
Historiography 1918-Today (East Central Europe)

By Klaus Richter, Piotr Szlanta


1914-1918 Online

Internal Encyclopedia of the First World War




This text is licensed under Creative Commmons Licence 
(Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Germany-CC BY-NC-ND 3.0)


        
        Table of Contents

        
            [bookmark: TOC]
	1 Introduction


	2 Poland


	3 The Baltics


	4 Conclusion


	Notes

            	Selected Bibliography

            	Citation

        

        

    [bookmark: start]
    
      Introduction
    

    The article is devoted to the historiography dealing with the First World War in East Central Europe. It is structured according to national historiographies as they developed in the interwar, Cold War and post-1989 periods. From the very beginning, that is, during the last stage of the First World War, historians examined this conflict as one that ultimately led to the creation of independent nation-states. Apart from their scientific value, these studies were important in reshaping national identity in the post-war period and influencing political arguments.


    
      Poland
    

    In the interwar period, many studies on the First World War battles, written by former officers, were used as manuals for students at military academies; numerous books by foreign military men and politicians were translated and published in Poland at that time.[1] The Polish book market was flooded with the memoirs of Polish participants in the Great War. 


    From the very moment of independence, Polish historians started to research the war. Of prime interest, of course, was the process of reestablishing Polish statehood[2] and Polish national units’ military activity during the war.[3] During the war, many of these historians, including Oscar Halecki (1891-1973) and Wacław Sobieski (1872-1935), participated in political discussions, in peace negotiations in Paris, or joined the Polish national military units.[4]

    The most heated issue regarding the First World War was not, as in Western historiography, the question of “war guilt” (Kriegsschuldfrage).[5] Without going into details, Polish historiography accepted the allegedly German and Austro-Hungarian responsibility for the outbreak of the Great War, which formed the basis of the Versailles Peace Treaty.[6] Interwar Poland did not have an interest in revising this treaty (which was beneficial for Poland), as such a revision would have threatened the very existence of the current international order. As Stefan Rowecki (1895-1944) wrote in 1922: 


    Pre-war Germany, with full impetus, took action to gain control over the economy in all parts of the world, to convert itself into a single, huge fortress, bristling with bayonets, guns and battleships, and with far-reaching plans, aspired to crush all neighbors and gain hegemony in the world. These invasive plans, based on power, violence, and the rule “strength before law” caused the world war.[7]
    However, there was by no means a lack of controversy over the interpretation of WWI. This strongly politicized issue was widely discussed, in particular the aspect of who could claim most credit for the reestablishment of Poland. Politicians and their parties quarreled over their relative historical importance and boasted about their historical achievements. The largest political parties, the National Democrats and Józef Piłsudski’s (1867-1935) followers, both claimed credit for regaining independence. In Poland, as in many countries in eastern and southern Europe, the First World War delivered legitimacy for those who wanted to seize or keep political power and influence. This political dispute was reflected in the historiography. The authoritarian regime – Piłsudski’s followers after 1926 – tried to convince the Polish public opinion that it was only thanks to them that Poland existed. 


    One of the most respected historians of the governing elite, Wacław Lipiński, stated that after the crushing of the 1905 Revolution, “the independence movement had only one path to go – the construction of a force, a brutal physical force, which could break the power of the [Russian] government.”[8] According to this interpretation, Piłsudski and his legions claimed the most credit for Polish independence. 


    When a historian from Jagiellonian University, Wacław Sobieski, challenged Pilsudski’s role in planning and carrying out the successful summer 1920 campaign against the Red Army in a Polish history textbook in 1935, the ministry of education fired him.[9] The other powerful political camp, the National Democrats, regarded their main ideologist, Roman Dmowski (1864-1939), as the person who resuscitated Poland. In the first phase of the conflict, he strove to unite all Polish territories under the Russian regime, and in the second convinced Russia’s allies that an independent, republican Poland was in their interest. 


    The Second World War dramatically changed this perspective. The 1914-21 events were rapidly overshadowed by the next world war. World War Two, with its tremendous human and material losses, occupation terror, Holocaust and the Warsaw Uprising of 1944, aroused huge interest among historians and the Polish public. 


