an interest as marked among young people as among older. Much of the inter-
est centres on those who volunteered to fi ght in the International Brigades of the 
Spanish Republican Army, putting their ideals and beliefs before comfort security 
and even life itself.93

For Ted Hughes and other writers of his generation who had been too young to 
serve in the war (Hughes was fi ft een in 1945), it was the First World War, their 
fathers’ war, that had been their inspiration:

In the 1950s when I began to publish my fi rst poems, to me the First World War 
was my most intimate experience, my mythology. But then I realised all my own 
generation were writing about the same thing – their father’s war. During the 1950s, 
for several years, that was a dominant theme of writers then in their twenties. Th ey 
had no interest in the Second World War that they’d lived through. … In fact rather 
than shock, there was a general feeling of relief that it had not been like the First 
World War. … And from the moment it was over everybody was talking about 
other things – Cold War, threat of the real (nuclear) war, Russians, Russians, Rus-
sians, communists and in England.94

Th e Second World War also did not immediately inspire writers of ‘popular 
fi ction’, with the fi rst novels about the subject (Th e Green Beret, Th e Wooden 
Horse and Th e Jungle is Neutral) not published until 1949, with the majority 
being released from 1951.95 Authors of ‘literary fi ction’ took even longer to 
refl ect on the war, not producing their works until the 1960s.96 Th ere is a con-
sensus among scholars that in Britain the Second World War failed to inspire 
a body of literature to compare with that produced in the USA or, for that 
matter, with the great cannon prompted by the experience of the First World 
War.97 One explanation for this phenomenon is the ‘pervasive sense of déjà 
vu that stifl ed creativity’.98 Th e poet Keith Douglas, who was killed fi ghting in 
Normandy in June 1944, and a writer who did produce a much-admired body 
of work about the war, still felt that ‘there is nothing new from a soldier’s point 
of view, about this war except its mobile character. … Almost all that a modern 
poet on active service is inspired to write, would be tautological.’99 It is also 
suggested that writers were simply overwhelmed by the scale of the confl ict, 
as the fi lm critic and military historian Milton Shulman put it in 1950, when 
reviewing the fi lm A Walk in the Sun (1950): ‘Th e vast sweep of modern war 
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makes it almost impossible to interpret in artistic terms. No brush or pen or 
camera can catch more than a fragment of this terrifying colossus.’100

Public Remembering of the War up until 1950

Th e forgetfulness of ex-servicemen and women was not compensated by of-
fi cial eff orts to remember the war. Firstly, the rituals by which society publicly 
remembered and honoured those who had served in the war were hindered 
by the practical diffi  culties of austerity in Britain. As a consequence of post-
war shortages in metals, skilled craft smen and even medal ribbons, there were 
delays in the production and investiture of gallantry and campaign medals.101 
Practicalities also led the government to decide that, unlike the system at the 
end of the First World War, all campaign medals for ex-servicemen and women 
would have to be claimed (regular serving personnel would receive them di-
rectly through their units), which was done by submitting an application form 
obtainable from the post offi  ce. Th is policy also included some categories of 
medals issued for gallantry. More controversially, economy also led the gov-
ernment to decide that medals would not be individually named as they had 
been aft er the First World War (although you could pay extra to have this 
done). Th ese decisions angered the RAF Association and the British Legion, 
with the Legion requesting that a scheme be set up whereby local silversmiths 
could carry out the engraving.102 In the summer of 1949, one MP even made 
the impractical suggestion that all the medals already issued should be recalled 
so that they could be engraved with the names of the recipients.103

But the question one should ask is how widespread was the opposition to 
these changes in the medal system? Certainly some ex-servicemen and women 
felt snubbed, even devalued, particularly by the rather miserly decision not 
to engrave the recipients’ names on each medal. However, searching through 
the post-war issues of the British Legion journal, I found no correspondence 
on this topic, and would have to concur with Prime Minister Clement Attlee’s 
view was that ‘there was no great feeling on the matter’, and that to have en-
graved the names on the medals would have created such a long delay as to 
create ‘a great deal more dissatisfaction than the omission of the name’.104 In-
deed it seems as if it was ex-servicemen’s representatives or family members 
who were the most aggrieved, the returning heroes themselves tended to be far 
more phlegmatic about the matter. For example, one man who had received 
his Military Cross by post, was moved by a series of complaining letters to Th e 
Times from the parents of men who had also received their awards by mail, 
to counter that he was so delighted to be honoured with his cross that the 
method of investiture was immaterial and that he was perfectly happy with the 
letter from the King that had been enclosed expressing his regret at not being 
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able to present it in person.105 Th e most striking feature of the ‘medal story’ 
is not the opposition to the issuing system, but the apparent disinterest of so 
many people who were eligible for medals. In February 1950 it was reported 
that of more than 4 million men who had served in the Army up until June 
1945, only 1,538,600 had claimed their medals. Royal Naval veterans had been 
keener to claim their medals, 238,000 having already received awards, with a 
further 663,000 applications being processed, however, there were still more 
than 100,000 ex-sailors who had not applied.106 And from a total of 1,185,000 
ground and aircrew members who had served with the RAF during the war, 
only 355,071 had applied for medals. One might explain this low take-up by 
the fact that the campaign medals had only been ready for issue from June 
1948 or that they had to be applied for by post. However, applications for med-
als earned for 1939–45 service remained low throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 
1970s. When men did claim their medals belatedly, at the fi ft ieth and sixtieth 
anniversaries of the war, they oft en explained that aft er the war they had been 
so preoccupied with getting on with their civilian lives that they had either 
forgotten about the medals altogether or not bothered to apply.107 Even those 
who did claim their medals were oft en reluctant to wear them. Until my own 
father died, I had not realised that he possessed a full set of campaign medals 
sent to him shortly aft er the war and still sitting unused in the box in which 
they had been despatched.

Practical diffi  culties also prevented the bereaved from visiting war graves. 
Unlike the situation aft er the First World War, where visits were straightfor-
ward because the majority of bodies were concentrated in a small and acces-
sible area of northern France, the bodies of men who had fought in the Second 
World War were scattered between 330 military cemeteries over nine countries 
in Europe, not to mention those buried in North Africa and the Far East. In 
order to get around this problem, the British Legion set up a system whereby 
wreaths could be laid upon a grave which would then be photographed and 
the picture sent to the bereaved.108

Th e diffi  culty of reaching such places was exacerbated by the nation’s post-
war economic problems, which meant that until 1948, relatives were only al-
lowed to take tiny amounts of British currency abroad. Aft er this, however, in 
collaboration with the British Legion, the post-war Labour government set 
up a generous scheme, which ran until 1951, to help relatives visit war graves. 
However, many bereaved relatives and comrades were never able to visit war 
graves, particularly if the man had died outside Europe. In the aft ermath of 
the First World War such pilgrimages had become annual events for some 
groups of First World War veterans, which had helped to keep the memory 
of the war alive. Th e proximity of the Western Front had also encouraged the 
development of ‘battlefi eld tourism’ a movement that had helped to sustain the 
memory of the war in the wider community. By contrast, for many thousands 
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of men who had fought in the 1939–45 war, it was not until the sixtieth an-
niversary celebrations that special travel grants, made available through the 
state-funded ‘Heroes Return’ scheme, enabled them to visit war graves and 
battlefi elds for the fi rst time.

Society’s Attitude to the Second World War

Aside from these practical constraints on the memorialising process, it is clear 
that the post-1945 society viewed the recent war in a qualitatively diff erent 
manner than had the post-1918 generation. One of the most recognisable pub-
lic responses to the First World War had been the erection of thousands of lo-
cal monuments and statues to memorialise those who had died in the confl ict. 
Raised voluntarily and funded by public subscription, these remain the most 
powerful and tangible symbol of the nation’s sense of debt to its warriors. Aft er 
the Second World War however, the people overwhelmingly rejected stone 
monuments in favour of utilitarian memorials (such as community centres, 
cottages, scholarships, university grants and training bursaries) that would be 
of benefi t to the survivors of the war or the dependants of those who had 
died.

