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A paradox lies at the heart of this book. No historians have done more than Becker and Krumeich to 

»internationalize« the history of the Great War of 1914–918, above all through the work of the Historial de 

la Grande Guerre, the museum and research center built in the Somme battlefields, in Péronne, France. 

Yet their book remains by definition »bi-national«, a comparison of the experience of total war between 

two of the many national communities. Indeed, the book suggests at various points that similarities 

between the French and the Germans helped drive their mutual antagonism. The authors are two of 

Europe’s most distinguished active historians. Becker is the doyen of French scholars of the Great War. 

He began the transformation of the field through his foundational work »1914: Comment les Français sont 

entrés dans la guerre« (1977). Krumeich is particularly well known for bringing the formidable analytical 

means of German historiography to bear on the history of France in Europe, as in his studies of Joan of 

Arc and of French armaments. It would be difficult even for specialists to read anything by these historians 

and not learn something. It would also be wrong not to disclose my own close connections to the Historial 

since its opening in 1992. All this being said, the tension between the »international« and »bi-national« 

approaches structures the form and content of the volume.

The authors understand very well the asymmetries of writing the history of the Great War from a Franco-

German point of view. For the French, the war was first and foremost a duel of existential significance 

between themselves and the »Reich«. At the very least, the French considered themselves the first 

among equals in the Allied cause. Why else, after all, would French General Ferdinand Foch have been 

called upon to direct the Allied forces in the dark days of March 1918, or the peace conference have been 

held in Paris? For the German, however, the French were one of several enemies encircling the »Reich«, 

and by no means the single most dangerous. Was not Britain a greater naval and economic threat to the 

»Reich«, and Imperial Russia a vastly greater demographic threat? Obviously, French and Germans 

processed the outcome of the war differently, though these differences are more subtle than they may 

seem. The Treaty of Versailles united the Germans (in ferocious opposition) even as it divided the French 

virtually, from the moment it was signed. If defeat united the French after 1871, defeat united the Germans 

after 1919. 

In the central chapters of the book the authors show so many similarities between how these two very 

different national communities mobilized for total war that one might wonder why they went to war at all. 

The French had their »Union sacrée«, the Germans their »Burgfrieden«. Neither reflected nor produced 

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum Download 
bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de



complete national unity, and neither withstood the stresses of war intact. But both engineered sufficient 

consent to keep their respective national communities in the fight to the end. Only looming defeat of the 

Imperial Army in the field in 1918 brought down the Kaiserreich, and the Third Republic soldiered on until 

the defeat of 1940. The citizen-soldier of the Republic of France and the subject-soldier of the Kaiser held 

the front with a tenacity that alternately impresses and horrifies observers even today. The military 

technologies that massacred them both in unprecedented numbers were practically identical, as were the 

anxieties and processes of mourning experienced by their loved ones in the interior.

The authors’ bi-national approach reveals a particularly important insight into mobilization in the Great War 

– the importance of a unitary, centralized state. For all the derision heaped on centralization in France, the 

French state could move decisively to borrow money, produce the means of war, and feed and 

propagandize its population. The quasi-federal »Reich« was constantly hobbled by the autonomy of local 

officials, civilian or military. Robert Paxton argued in »The Anatomy of Fascism« (2004) that the tenacity of 

the centralized French state restrained the ascent of French fascism in ways its weaker counterparts in 

Italy and Germany could not. Becker and Krumeich trace the critical but often overlooked significance of 

the state back to the war itself.

Particularly in France, there has emerged among historians what I have called a »counter-culture de 

guerre«, an interpretation that emphasizes coercion over consent.1 In short, according to this point of view, 

societies in general and soldiers in particular fought the Great War as long as they did as ferociously as 

they did against their will. Their leaders contrived the means of compelling them to do so. The resilience of 

this interpretation, even its continued predominance in popular culture and public opinion, surprises the 

historians of Péronne who have argued otherwise for well over two decades. Becker and Krumeich do not 

hide their own views on the matter: »Il y a évidemment beaucoup d’absurdité, voire de malhonnêteté, à 

essayer de faire croire que des millions de soldats pendant plus de quatre ans ont accepté de combattre 

et de se faire tuer, simplement par peur de la hiérarchie militaire out par crainte de quelques poignées de 

gendarmes.« (p.228). I understand their frustration, if I do not completely share it. Resistance to the war 

was not entirely a postwar phenomenon. We need to find a way to reintegrate the history of rejection into 

the history of consent in the Great War. 

The authors address the tension between the international and bi-national history of the Great War in a 

short but suggestive afterword, which they refer to as »en guise de conclusion«.They show little patience 

for the notion that the war of 1914–1918 was a European civil war. Such a notion suggests commonalities 

in interests and aspirations that simply did not exist at the time. The Great War was fought by nation-

states for national reasons. The Other for them was not various non-European peoples of the world 

dragged into this European conflict, but the national enemy next door. Thus, in a way so paradoxical as to 

be almost perverse, the French and the German national communities set the course for their future 

1 Leonard V. Smith, The »Culture de guerre« and French Historiography of the Great War of 1914–1918, in: History 
Compass 5/6 (2007): 1967–1979, 10.1111/j.1478-0542.2007.00484.x, 1975.
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reconciliation after 1945 by doing their utmost to destroy each other in the preceding thirty years. Nothing 

could have brought home more forcefully the futility of national hatreds. Almost against themselves, 

France and Germany lay the foundations for the future common home of Europe in the trenches of the 

Great War.
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