    Nevertheless, the history of the last few decades, including World War I, did remain a politically fragile issue. As a result of the establishment of a communist regime in Poland and, consequently, its subjection to the Soviet Union, freedom of research was strongly limited and strictly subordinated to the official party line.[10] From the Marxist perspective, Poland regained independence as a result of the Great October Revolution, not of the Polish nation’s efforts.[11] Marxist hardliner Leon Grosfeld wrote: 


    The fundamental breakthrough in the development of the Polish cause during the First World War took place as a result of the Great Socialist October Revolution. It alone established realistic conditions allowing for the reestablishment of the Polish independence, because only as a result of the revolution did the following come to pass: 1. Russia ceased to be an imperialistic state, 2. The fall of monarchies in the Central Powers happened in strict relation to the outbreak of revolutions in Germany and Austro-Hungary.[12]
    Piłsudski was labeled a dictator and fascist. According to the official communist interpretation, his legions had served the imperial interest of the Central Powers, as the National Democrats allegedly had served the imperial aims of Entente. Dmowski and his National Democrats were criticized for their nationalism and anti-Semitism and their activity was denied any consideration of patriotic inspiration.[13]

    There was no room for alternative interpretations. During the Eighth Convention of Polish Historians, held in September 1958, a high-level communist activist and historian, Henryk Jabłoński, read a paper on the establishment of the Second Polish Republic in 1918, in which he presented the official party line on this issue. According to it, the main causative force was the Russian Revolution.[14] This illustrates one important factor, namely that the communist regime, which was conscious of its deep unpopularity amongst a significant part of Polish society, tried to use national rhetoric to improve its legitimacy. From this ideological position, especially after the end of the Stalinist period in the mid-1950s, the ruling party tried to appeal to the tradition of fighting for independence and often strained facts and arguments by overstating the achievements of left-wing and communist politicians regarding the reestablishment of Polish statehood after 1918.[15]

    The improving atmosphere for research after 1956 allowed Polish historians to study the First World War beyond the constraints imposed by a purely Marxist framework. The most important studies on the war stem from this period, even though they are now rather outdated.[16] These studies concentrated on political and military aspects of the process of regaining statehood during the period between 1914 and 1918. The Great War, in and of itself, is presented in these studies as the background for heated disputes between the pro-Austrian grouping around the Piłsudski-led legionnaires and the pro-Entente faction led by Dmowski and the National Democrats. The authors did not avail themselves of the many sources from Russian and Austrian archives and hardly paid attention to economic or social issues connected to the war. Pajewski applied the same military and political perspective in his monograph on the First World War, written at the beginning of the 1990s and still widely used in Poland today.[17]

    After the fall of communism, interest in the history of the First World War reemerged in Poland. First, historians started to remind the public of the war’s military aspects and of Polish national units, especially Piłsudski’s Polish Legions.[18] Polish historians are still researching the internationalization of the Polish cause during the Great War and the policy of belligerents towards Poles.[19] In the years approaching the centenary of the war’s outbreak, Polish as well as non-Polish scholars tried to research many historical gaps. For example, there is a rising interest in Jewish history and in the history of Polish-Jewish relations. This trend also includes studies on the First World War.[20] Traditional political history nevertheless retains its central importance. In recent years, studies by Damian Szymczak on the rivalry between Germany and Austro-Hungary and the process of emerging Poland were published,[21] Piotr Mikietyński wrote about on German policy toward Russian Poland, 1914-1916)[22] and Katarzyna Grysińska-Jarmuła published the political biography of Bogdan Hutten-Czapski (1851-1937), one of the closest co-workers of the German governor of Warsaw from 1915 to 1918, Hans von Beseler (1850-1921).[23]

    A few studies on social and economic issues were recently published as a sign of the shift in interest among historians conducting research on Polish history between 1914 and 1918.[24] The same can be said regarding the occupation policy and experience.[25]

    Nevertheless, battlefield history continues to be popular among Polish historians and readers.[26] One of the best surveys on the topics touched upon by Polish historians is a compilation of articles stemming from conferences organized by the University in Bialystok.[27] However, in spite of the research mentioned above, there is still much work to be done. Compared with West European historiographies, interest in the First World War among Polish scholars remains still quite small. 