Th ere was a common feeling that the ex-servicemen and women of 1945 
were not to be tricked with the kind of empty promises that had been made to 
the men returning home in 1918, and that this time memorials in stone would 
be seen as fatuous gestures: ‘Th e best war memorial of all will not be any ma-
terial commemoration, but generous treatment of the servicemen when they 
come home and of those dependents of those killed in action.’109 It is striking 
how far the form of a proposed memorial could be from anything that might 
be seen as military. In Saff ron Walden, local eff orts to raise funds through 
subscription for a joint Anglo-American scheme for a memorial playing fi eld 
to honour the dead of the USAAF (many of whom had been based at local 
airfi elds during the war) foundered because most of the locals objected to the 
building of a Hall of Remembrance on the sports fi eld, arguing that instead the 
money should be spent on what the town really needed – a large concert and 
dance hall.110 Such a confl ict could not have arisen aft er the First World War, so 
profound had been the sense of gratitude and even guilt that the civilian popu-
lation felt to the returning servicemen. Th e mood was very diff erent in 1945, as 
it was widely acknowledged that life on the home front had oft en been just as 
dangerous and grim as it was for those serving in an off ensive role. Th erefore 
many communities felt justifi ed in rewarding their sacrifi ces by constructing 
‘memorials’ that made no reference to the military.

In addition to the cynicism of what one historian of the memorial move-
ment has described as a ‘sceptical generation’, there was the fear that the new 
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peace was likely to be short-lived.111 Th is mood of gloomy fatalism was well-
expressed by the journalist Marguerite Steen in her observation of plans to up-
date the inscription on the Cenotaph in time for the Armistice Day of 1945:

Th e proposed addition to the inscription on the cenotaph will sober you. Th e Glo-
rious Dead 1914–1918 it reads at present: 1939–1945 to be added. No comment is 
needed on this mute reminder that of a short span of 31 years, ten have been wasted 
in an orgy of ruin. … Plans are now going forward for the usual rites at ‘Armistice 
Day’ a name which because of its inapplicability to the situation today, strikes a false 
note for many. Days of memory seems to us better to unite the past with the present, 
and better to express the occasion it commemorates.112

To avoid tempting the fates and so as not to waste money on a dedicated Sec-
ond World War memorial that would soon need to be superseded, hundreds 
of other communities around the UK followed the practise employed for the 
Cenotaph and simply added the names of those who had died in the 1939–45 
war to the existing local memorial to the First World War, with a formal re-
dedication or unveiling on Remembrance Sunday.

Museums

Th e Second World War did not excite Britain’s historians, curators and collec-
tors, as had the 1914–18 confl ict. One reviewer of the fi rst post-war exhibi-
tion at the Imperial War Museum (IWM) commented that, while there were 
plenty of weapons and bombs on display to impress, there was a noticeable 
lack of relics with any personal history attached to them, especially compared 
with a similar exhibition the journalist had visited in Washington.113 Th e im-
poverishment of this exhibition can partly be explained by institutional and 
practical factors. Firstly, until 1945, the museum’s terms of reference only cov-
ered 1914–19. Secondly, much to the frustration of the trustees, and unlike 
the situation at the end of the First World War, offi  cers were not appointed by 
service heads to scour the various theatres of operation and Admiralty bases 
for items likely to be of interest to the museum. But there is also evidence that 
the emotional ties that the museum’s staff  felt to the Great War was, for a time, 
a hindrance to work to document and memorialise the 1939–45 war. Th is lack 
of recognition for the historical signifi cance of the Second World War meant 
that the Museum’s 1939–45 collection was not as comprehensive as the one 
created aft er the Great War, forcing its curators to seek out many key, repre-
sentative objects for decades aft er. Th e shortfall in artefacts and documents 
coming via offi  cial military channels was not helped by the fact that the public 
also did not seem to regard the Second World War as historically noteworthy. 
For example, by January 1948 the IWM had not yet received any rolls of hon-
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our relating to the recent war, forcing the librarian to issue an appeal to redress 
the situation. Th is was in contrast to the situation aft er the First World War 
when more than two thousand rolls of honour compiled by public schools 
and colleges had been deposited at the museum for safe-keeping.114 Public at-
titudes were also refl ected in the pattern of enquiries to the newly re-opened 
IWM, which received more about the 1914–18 collections than about the new 
acquisitions from the Second World War.115 General indiff erence to the history 
of the 1939–45 war also created problems for the curators of Britain’s smaller 
military and regional museums. By the summer of 1946 the curators of the 
Royal Ulster Rifl es Regimental Museum at Balymena had received so few war 
trophies that they were forced to issue an appeal to members of the regiment 
not to forget the historical value of souvenirs they may have acquired in their 
war service. Th e Belfast Museum, which aft er the First World War had received 
large numbers of weapons, helmets and other memorabilia captured from the 
enemy, had not received a single souvenir by August 1946.116 One explanation 
off ered for this sorry state of aff airs was that the modern warrior had gone a 
bit soft , preferring holiday souvenirs suitable for the family (‘a strip of silk or 
an ashtray or a pipe fashioned by a native craft sman’) that had been purchased 
legitimately during their travels rather than military booty snatched on the 
fi eld of battle.117 Th is may be so, but it is also apparent that offi  cial action in-
tervened to prevent much more military booty being smuggled into Britain; 
some veterans recall that on the troopships returning them home, loudspeaker 
announcements warning that no souvenir arms could be taken ashore were 
followed by the comical sight of ‘tons of arms’ being thrown over the side.118

Continuing Warfare

Lack of interest in documenting and remembering the war is understandable 
in an atmosphere in which peace was not secure. Even before the end of the 
war men on active service were predicting that another war in Europe, and 
probably against the USSR, was imminent. Th ese fears were shared by civil-
ians at home in Britain. Th e day aft er celebrating VE Day, George Taylor, an 
accountant living in Sheffi  eld, fi nished taking down the last of the blackouts 
from his windows and fanlights, but cautiously ‘parcelled them for storage in 
the loft , ready for the next war. If we do leave this house before then, they will 
go along with the fi xtures.’119

Th e spectre of the atom bomb also added to the sense of dread. Mrs Britton 
was relieved that the Germans had not had access to such a ‘terrible engine 
of destruction’ as it would have ‘wiped London and all its inhabitants off  the 
map’.120 But she also feared the apocalyptic danger it now presented, correct-
ing what she saw as a naïve attitude to the weapon by her daughter: ‘Your 
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quotation, “As a matter of fact the atom bomb has made war as we know it ob-
solete”, I think I remember hearing the same remark when gunpowder was in-
vented.’121 Th e irony that the method by which the war had fi nally been ended 
now threatened the peoples of the world with annihilation meant that it was 
hard to untangle the memory of the war from nightmarish fears for the im-
mediate future. For example, the terrible destructive power of the atom bomb 
was frequently mentioned by priests at war-memorial unveilings and during 
sermons delivered at the annual Remembrance-Day services.122 And journal-
ists who visited the Imperial War Museum found that the new exhibits such 
as the V1 and V2 rockets and the building’s location only served to reinforce 
anxiety about an impending nuclear war:

When King George V opened the Museum at its fi rst home in the Crystal Palace 
he hoped that its contents would help men to ‘Look back upon war as belonging to 
a dead past.

