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This autobiography is unusual and moving. Its strength lies in the modesty of the man who wrote it. 

Jean-Jacques Becker is the doyen of French historians of the Great War, a master craftsman who, in 

his thèse d’État of 1977, on public opinion in France at the outbreak of the 1914–18 war, once and for 

all exploded the idea that Frenchmen joined the ranks and fought in 1914 in a haze of patriotic 

enthusiasm. Stoicism, determination, a sense of doing one’s duty alongside all the others – yes, these 

were there in abundance, but not the enthusiasm of the propagandists, men who mostly never saw a 

trench or an artillery bombardment. 

Bringing big claims down to the size of human experience, inscribed in documents of many different 

kinds, is at the heart of Becker’s achievement. In his book on the »Carnet B«, the lists of militants to 

be arrested in the event of a war crisis in 1914, he showed that the men on the list could not be found, 

since virtually all had joined up. Thereby another shibboleth is exploded; there was no repression of 

working-class militancy, since it hardly existed, either before or after the assassination of Jean Jaurès 

at the end of July 1914. A dozen other publications on the Great War have followed, each one bearing 

the same mark of rigour, authority, scholarship, and common sense. 

This autobiography bears all the hallmarks of a master craftsman still at work. The most moving parts 

are the narratives of Becker’s early life before and during the Second World War. Told with a wise 

respect for the uncertainty of memory and the difficulties of recalling events precisely, Becker 

describes the fate of an assimilated Jewish family in Paris, faced by rapidly diminishing chances of 

survival. Fleeing to Grenoble, the family stayed alive and intact, certainly no mean achievement under 

the circumstances. Always the narrative is modest, filled with doubts about whether what took place 

happened on one day or the next, at one corner or the next; who knows? He spends time wondering 

what was in the mind of the German soldier who saw this one Jewish family wading across the river 

separating occupied from unoccupied France. The soldier did nothing to stop them from going on their 

way, and thereby saved their lives. What was in his mind? Who knows? The willingness to doubt and 

to admit doubt is the sign of any historian worthy of the name.

Most surprising to me is the virtually complete absence of bitterness in the text describing his wartime 

years. Such feelings were certainly there after the Liberation, especially in his account of the 

somewhat shocked reaction of a teacher surprised to see one of his vanished Jewish students back in 

school. Becker muses on whether Frenchmen in general had a right to feel victorious in 1945, seeing 

what most had let happen and what others had caused to happen under Vichy. Becker felt that being a 

Jew after the war was something which set him apart yet again after 1944. And so, unlike other 

survivors, like René Cassin, who wore his Jewish identity with added pride after the war, Becker was 
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among those who wanted to bury forever those moments when he had to wear the detested Jewish 

star.

His second home after the war was the French Communist party, and alongside his brother and even 

more spectacularly his sister, Annie Kriegel, he lived a communist life after 1945. This period Becker 

narrates with a certain sad reticence. He does have the courage to recognize the absurdity of some of 

the judgments and statements he made while still true to the party. Leaving it quietly in the late 1950s, 

he developed a life-long allergy to extremism, which was a very different reaction to his sister’s. Her 

migration from dedicated communist to mystical Zionist is not described in this book, but it discloses a 

thirst for totality, an all-encompassing vision of the world which is much too self-important a way of 

thinking for Jean-Jacques Becker to adopt.

The same modesty infuses his account of teaching at various lycées, of university politics and of 1968. 

He describes some of the intrigues and much of the excitement of the times, yet again from the 

viewpoint of a modest bystander, a bit like Rosencrantz or Gildenstern in Hamlet. He relates an 

intriguing episode involving an equally eminent historian, René Rémond, at Nanterre. As he tells it, 

Becker is seated quietly just behind Rémond, who in turn thanks Becker for his silent solidarity. 

Alongside the supervisor of his thesis, Pierre Renouvin, it is Rémond who most captures Becker’s 

admiration and affection in this book. 

His account of the adventure leading to the creation of the Historial de la Grande Guerre at Péronne, 

with which this author is also associated, is characteristically modest. Without him, and the authority of 

his scholarship, the project would never have gotten off the ground. With him at its core, the authorities 

paying for the museum in the département de la Somme, knew that there would be quality control from 

the beginning to the end. 

Becker has now retired from his position as President of the Centre international de recherche of the 

Historial at Péronne. He passed on the baton to his distinguished student Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau, 

but Becker still occupies a unique place among historians of the Great War. Becker inaugurated a 

period of historical writing about the Great War in which the ordinary soldier and the ordinary citizen 

became the centre of attention. In a profession not known for inculcating modesty among its 

practitioners, Becker stands out as an entirely unpretentious and powerful writer and teacher, a man 

who knows how difficult it is to truly know the past, especially the violent past of the Great War that 

gave birth to the world in which we still live. 
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