
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SUMMARY
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Introduction 
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Why question the myths of the Great War, and how the First World War has marked human history.
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Chapter 1: The War Was Inevitable 
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Deconstructing the idea of a predestined conflict by exploring human choices and diplomatic dynamics of 1914.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: The War Was Supposed to Be Short 
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Examine the belief in a quick victory, confronted with the reality of trenches and stalemate.
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Chapter 3: The soldiers were all patriots and enthusiastic 
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Revere the complexities of the soldiers' motivations, between duty, fear, and disillusionment.
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Chapter 4: The war was primarily caused by the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand 
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Analyse the Sarajevo assassination as a catalyst, not the sole cause, of a conflict with multiple roots.
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Chapter 5: The Germans Were Solely Responsible for the War 
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Question the exclusive guilt of Germany, highlighting the collective responsibility of the powers.
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Chapter 6: The war was a positional war without innovation 
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Show how the conflict, far from being static, was a laboratory of military and technological innovations.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7: The war ended solely due to the entry of the United States 
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Evaluate the role of the Americans in the Allied victory, in light of the efforts of the other belligerents.
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Chapter 8: Civilians Were Away from the Conflict 
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Reveal the impact of total war on civilians, affected by bombings, shortages, and propaganda.
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Chapter 9: The War Ended in 1918 
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Explore the violence and crises that persisted after the armistice, contradicting the idea of a clean end.
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Chapter 10: The post-war period was a time of peace and stability 
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Dismantling the illusion of lasting peace, in the face of the political and social upheavals of the 1920s.

Conclusion 

Synthesis of myths, reflection on their persistence, and an invitation to rethink the history of the Great War.

Bibliography 

Historical sources and testimonies that shed light on the complex realities of the First World War. 
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When I was little, I remember learning about the First World War at school. I was presented with it as a distant, almost legendary story, filled with dates, battles, and heroic figures. The soldiers were brave, the causes seemed obvious, and the end, inevitable. But as I grew up, I realised that this simplified version did not do justice to reality. This conflict was much more complex, and those who lived through it were not just names in a book, but people like you and me, with their fears, hopes, and wounds.

In Ten Myths about the First World War, we will try to untangle these overly smooth narratives and look at the war in a new light. We will explore ten deeply rooted myths to reveal the nuances and contradictions that make this event both fascinating and heartbreaking. The idea is not to rewrite history, but to understand it better, with more humanity and truth.

Why do we create myths around war? Because we, humans, love stories that make sense. We want clear beginnings, heroes to admire, villains to hate, and endings that tie everything up. But World War I, with its tangle of alliances, economic interests, and political ambitions, doesn't fit into those boxes. Yet, over time, simplified narratives have taken hold, shaping our collective memory.

Take the idea that this war was mostly about trenches. Of course, the Western Front and its muddy trenches are iconic. But that's only part of the story. There were also battles in the air, with the first warplanes, and at sea, where naval blockades had a significant impact. Not to mention the fronts outside of Europe: the Middle East, Africa, Asia. By focussing solely on the trenches, we miss the global scale of the conflict.

Another persistent myth is the belief that everything started with the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Yes, it was the spark. But the fire had been smouldering for a long time: exacerbated nationalism, voracious imperialism, unbridled militarism, and a network of fragile alliances had created a powder keg ready to explode. Understanding these deep-rooted causes is to see why the war broke out so quickly and so fiercely.

These misconceptions can be found everywhere in popular culture. War films, for example, often depict fearless soldiers, charging into battle with their heads held high. But if you read the letters or diaries from that time, it's a different story. The soldiers spoke of fear, fatigue, and doubts. Many wondered why they were there, under the orders of generals they never saw. These human voices remind us that the war was not a glorious epic, but a brutal ordeal.

Propaganda also played its role. During the conflict, the governments bombarded their citizens with posters and speeches to galvanise the troops and demonise the enemy. The war was presented as a noble struggle, a fight for freedom. After the armistice, these stories continued to live on in monuments and ceremonies, sometimes to the detriment of a more honest vision.

And then, each country remembers the war in its own way. In France or Belgium, where the fields still bear the scars of shells, it is a national pain, an immense loss. In the United States, which entered the fray late and was less affected, it is seen more as a moment when the country asserted itself on the world stage. These differences show that one must listen to multiple voices to grasp the whole truth.