Just Bedlam

Th e tragic irony of that aspiration is driven home by the fact that the Museum build-
ings are surrounded by blitz-blasted Lambeth. … As we left  it and saw all around 
bomb-made open spaces, we refl ected that there is plenty of ground available for a 
third extension to house mementos of a third war. Unless, what is more probable, at 
the end of that one most of London will be wide and very open spaces.123

Although thankfully the third world war did not break out, the onset of the 
Cold War and the confl icts in Palestine, Malaya and the Korean War meant 
there was no respite from warfare. One of the obvious indicators of this was 
the continuation of enforced military service, with call-up under wartime 
regulations being replaced on 1 January 1947 with conscription through the 
National Service. Kenneth Morgan argues that the positive memory of the war 
led the British to accept a continuing emphasis on the military, an aggressive 
foreign policy and the imposition of National Service.124 But it is not clear that 
the people’s acceptance of National Service refl ected a more independent and 
war-like mindset. Although opinion polls revealed that a slight majority of the 
population approved of national service, the historian L. V. Scott argues that 
this is actually an indication of the way people tend to accept the status quo.125 
Th is interpretation is borne out by the recollections of ex–national servicemen 
such as the writer Alan Sillitoe who explained that by the later 1940s, Brit-
ons had become resigned to military service and war: ‘To begin with I didn’t 
think of it as National Service. It was conscription, a fact of life. Since the age 
of eleven there had been a war on, which meant that sooner or later I would 
have to go and get shot at. Such was the state of morale in working-class Not-
tingham. … Going to war was expected of everybody, if you were a teenager 
that is.’126 While national service was accepted as a necessary obligation, there 
was no enthusiasm for a career in the military. Optimistic War Offi  ce pre-
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dictions that, aft er the war, regular recruiting would deliver 275,000 or more 
men per year soon proved to be very inaccurate, with young men showing 
reluctance even to sign up to the RAF, the most glamorous of the services. As 
a result, the forces began to rely on conscription through the national service 
to maintain operational levels. Regular recruitment had fallen to such a low 
level by 1951 that national servicemen made up 50 per cent of the Army’s total 
manpower.127

Undoubtedly full employment made a career in the armed forces less at-
tractive to young men, especially as the pay and conditions on off er were 
regarded as a hindrance to recruiting. However, Scott argues that even sig-
nifi cant changes to pay and conditions would not have made the military at-
tractive enough to remove the need for national service.128 Military life, unless 
enforced, was not an option in the years aft er the war. People had had enough 
not just of warfare, but also of the British military. Men who had served in the 
Second World War were oft en critical of the undemocratic and old fashioned 
way in which the services were run and there was particular objection to the 
poor kit and uniform (especially when compared with that of the Americans) 
and resentment at the privileged conditions of commissioned offi  cers when 
compared with those provided for the NCOs and other ranks.129

Barnett and Morgan’s contention that the general population supported an 
aggressive foreign policy should also be challenged. War fatigue meant that 
few would support a profl igate use of the nation’s youth. Th e historian Sally 
Alexander, who was a child in England in the 1940s and 1950s, recalled that 
her mother wanted the ‘third world war that she knew was coming – “world 
wars come every twenty years” – to happen before my brother grew up. Korea 
and Suez were met with relief in my family because my brother was too young 
to go.’130 As a result there was widespread opposition to the peace-keeping role 
assigned to seventy thousand British troops in the newly partitioned Pales-
tine.131 As tensions in the area increased and British soldiers came under at-
tack from Jewish terrorists, public opinion became increasingly antisemitic, as 
revealed in a sample of refl ections on current aff airs made by Mass Observers. 
Edie Rutherford suggested: ‘As more and more lads are killed there, I begin to 
wish we had started the war a bit later, so that Hitler would have exterminated 
a few more Jews.’132

Th e Mass Observers contradict the belief that the people cared that much 
about the Empire or maintaining prestige abroad, if such a policy meant more 
sacrifi ces by Britain’s armed forces. B. Charles off ered this commentary on 
general attitudes to military engagement in the immediate post-war era: ‘Th e 
mass of people just don’t care two hoots whether or not we remain a fi rst class 
power. In a way I agree with them, as when we were such a power this did not 
prevent the Boer War and the two world wars from taking place. I think one 
must just face the fact that our day of “greatness” as a world power is over for 
good and all. Will it make any diff erence to us all?’133 When Herbert Brush 
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thought through the implications of the withdrawal of British troops from 
Egypt, he concluded that the inevitable diminishing of the Empire would not 
be a great loss:

Th e next thing is that we shall not be allowed to use the Suez canal route to India. 
However, if we are to lose India, that won’t matter very much. Th e King will be King 
of England but not Emperor of India, so some of the coins will have to be reminted. 
No foreigner will look upon the English as people who can be sat upon with impu-
nity. I wonder whether we shall live long enough to see the end of the British Empire, 
brought about by the Labour Government. Th e next thing our government will want 
to do is to give up the rock of Gibraltar to Spain, if she asks for it nicely.134

Although Brush’s predictions for the ‘Rock’ were premature, he was spot on 
about India, which was given independence a year later. His insouciance to-
wards this event was also representative of the wider mood, with the nation 
accepting what might have been seen as humiliation, with, as Kenneth Morgan 
points out, none of the trauma and consequent political upheaval experienced 
in France following the retreat from Indo-China and North Africa.135 Th ere 
was certainly no comment on such a momentous event in the provincial pa-
pers examined for this chapter.

Conclusion

Mark Connelly and John Ramsden have discerned that 1949–50 was the point 
at which the British began to revive from their post-war trauma and actively 
remember their war.136 Th ey cite a wave of novels such as Eric Williams’ Th e 
Wooden Horse (1949), Nicholas Monsarrat’s Th e Cruel Sea (1951) and Paul 
Brickhill’s Th e Dambusters and Th e Great Escape (1951), which re-told the war 
as romanticised adventure yarns. Th ese novels were immensely popular; for 
example, by September 1949 the Wooden Horse had sold 150,000 copies and 
was in its ninth edition. Th ey were also circulated in abridged and simplifi ed 
English forms. Th ese were quickly turned into an equally successful genre of 
fi lms that later became a staple of British television programming. Further evi-
dence, aft er 1950, of this ‘popular memory’ of the war was the development of 
a wartime culture devised for children, with comics such as the War Picture 
Library (1958–1984) and Commando (1961–present) and a whole series of 
toys based on the war – most notably the Airfi x plastic kit models, the fi rst of a 
highly successful line of scale models of Second World War military hardware 
being the Spitfi re, released in 1953.137

According to Ramsden and Connelly, the main consumers of this ‘pleasure 
culture of war’ were those who had been born around the war or even later.138 
Indeed some of the historians who have explored the popular memory of the 
Second World War (Connelly, Peter Hennessy) have nostalgically recalled their 
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own engagement as boys with this adventure world of war.139 But the fi ndings 
of this chapter suggest that they have wrongly assumed that playing with the 
memory of the war was something they shared with the ‘grown-ups’. For ex-
ample, closer analysis of the audience for the popular novels and fi lms of the 
1950s and 1960s shows that a considerable proportion of the consumers were 
the ‘baby boomers’, a group that would have had little or no memory of the war 
or that would have been protected from its grimmest realities. Th e Bookseller 
noted that one feature of the success of Th e Cruel Sea was its popularity with 
children and young people – a phenomenon explained by the fact that it was 
the kind of book children like, ‘thrilling and true’.140 Th e large cinema audi-
ences of the late 1940s and 1950s were dominated by children and younger 
men and women; the older generations of men and women who had lived 
through the war did not, even aft er 1950, show much interest in remembering 
the war.141 Writers and publishers of memoirs avoided the subject until the late 
1970s; based on the holdings of the library at the IWM, only around twenty-
fi ve fi rst-hand accounts of the war were produced each year between 1951 and 
1980. Nor were veterans desirous of spending time with their old comrades 
– membership of the British Legion settled at around one million in the 1960s 
and 1970s, 250,000 of whom were women. As well as the British Legion, ex-
servicemen could join associations connected with specifi c campaigns rather 
than units or regiments. However, these were slow to form, most not being set 
up until aft er 1950 and many not for decades aft er the war had ended.142

Th ose who did retain links with old war associates were seen as slightly 
eccentric, even arrested and immature. Perhaps this view is most brilliantly 
expressed in the half-hour television play ‘Th e Reunion Party’, which was one 
episode of the popular, long-running comedy series ‘Hancock’s Half Hour’, 
written by Ray Galton and Alan Simpson and starring wartime ENSA (En-
tertainment National Service Association) veteran Tony Hancock. In this 
episode, broadcast in March 1960, Hancock arranges a party for his closest 
comrades from the war. Th e party is a disaster. Th e legendary warriors, wom-
anisers and drinkers described in Tony’s pre-party build-up to his fl atmate 
Sid, prove to be a big disappointment – one has become a vicar, the other a 
vegetarian with digestive problems, while Ginger Johnson, famed for his shock 
of red hair and drinking, is now bald, very short-sighted and virtually teetotal. 
Signifi cantly none of the men are keen to reminisce about the war, partly be-
cause this would bring back memories and aspects of their past life which are 
painful or of which they are now ashamed.
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Italy after 1945
War and Peace, Defeat and Liberation

Gustavo Corni

During the Second World War, Italy encountered a variety of diff erent diplo-
matic-military situations which lacerated its social fabric. In an initial phase, 
Mussolini’s regime had taken a stand as a ‘non-belligerent’ when faced with 
Hitler’s unilateral decision to attack Poland, leaving Mussolini himself in a very 
uncomfortable position. Such a stand did not match the declarations of a ‘mas-
culine and warrior’ Italy which had only recently conquered an Empire. On the 
other hand, he was well aware of the overall lack of military preparation of the 
armed forces and of the general absence of public enthusiasm which was care-
fully monitored by the police apparatus and the small, but impassioned, army 
of informers.1 It appeared that signifi cant sections of the bourgeoisie would 
even have preferred to take to the fi eld alongside France and Great Britain, the 
traditional allies.2 However, the avalanche of German military victories and, 
above all, the victorious beginnings of the military campaign against France 
persuaded Mussolini to make up his mind.3 A change in public opinion is also 
perceptible, as many shared (whilst possibly fearing) the duce’s expectation of 
a German victory and therefore hoped for Italian participation in the war to 
avoid being crushed by Germany’s overwhelming strength. In the immediately 
subsequent period, Mussolini attempted to enact a ‘parallel war’ which would 
give the Fascist regime a margin for independent manoeuvre and would allow 
it to fulfi l its territorial ambitions, limited though these were. Th e parallel war 
was carried out on two contemporaneous fronts: North Africa, with the aim 
of invading Egypt and arriving at the much sought-aft er Suez Canal, and the 
Balkans.4 Th ese were both traditional areas of expansion for Italy5, but, none-
theless, these military campaigns – over and above the grave errors in their 
preparation and management – emphatically did not arouse feelings of con-
sensus amongst a large proportion of the population. Consequently, they were 
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fought with only a modest degree of support from the internal front – modest, 
but not wholly absent, as the phenomenon of voluntary participation in the 
ideologically motivated divisions of the ‘black shirts’ should not be ignored. 
Th e most important Italian military historian has written, in reference to the 
autumn campaign against Greece: ‘Th e lack of enthusiasm in the attack by 
the Alpine brigades had two fundamental reasons: lack of training … and the 
absence of any motivating drive, the proclamations were not enough.’6 At the 
beginning of April 1941, when faced with the threat of a crushing defeat which 
would have shaken the very foundations of his power, Mussolini asked for 
Hitler’s help in the Balkans. In North Africa, having lost Ethiopia and with the 
Italian advance in Cyrenaica blocked, the Afrikakorps led by Erwin Rommel 
had entered the fi eld a couple of months earlier. Th e parallel war was over and 
the war as a subordinate of the German ally had begun.

It became a subaltern war in which, however, the duce made every attempt 
to defend and highlight his role as an ally. Th is is particularly apparent in his 
decision to accompany Germany in its attack on the Soviet Union. Hitler’s 
decision, although taken many months earlier, was only made known to Mus-
solini once it was being put into force. Th is was just one of the many moments 
of misunderstanding and reciprocal mystifi cation that make the alliance be-
tween the two regimes so peculiar when considering their acclaimed ideo-
logical affi  nity.7 In eff ect, Mussolini strongly insisted that Italian troops should 
also participate in the off ensive. Th e duce, with the same conviction as the 
German military command, was certain that the military campaign would be 
both brief and victorious. Once he had overcome the objections of the German 
rulers, who were convinced that the Italians were unreliable as soldiers and not 
particularly useful in this situation, Mussolini decided to send an army that 
initially comprised three divisions: the Corpo di Spedizione Italiano in Russia 
(CSIR – Italian Expedition Corps in Russia) led by General Giovanni Messe. 
Consequently, this was a relatively small military body and to this, between 
the end of 1941 and the beginning of summer 1942, another six divisions were 
added gradually with a considerable supply of materials and artillery. Th is ul-
timately constituted the VIII Army, more commonly known as ARMIR (Ar-
mata Italiana in Russia – Italian Army in Russia) which at its zenith counted 
230,000 men, 16,700 vehicles, 4,500 motorcycle vehicles, 25,000 horses and 
mules, 940 cannons and 64 aeroplanes.8

At this stage, the ARMIR was a large operational unit equipped with rela-
tively modern weaponry (particularly with regard to artillery) and for which 
Rome had made strenuous eff orts. Nonetheless, it was entirely dependent on 
Germany, not only with regard to strategic plans but also concerning overall 
tactics. Th e ARMIR was used during summer 1942 on the southern wing of 
the front aiming for Stalingrad and the Caucasus. When, during the late sum-
mer months, the off ensive push was halted and the terrible battle for control 
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of the industrial city on the Volga began, the Italian and Romanian troops 
were lined up along the banks of the Don. Here began a debilitating phase of 
attrition with the Soviet troops who were much more numerous and better 
equipped, above all in terms of artillery and armoured vehicles. Due to a series 
of errors of judgement by the Italian command, when the Soviet off ensive on 
Stalingrad and on the southern front began (aft er 11 December) there was no 
preparation for a possible withdrawal. Th e troops at the front were left  to their 
own devices, without suffi  cient supplies and without any continuous contact 
with the rear guard.9

When faced with the overwhelming strength of the Soviet troops, a pre-
cipitous and badly organised retreat was begun. Initially, the units placed in 
the most northern area of the front directly hit by the Soviet attack retreated 
ruinously and the Alpine Corps, placed further south and not directly under 
attack, suddenly found itself exposed in the face of the rapid Soviet advance. 
By mid January, the Soviet pincer movement, having broken through from 
both the north and the south, forced the Alpine troops to withdraw. From this 
moment onwards, the attention of diaries, eye-witness accounts and academic 
works has concentrated on the tragic retreat from the Don which lasted about 
fi ft een days. It is signifi cant that very little, if almost nothing at all, is known 
about what happened to the Italian troops in the preceding year and a half 
when they had advanced for thousands of kilometres, carrying out highly sig-
nifi cant military and anti-partisan operations. Th e entirety of the memory of 
our presence in Russia is loaded into these two weeks of ‘martyrdom’ in the 
snow, without any transport, without contact with the higher commands and 
in a desperate search for the rear guard where the exhausted march might fi -
nally fi nd some rest. Th is martyrdom came to an end when the Russian pincer 
movement broke through at Nikolajewka on 27 January. Th ere is no lack of 
documents concerning the much-longer period of Italian military presence 
in Russia, but it is completely obscured by its tragic epilogue. Only recently 
have some studies emerged based on documents ignored by historiography 
until now,10 and these reveal the chiaroscuro of a picture which has been over-
whelmingly dominated by the image of the good Italian, basically honest and 
courageous, profoundly linked to deep-seated values of rural life and, there-
fore, almost in synergy with the Russian peasant population with which they 
came into contact.11 However, it appears that, in many instances, Italian units 
behaved with a severity and violence towards civilians that was completely out 
of place.