We also often hear that the war brought social progress. It's true that women took on men's jobs and that technology made a leap. But at what cost? Millions of lives cut short, economies in ruins, tensions that sowed the seeds of another global conflict. Progress, if there was any, was soaked in blood and disillusionment.

The war also left its mark on art and literature. After 1918, movements like Dadaism and Modernism emerged, driven by a generation that no longer believed in old values. Writers like Hemingway or Remarque depicted the war unvarnished, showing a broken youth. These works tell us that the shock was not only physical but also in the souls.

And let's not forget that this war was global. We often see it as a European affair, but soldiers from Africa, Asia, and the Americas lost their lives in it. Their stories, often erased from dominant narratives, deserve to be heard to grasp the full impact of the conflict.

In this book, we will delve into these myths, and others as well. Each chapter will tackle a common misconception, tracing its roots, explaining why it persists, and confronting it with the facts. We will rely on historians, witnesses, and period documents to unearth the truths hidden behind the legends.

As Jay Winter says in Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: "The Great War was a cataclysm that not only destroyed millions of lives but also the illusions of inevitable progress." It forced societies to confront the fragility of their ideals. These words capture the shockwave that shook the world.

Margaret MacMillan, in The War That Ended Peace, adds: "This conflict marked the end of one world and the beginning of another, where the certainties of the 19th century were swept away by the brutality of the 20th." It is a reminder that the war was not just a series of battles, but a brutal turning point in our history.

To give a human voice to all this, listen to Wilfred Owen, a British soldier, in a letter to his mother: "I am increasingly convinced that I have no chance of surviving this war." I am not afraid, but I am sorry for you. These words, simple and poignant, contrast sharply with the image of the stoic hero that we are often sold.

Each chapter will begin by presenting the myth, then we will dig deeper: where it comes from, why it persists. We will look for evidence – letters, archives, studies – to deconstruct it. And we will eventually wonder what this myth tells us about ourselves, about our need to recount the past, and about what it changes in our view of today.

Understanding the First World War is more than a history exercise. By understanding the complexity of its causes, we could better avoid the mistakes of yesterday. By listening to the true stories of those who have lived it, we cultivate a more humane, more conscious society.

So, while reading Ten Myths about the First World War, I invite you to reflect on what you know about this event. How have the narratives passed down to you shaped your perspective? And what if the truth was elsewhere? Let's go together to rediscover this war, not as an old legend, but as a human experience that still speaks to us.
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CHAPTER 1: The war was inevitable
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Introductory citation

"The Europe of 1914 was a powder keg ready to explode; it just needed a spark." This phrase, often attributed to an anonymous historian, strikes like a statement of fact. It paints a picture of a continent on the brink of chaos, a ticking time bomb where the slightest misstep – an assassination, a declaration – would be enough to tip everything over. It's a powerful image, almost cinematic, that has embedded itself in our minds. We still hear it in classrooms, we read it in history books, we see it in documentaries with dramatic music in the background. But where does this idea come from? Probably from a mix of post-war narratives, when survivors and scholars sought to explain the inexplicable: how could Europe, this cradle of civilisation, have plunged into such carnage?

Yet, this quote has something too clean, too clear about it. It makes us believe that everything was predetermined, that the actors of the time were nothing but puppets of a tragic fate. Imagine a history teacher, glasses perched on the tip of his nose, delivering this line to his students with a serious expression, as if to say: "There you go, that's how it is, we couldn't do anything about it." But is it really that simple? This metaphor of the powder keg, as seductive as it is, hides a more muddled, more human truth: that of choices, hesitations, mistakes. So, let's take a moment to scratch beneath the surface of this beautiful formula and see if it really holds up.

––––––––
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Presentation of the myth

We were often sold the First World War as an inevitable tragedy, much like a storm that announces itself with a dark sky and distant lightning. Europe in 1914? A pressure cooker, they say, with its empires fighting over colonies, its alliances intertwining like badly connected electrical wires, and its peoples boiling with ethnic tensions. This version of events has a reassuring aspect: it gives a logic to the catastrophe, a kind of fatality that frees us from having to think too much. The war? Well, it was bound to happen, end of story. And yet, this myth, which seems set in stone, deserves to be shaken up a bit.
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