It should not be forgotten that during the war as subordinates of Hitler’s 
Th ird Reich, the Italian civil and military apparatus was forced to manage 
huge territories occupied in continental Europe: from the Balkans to south-
east France. Once again, memory and collective perception (the dominating 
elements until recently) must face up to historical facts. It is undeniable that, 
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in many instances, these institutions behaved with considerable benevolence 
towards civilian populations, as can be seen in the case of the Jews both in 
Croatia and in France, where the zones occupied by the Italians were seen as 
areas of refuge, secure from persecution.12 Nonetheless, from the documents 
and the most recent studies, it emerges that this ‘good Italian’ behaviour was 
less widespread than has been assumed and was frequently more opportunis-
tic than not.13 What prevailed was violence and profoundly repressive behav-
iour frequently dictated by open racism. I will give only a few examples, taken 
from letters written by soldiers which were blocked by the censors. One soldier 
wrote to his relations from Yugoslavia on 23 February 1942: ‘And during the 
journey on foot in the rain we burnt all the houses, took away all the animals as 
the Germans had taught us. Th e peasants resisted but we settled the lot of them. 
… Th ey’re furious at us and call us Italian cowards, beggars and thieves. Th ey 
say that one Montenegro woman is more than enough for three Italian men.’14 
From the same front, on 4 May 1942, was written: ‘By now they’re really mas-
sacring them, burning villages and killing everyone they fi nd there. If you’re 
kind to them you get nowhere with this sort of folk so you have to behave like 
this. I’d like to be part of them because when you’ve got a free hand there’s a 
lot of satisfaction in our vendetta.’15 What kind of positive memory could the 
Italians take with them of the Fascist war? To the defeats collected on all fronts, 
despite the heroism, must be added the weight of the imprisonment suff ered 
by hundreds of thousands of Italians who were fi rst captured by the British and 
the Americans (and their allies) and, aft er 8 September 1943, were captured en 
masse and almost without any resistance by their German ex-allies.16 In par-
ticular, 8 September 1943 was perceived by many as a temporary respite but 
this was only a momentary sensation which was immediately exchanged for a 
sense of shame and disarray experienced by the entire nation, beginning with 
its highest levels of command.17 A long period of imprisonment in the Reich 
followed and this was particularly painful due to the anti-Italian prejudices 
of the gaolers which were augmented by the idea of betrayal (which was not 
entirely absent for the prisoners held by the British authorities).18 Whilst the 
Italian civilians and members of the armed forces present in Germany before 
the reversal of alliances where attributed a somewhat elevated rank in the rigid 
racial hierarchy by the National Socialist authorities (with the consequent and 
very material implications for the way they were treated),19 aft er 8 September, 
the Italians (captured civilian workers and soldiers) ended up on the lowest 
possible rungs, equal to the Soviets. Aft er the war the protagonists and their 
families reacted to this painful sequence of events with a protracted and angry 
silence.20

A similar fate awaited those who, for many varied reasons, had supported 
the Repubblica Sociale Italiana ( RSI – Italian Social Republic), the puppet re-
gime created at Hitler’s behest in mid September 1943. Th e regime saw the in-
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fl ux of a great many opportunists along with many of the original fascists who 
believed that the time had fi nally come for the fulfi lment of the movement’s 
ideals, without any further compromises. A large number of young people, 
both men and women, participated due to a complexity of motives, not easily 
distinguishable: from patriotism to anti-communism and the fascination that 
was felt by a signifi cant part of European youth in this period for national so-
cialism. Despite its claims, eff ectively, the RSI had only very limited autonomy 
and ended up mainly carrying out acts of repression which accentuated the 
population’s discontent.21 For at least four decades aft er the end of the war, the 
memories of the Social Republic, derogatorily called ‘of Salò’ aft er its minus-
cule capital city, remained on the margins of collective memory.22 Th is is due 
to the prevalent hegemony of anti-fascist memory about which more will be 
said later.23 Only recently have the motives of the so-called ‘Salò boys’ received 
much attention in historiographical, literary and political circles.24

Th e deep wounds infl icted upon the social body by the war and its immedi-
ate aft ermath are brought into sharp relief when we contemplate the diffi  culty 
the institutions of the new Italian state had in facing the question of grief and 
its public remembrance. Unlike in 1918,25 in 1945 the Italian state was not able 
to promote offi  cially recognized and legitimizing memorials to those who had 
fallen during the confl ict since Italians had fought and died on both sides. It 
was for this reason that the attempt to remember the victims of the massacre in 
the Ardeatine caves (24 March 1944) failed. Remembrance of the dead – aft er a 
chaotic phase dominated by unoffi  cial initiatives – was ultimately entrusted to 
the armed forces, which in 1945 (and aft er) had only a weak claim to represent 
the nation as a whole. Th is day of remembrance accordingly assumed a much 
lower profi le than 4 November, which was the day of commemoration for the 
victory in 1918 and which is still the day for remembering all those who have 
died during wartime.26

Th e only narrative with any realistic possibility of legitimizing the post-war 
period of an Italy so divided by the war events of the last fi ve years was that 
based on the central role of the Resistance. Th is narrative focused on two main 
themes: that opposition to the Fascist regime and the occupying Germans was 
a sentiment shared by almost all the population, and that this sentiment was a 
morally rather than politically motivated feeling intended to redeem the popu-
lation from the degradation into which it had fallen during the two decades of 
fascism. Th e Resistance was, in short, a war ‘of liberation’, involving the con-
tinuation and completion of the ideas and goals of the Risorgimento. However, 
on further examination, this heroic image only partially refl ects reality. Th e 
Italian Resistance had developed along particularly complex lines in which 
spontaneity existed alongside political awareness.27 Frequently, the decision to 
take ‘to the mountains’ to fi ght against the occupying forces was motivated by 
decisions that were dictated either by chance or opportunity. It is suffi  cient 
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to refer to the many disbanded offi  cers and soldiers who, aft er 8 September, 
were determined not to be deported, or to the vast numbers who dodged the 
draft  orders issued by the ineff ectual RSI government. Th ere is also an impor-
tant element of opportunistic motives, sometimes of a criminal nature, since 
an armed band could easily procure food and valuables from a fearful and 
helpless civilian population. Political awareness developed by degrees within 
the partisan formations and not without diffi  culty, despite the eff orts of the 
political parties re-born (or newly born) aft er the fall of the Fascist regime 
in July 1943. In fact, there were partisan groups who proudly defended their 
own political ‘neutrality’. In many cases, the partisans acquired a clear political 
awareness only by means of a slow process of formation and indoctrination 
within their groups. Th is is particularly true of the ‘Garibaldi’ brigades whose 
affi  liations were to the political ideals of communism as the PCI paid special 
attention to the indoctrination of partisans.

Consequently, the combination of spontaneity and political awareness is 
decidedly complex but, nonetheless, it is possible to trace a tendency towards 
a growing politicising of the Resistance movement in Italy. Th is was shaped 
by the main traditional ideologies that existed in the country: from commu-
nism and socialism to Catholicism with the addition of original elements such 
as ‘actionism’ that harked back to the democratic republicanism of Giuseppe 
Mazzini, which was strongly libertarian and with traces of socialism (above 
all with regard to economics). Th is growing tendency ultimately infl uenced 
the partisan war itself, despite the commitment of the main anti-Fascist par-
ties to put aside questions of programmes and politics in their desire to privi-
lege unity in the battle against the occupying German forces and its ally, the 
Fascists of the Italian Social Republic. Th ere was no lack of attrition and ten-
sion between partisan groups of diff ering political colours, above all in the 
north-east of Italy. Th e geographical and ideological proximity to the well-
organised Yugoslavian Partisan movement, dominated by the Communists, 
so greatly infl uenced a section of the Italian Communist partisans that, in the 
fi nal phases of the fi ght for liberation, they preferred agreement with their 
ideological ally (Tito) to defending ‘national’ ideals. Th e massacre of a group 
of Catholic partisans at Porzûs by Communist partisans from the Friuli area 
(7 February 1945) was the most bloody apex of the tension between them. 
Th is continued in the post-war period whilst the question of the eastern bor-
ders was still unresolved. In November 1946 the secretary of the PCI, Palmiro 
Togliatti, even proposed the exchange of Trieste for Gorizia as he was willing 
to cede this territory to Tito in order to bring the capital city of the Julian 
Venetia within the national borders.28

Within the partisan movement itself, there were increasingly plans for a 
profound renewal of Italian institutions, economy and society with a deep-
seated expectation that the end of the war would bring about a defi nitive break 
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in the continuity of Italian history. For many partisans, the Resistance was 
seen as a war for national liberation from the occupying Germans and the 
repubblichini (from the Italian Social Republic), considered unpatriotic trai-
tors at the command of the occupying authorities. Within this vision of a war 
of liberation can be found many traces of the Risorgimento movement and 
many partisans also saw their commitment as a form of class war, since fi ght-
ing against the occupiers could also mean combating the capitalist economic 
order and assisting in its overthrow. Nationalist and class considerations could 
be happily combined and these motivations off ered the possibility of consider-
ing what they had done as a positive and gratifying commitment.

Such an expectation was ultimately frustrated by both the internal and in-
ternational conditions. It should not be forgotten that the system of a bipolar 
division of Europe, consolidated in 1945, and the already dominant Cold War 
climate, profoundly infl uenced Italian political life. A move to the left  was pre-
sented as damaging to national interests and would be basically impossible. It 
is suffi  cient to consider the extraordinarily eff ective political propaganda of 
the Christian Democrats during the elections of 18 April 1948. Th ey basically 
blackmailed the electorate into not supporting the left -wing parties by threat-
ening to suspend the American Marshall Plan.29

Alongside these international considerations, internal ones also assumed 
considerable importance. Social stability and institutional continuity were 
championed by the Christian Democrats30 who, since the 1946 elections for the 
Constituent Assembly, had demonstrated their ability to attain wide-ranging 
consensus in the name of these two elements.31 As a consequence, the purges 
principally within the civil service were stopped aft er an initial convulsive pe-
riod. Th e new state needed the bureaucratic and military apparatus although 
it appeared to have no need at all of the almost fi ft een thousand ex-partisans 
who had initially been enrolled in the ranks of the police aft er the end of the 
war. And, with clearly political motives, it freed itself of them within a period 
of just two years.32

At the end of the Second World War, the general internal situation in Italy 
was extremely diffi  cult. At an economic level, over and above the serious dam-
age suff ered, particularly by the infrastructure network (ports and railways but 
also the steel industry), estimated at an overall cost of 3,200 billions Lire (equal 
to three times the pre-war annual national income), there was an extremely 
serious infl ation crisis which was linked, amongst other things, to the presence 
of the occupying Allied forces.33

Th ere was also a deterioration in economic morals with the triumph, mainly 
in the southern regions, of an illegal economy ‘intoxicated’ by the extraordi-
nary fi nancial capacity of the occupiers. Acquiring the essentials for daily life 
was still extremely expensive for the average Italian citizen, and, above all for 
those on fi xed salaries (and, therefore, mainly civil servants), the black market 
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was very damaging. Th is triggered a degree of hostility towards the peasant 
population, seen by public opinion as cynical exploiters of the diffi  cult post-
war situation. Th is attitude reversed the city-countryside relationship at the 
end of the First World War when the factory workers were accused of being 
shirkers and cowards in contrast to the peasants who had sacrifi ced their lives 
in the trenches.

Alongside this clear divide between the urban and rural worlds, at the end 
of the war there was also a marked split between northern Italy and the south 
and the islands. Th e latter two had almost no experience of either German 
occupation or the presence of the bloodthirsty and vindictive fascism of the 
Social Republic. Th e war ended here almost a year and a half earlier than in 
the regions north of the Apennines.34 At the same time, in northern Italy, the 
population had both a direct and an indirect experience of the partisan war 
which was almost entirely lacking in the south35 where the partisan confl ict 
eff ectively involved only a very limited part of the population. Th e most reli-
able estimates state (although on this subject, there are always margins for 
discretion in quantifi cation) that in the spring of 1944, the armed partisan 
combatants in organized groups were only a few thousand. Th e numbers grew 
considerably during the summer when, in vast mountain and foothill areas of 
the north (from the Langhe to Carnia and the Apennines of Modena), they 
created ‘free zones’ also called, rather pompously, ‘Partisan republics’.36 On the 
eve of the fi nal uprising in April 1945, according to Ferruccio Parri (one of the 
partisan movement’s leaders) the Comitato di Liberazione Alta Italia (CLNAI 
– Northern Italy Freedom Committee) had just over seventy thousand men 
at its disposal. In the days of enthusiasm for the liberation, this partisan army 
swelled very quickly. Giogio Bocca has written: ‘In the days of insurrection, 
there were 250–300,000 armed and cockaded men wandering around’, de-
fi ning this rapid numerical growth as a ‘colourful but not particularly useful 
rearguard.’37

In the north, the civilian population suff ered reprisals and horrifi c mas-
sacres at the hands of the Germans and the RSI,38 whilst in the south, violence 
was meted out above all by the ‘liberators’, particularly in the form of bomb-
ings, and the abuse of women, mainly by the French North-African troops.39 It 
would be reductive to trace the successive evolution of Italian politics back to 
this diff erence in experience between the north and the south but it can, none-
theless, partially explain what happened in following years. In large swathes 
of public opinion, particularly in the south, a desire to forget and put behind 
them these negative wartime experiences prevailed from the very outset. In 
this respect, there is signifi cance in the generalised attitude towards military 
prisoners of war who returned in dribs and drabs – the last ones were freed in 
the fi rst months of 1947 (the situation in the Soviet Union is diff erent as the 
last survivors were repatriated a decade aft er the end of the war).40 It should 
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be remembered that there were around a million and a half prisoners in all, 
of whom almost 650,000 were imprisoned by the ex-allied Germany. Th eir 
return was accompanied by a resonating silence which created a considerable 
amount of frustration. On the other hand, they were the defeated and materi-
ally represented the defeat of the Fascist regime’s dreams (and those of a fair 
number of Italians) of bringing Italy up to the rank of a great world power. For 
the Internati Militari Italiani (IMI – Italian Military Internees, as the soldiers 
and offi  cers captured by the German troops aft er 8 September 1943 were of-
fi cially called) the sensation of defeat was frequently accompanied by both that 
of feeling betrayed by their own nation (due to the total disorganisation that 
characterised the Badoglio government’s dealing with the Armistice or, rather, 
‘not dealing with’ it) and the immense frustration of being treated as traitors 
and cowards by their prison warders.41 And, despite the fact that, objectively 
speaking, many of the IMI had made the courageous choice in the concentra-
tion camps of refusing to opt for the Social Republic, the perception of others 
imposed upon them and their own self-perception was decidedly un-heroic. 
Th e same can be said for the factory workers coerced into deportation to Ger-
many and for others who were deported – including those for political rea-
sons. Th is was even more true when compared with the heroic stature (which 
can, today, be considered as excessive) attributed to the partisans. Post-war 
Italian society thus attempted, as quickly as possible, to close the ‘chapter’ of 
the return of the prisoners of war, surrounding them with a form of oblivion 
that lasted throughout the following decades.42

In the south, attitudes of passive acceptance of the status quo, involving 
a mixture of nostalgia for the monarchy and political opportunism, quickly 
took hold. It should not be forgotten that, with regard to the referendum on 
the constitution of 2 June 1946, the votes in favour of a republic (more than 
54 per cent) came mainly from the centre and north whilst in some southern 
regions the choice in favour of the monarchy’s return was clearly predomi-
nant. Th roughout the southern regions, the percentage of votes in favour of 
maintaining the Savoy monarchy reached 67.4 per cent and on the two islands 
64 per cent. Not even in the partisan north were the votes in favour of the Re-
public so great (64.8 per cent). Consequently, there was a clear distinction be-
tween northern, republican and progressive Italy and the monarchic, moderate-
conservative south of the country. It is suffi  cient to highlight the great success 
of the Uomo Qualunque (Man in the Street) party, above all in the southern 
constituencies. Th e party was founded in 1944 by the Neapolitan journalist 
Guglielmo Giannini and was a protest party that was abrasively anti-establish-
ment and anti-democratic, profoundly hostile to both the Resistance and the 
Republic. It represented a certain part of the uneasiness and frustrations of the 
southern middle classes who felt themselves crushed by infl ation and by the 
black market.43 Th e Uomo Qualunque party took 5.3 per cent of the votes and 
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thirty seats in the elections for the Constituent Assembly of 1946, more than 
some of the political parties with established traditions – such as the Repub-
lican Party – and parties that were eff ectively the embodiment of the spirit of 
the Resistance, such as the Action Party. With only 1.4 per cent of the votes 
this party suff ered a notorious collapse and disappeared immediately from the 
Republican political stage.44

In this context it is necessary to highlight the achievement of the Christian 
Democratic Party in becoming the political party representing the majority 
of the moderate and conservative forces who were fearful of the political ex-
perimentation promoted by the Resistance parties such as the Action Party 
mentioned above. It was a political grouping that had attracted a large number 
of votes which, on 2 June 1946, had been cast in support of the monarchy 
and, in the two preceding years, it had also been capable of absorbing the cen-
trifugal forces of Sicilian separatism which were particularly strong during the 
period 1943–1945. On studying the evolution of this long period of Italian 
post-war democracy, it can be seen that the Christian Democrats led by Al-
cide De Gasperi were able to incorporate and contain the anti-democratic and 
reactionary urges of a considerable section of Italian society (mainly in the 
south and, above all, from the middle classes), channelling them towards a 
complete acceptance of democracy as a system of government. In the eyes of 
this conservative and moderate Italy, the war should be a distant memory to be 
put aside as quickly as possible.

On the other hand, the regions of the south were marked in these years by 
intense and dramatic social upheavals. From 1944 onwards the sensation of 
liberty created by the end of the Fascist regime, fi red a rebellion by the peas-
ants and sharecroppers throughout these regions with the intent of obtaining 
an agrarian reform that would put an end to the deep-seated social imbalance 
in the southern countryside. Th e battles for agrarian reform, led by the Com-
munist Party, initially had some success (under the auspices of the Commu-
nist minister Fausto Gullo) but were then brought back – in the second half 
of the 1940s – into the arms of a stabilising form of reform controlled by the 
Christian Democrats (under the guidance of the government minister Anto-
nio Segni).45 Many of the expectations of liberation on the part of the southern 
peasant masses were disappointed and they had to wait for the start of the eco-
nomic growth period (almost twenty years later), the so-called ‘boom’, to see 
their complete involvement in national life, this time as industrial proletariats 
who immigrated into the productive regions of the north.

If the ‘wind from the south’ was predominantly moderate and seeking resto-
ration (although not exclusively so), the ‘wind from the north’ (as the essence 
of the demands promoted by the political groups active in the Resistance was 
called) had a very diff erent content, at least in the very early phases of the post-
war period. Th ere was a strong expectation of change, both political and socio-
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economic. However, the sense of gratifi cation quickly disappeared when faced 
with the ‘betrayal’ of the Resistance spirit allegedly committed by the ruling 
Christian Democrat class and by the conditions imposed by the western allies. 
Th e hopes (or illusions) placed in the ‘CLN government’ to realise the political 
and institutional plans drawn up during the period 1943–1945 collapsed with 
the fall of Ferruccio Parri’s government at the beginning of December 1945 – a 
collapse in which the fi erce confl icts existing between the anti-fascist parties 
themselves played their own signifi cant part.46

Not all ex-partisans agreed to withdraw or accept a return to a civilian exist-
ence within a political and institutional set-up so very diff erent from the ideals 
for which they had fought. Th e result, in Italy, was a bloody and increasingly 
senseless trail of crimes and vendettas which, over and above their political 
and ideological labels, frequently concealed personal or merely criminal mo-
tives. It was mainly in Emilia-Romagna that this trail of vendettas, principally 
of communist origin (or publicised as such), was the most ferocious; the over-
all number of victims appears realistically to oscillate between ten and twenty 
thousand. Th is is an undoubtedly signifi cant fi gure but is very far from the 
three hundred ‘martyrs’ which neo-fascist literature initially claimed. An in-
ternational comparison, for example, with France or with the victims of Fran-
co’s regime aft er the end of the Spanish Civil War, demonstrates how Italy’s 
case in 1945–46 can be placed within a much wider context and with numbers 
that are considerably lower. It has been calculated that the post-war victims of 
vendettas by Franco’s supporters in Spain were around two hundred thousand. 
Over and above recurring political exploitation, the phenomenon of partisan 
justice aft er the war demonstrates the divide between the expectations of many 
ex-partisans and the political-institutional reality to which they quickly had to 
adjust.47

Without entering into the question of armed vendettas which had clearly 
become useless as a means of overturning the rigid position of Italy within 
the context of the Cold War, many ex-partisans and exponents of the politi-
cal groupings closest to their experience perceived, with a growing sense of 
frustration, the divide between the offi  cial celebrations of the Resistance and 
the Liberation which centred on the 25 April festivity, and the political reality 
of the nation in which the left -wing parties were now completely side-lined.48 
Th ese celebrations became increasingly empty and repetitive, and anti-fascist 
unity, although openly acclaimed, took on an ever more superfi cial aspect. 
Beneath the offi  cial celebrations of unity under the umbrella of the Resist-
ance myth, there were considerations and motives that diff ered considerably 
between each of the various political factions.49

However, a strong tradition of rhetoric remained linked to the idea of the 
war of liberation which vigorously rejected the participation of extreme right-
wing parties in the so-called ‘constitutional overarch’ which represented the 
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basis of the Italian political system until the beginning of the 1990s.50 On the 
other hand, party political membership became increasingly entrenched,51 re-
sulting in the automatic exclusion of any possibility of the Communist Party 
becoming part of the government. Within the limits of this Resistance rheto-
ric, the idea that the war for liberation might also have been a form of ‘civil 
war’ was for a long period fi rmly rejected and it took many decades and a 
persistent commitment on the part of historians and intellectuals to have this 
categorisation accepted within the republican public discourse.52

However, it was conceived as such from the beginning by many of the mili-
tants of Mussolini’s Social Republic. Only a part of these were young men and 
women who were naïve idealists wanting to sacrifi ce their lives for the love of 
country and moral faith-keeping. Others were ‘old guns’ of fascism, frustrated 
during the years of the regime by the compromises that Mussolini had been 
forced to come to with the traditional ruling classes. Others were merely op-
portunists who had found themselves at the crucial moment on the wrong 
side of the front. At the end of the war, the groups of ex-repubblichini carefully 
nurtured the concept of their own war as a sacrifi ce that public opinion had 
not understood, but which had been made in the name of the highest patriotic 
ideals. Th is was a myth which only in part corresponded to fact whilst, in real-
ity, the RSI had been completely subjugated to the German will, isolated from 
public opinion which was more concerned with survival and dealing with 
the serious problems posed by the occupation. Th e ‘puppet-state’ installed on 
the banks of Lake Garda had embraced an unrealistic political goal that was 
bathed in feelings of rancour and hatred towards its own citizens who were 
collectively held to be either ‘bandits’, ‘rebels’ or ‘accomplices’.53

Certainly, the neo-fascist and ex-repubblichini reading of the recently ended 
war had very limited circulation, in contrast to the literature of the Resistance 
which enjoyed the advantage of publication and was widely available. None-
theless, it is important to note that the extreme right was allowed to re-estab-
lish itself immediately aft er the war. Th e Movimento Sociale Italian, founded 
by young but important exponents of the Republic who were also ‘social’, such 
as Giorgio Almirante and Pino Romualdi, were awarded over half a million 
votes in the 1948 elections, nearly all from the south which had no experience 
of the severity of the Nazi-Fascist occupation or the partisan war. From this 
moment onwards, the party maintained a fi rm presence on the Italian politi-
cal scene and, in some circumstances, was even ‘fl irted’ with by the Christian 
Democrats in its attempts to maintain and consolidate its power (such as, for 
example, in the 1950s).54

Th e break-up of the governments based on the anti-fascist alliance at the 
hands of De Gasperi in May 1947 was the prelude to a head-on clash during 
the elections of 18 April 1948. By using relentless propaganda that raised the 
spectre of communism, and with strong support from the Church and its or-
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ganisations, Christian Democracy was able to achieve its best electoral result, 
gaining 48.5 per cent of the votes and an absolute majority. From then on, the 
brief period of the large coalition of parties that had been allied in the partisan 
war was defi nitively over and it was substituted by a radical confrontation of 
the two camps: the west, personifi ed by the DC led by De Gasperi and commu-
nism. It was an unequal confrontation given that the DC managed, thanks to a 
careful policy of (internal and international) alliances, to impede any possibil-
ity that the other side could arrive at government other than in some limited 
areas of municipal and regional government. During the electoral encounter 
of 1948,55 the political tension culminated in an open confrontation between 
demonstrators and the police. It was further aggravated by the attempt (un-
successful) on the life of Palmiro Togliatti, secretary of the Communist Party, 
on 4 April at the hands of a right-wing student and fears of open civil war 
re-surfaced. On the other hand, according to offi  cial police statistics, between 
1945 and 1952 (with a very high upswing in 1948), 171 cannons, 708 mortars, 
5,124 machine guns, 35,326 sub-machine guns, 164,978 guns and muskets and 
20,877 tons of war explosives were confi scated.56 Over and above reciprocal 
political instrumentalization, these statistics provide evidence of the intensity 
of the political confrontation and the extent to which, at times, it was on the 
verge of turning into an armed one.

In the 1948 and subsequent electoral campaigns both camps made much 
use of the positive message of peace, accusing the opposition of wanting to 
unleash a war. In the prevailing Cold War atmosphere, the memory of the war 
of liberation became increasingly remote. Th e celebrations of 25 April became 
the prerogative of only one political area – the left , mainly the Communists. 
Th e state institutions, although formally acknowledging the date which had 
risen to the ranks of a national holiday, tended gradually to empty it of any sig-
nifi cance, turning it into a ceremonial event which was increasingly abstract 
and detached from current events.

In the decades aft er 1945 even the discourse about the ‘fascist’ war or, in 
other words, the Second World War was widely side-tracked in public con-
sciousness. Or rather, the personal and moralising elements were emphasised 
along with those focussing on the sacrifi ces of the soldiers / ‘poor souls’ un-
informed of the reasons why they had been sent to fi ght in Africa, Egypt or 
Russia. On the other hand, it was inopportune for any of the political forces, 
and particularly for the Christian Democrats, to have an in-depth and critical 
study of our country’s recent history. Th is strongly biased re-reading has con-
tributed to anaesthetising any profound refl ection on the blame to be attrib-
uted to fascism, the monarchy, the ruling classes and even everyday citizens. 
What has been allowed free reign is the myth of the ‘good Italian’.57 However, 
the strong political links with the western bloc, in which the Federal Republic 
of Germany played a crucial role, have also impeded any critical coming to 
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terms with the position of National Socialist Germany as the occupying force 
in the terrible two years 1943–1945, and with the crimes committed in that 
period against the innocent civilian population.58

Th e dramatic experiences of a large number of Italian citizens living on the 
eastern borders in the immediate post-war period have been widely ignored 
by national public opinion, although they have been jealously cultivated at 
a local level and by those directly aff ected. I refer here to the question of the 
foibe. Th e foibe are natural caves, typical of karst regions such as those in the 
areas surrounding Trieste and Istria. In these areas, between 1943 and 1945–
46, Yugoslavian Communist Partisans carried out round-ups and mass shoot-
ings of Italians, Germans, Slovenes and Croatians, from a mixture of political 
and ethnic motivations. Th is was a particularly bloody page of history during 
the fi nal phases of the war. It must be considered, on the one hand, in the light 
of the extremely tough policies of the occupation and ‘ethnic cleansing’ carried 
out by Italians and Germans in the Balkans in the initial stages of the war and, 
on the other, as fi tting in with the strategies of the Yugoslavian Communist 
Partisan movement to eliminate all its enemies ( including those considered 
as potential enemies). Th e victims of the foibe are presumed to be many thou-
sands. Th e massacres (in which the victims were thrown, sometimes whilst 
still alive, into the foibe) were followed in subsequent years by the exodus of 
several hundred thousand Italians from the Istrian and Dalmatian territories 
in which they had lived for centuries. Even here there was a mixture of coer-
cion and voluntary choice. Th e exiles numbered between 250,000 and 300,000. 
It appears that the Italian authorities did very little to help them integrate in 
a climate of great economic vulnerability of a country that had only recently 
emerged from the war. To these two phenomena, extremely dramatic for those 
who lived and suff ered them, public opinion and historiography eff ectively 
paid very little attention at least until the end of the 1980s.59

‘In a little under a decade, Italy was downgraded from an “imperial” power 
to an inferior ranking nation, barely tolerated by its ex-enemies who had be-
come its allies: it was a hugely traumatic experience.’60 To this were added the 
traumas of the break-up of the anti-fascist front and the collapse of the hopes 
for a profound political, cultural and social renewal of the country in accord-
ance with the political outlines traced in the years of armed resistance. All this 
took place in the context of the Cold War in which Italy held a very delicate 
position both geographically, and because it had the most powerful commu-
nist party in the western world. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that a critical 
review of the recent and painful wartime experiences had diffi  culty in coming 
to the fore.

An in-depth analysis of the war by Italian society and culture only took 
place during the 1990s when, initially, the war on Iraq (the ‘fi rst’ war of 1991) 
and, subsequently, the explosion of civil and ethnic wars in the nearby Bal-
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kans refocused attention on the subject of Italy’s political and military role 
aft er the collapse of the bi-polar system.61 It should not be forgotten that at 
the beginning of that decade there was the disintegration, under the weight 
of corruption and ineffi  ciency, of the party political system that took its lead 
from the ‘constitutional overarch’ and the traditions of anti-fascism which had 
governed republican Italy.62
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