    
      The Baltics
    

    The First World War has consistently played a marginal role in the national historiographies of the Baltics. It is treated mainly as a “transitional phase” between two core epochs: the “national awakening” of the 19th and early 20th centuries and the “wars of independence” in 1918-21, followed by the interwar period, which is regarded as the first high point in the histories of modern Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. This is partially a result of the interpretation of the First World War as a “foreign war”, forced upon the periphery of the Russian Empire by the great European imperial powers. Moreover, ethnic Lithuanians, Latvians and Estonians only sporadically fought as soldiers close to their home, as opposed to the wars of 1918-21.


    Immediately after the war, Ludwik Abramowicz (1879-1939), a representative of the Krajowcy (a group of advocates of a multi-ethnic Lithuanian state) and active supporter of Lithuanian independence published a collection of documents on the history of Lithuania during World War I.[28] In the early interwar period, several Latvian and Lithuanian eyewitnesses wrote biographical accounts of life under German occupation[29] and on experiences in the military. Among them were priests,[30] journalists,[31] and former soldiers, some of whom had fought in the ranks of the Imperial Army,[32] the Latvian Riflemen,[33] and in the national armies during the independence wars of 1918-21.[34] The majority of these authors presented their actions and experiences during World War I as patriotic activities opposed to the German occupants and geared towards the goal of establishing independent national states.


    In the 1930s, more scholarly works were published, mostly collecting eyewitness accounts and putting them in a broader perspective. Most historians distinguished between the period of 1914-18[35] and the phase of the independence wars,[36] with only a few, such as Vladas Skurupskis, drawing a continuous line into the interwar period and thus evaluating the outbreak of the war as the beginning of a process of achieving and consolidating independence, which still had not finished.[37]

    The history of the Freikorps in the Baltics became a popular subject among extreme right-wing authors in Weimar Germany, maintaining a revisionist attitude towards the new Baltic republics. Many of these authors were Baltic Germans themselves, who had actively participated in the Freikorps[38] and some of whom later supported the National Socialist movement.[39] The Berlin-based Mittler Verlag was the primary publishing house to publish a number of revisionist accounts on the retreat of the German army and the engagement of the Baltische Landeswehr in Latvia.[40] The topic was also taken up by right-wing novelists with great success.[41] The history of the Baltic German war effort remained popular after World War II, with Baltic German historians revising works published already in the interwar period[42] or publishing new research into the 1980s.[43]

    During the Cold War, historiography in the Baltic Soviet republics functioned along the lines of Marxist-Leninist historiography. As early as 1939,[44] World War I was depicted as a war between capitalist powers,[45] and its aftermath in the Baltics as a strategy of the imperialist western Entente to establish bourgeois, anti-Bolshevist regimes. The independent interwar republics were considered mere British and American puppet regimes.[46] Like their interwar-counterparts, Soviet Baltic historians focused on the period from 1917 to 1921 – however, this was due to its characteristics as a “revolutionary period” rather than as a period of independence wars. International currents and the role of the “small nations” in the Bolshevik movement were emphasized. The decades leading up to World War I were mainly interpreted as a period of strengthening the workers’ movement in the Baltics versus the tsarist regime.[47]

    During the later years of perestroika and eventually after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Marxist-Leninist historiography was replaced with a post-communist historiography, which on many levels picked up approaches of the nationalistic interwar historians, particularly regarding the periodization of the pre-war period as a phase of “national awakening”, 1914 to 1917-18 as a “foreign war” and 1917-18 to 1921 as the period of the wars of independence and onset of the interwar period. Again, particularly the last period remains a frequently researched period both on a scholarly and a popular-science level.[48] The years 1914 to 1917-18 still have received very little scholarly attention. However, particularly historians of Latvia and Estonia, both of which were occupied rather late during the war, began to transcend this periodization as early as the late 1990s, emphasizing the whole period of 1914-21 as a period of a “battle for independence” or of a “coming into being of national states”.[49]

    Little is known about the dynamics of the relationship between German occupants and local elites and the role of the occupation in the development of national and territorial concepts.[50] Only in the second half of the 2000s and the early 2010s did a small number of historians undertake research on the war’s effect on the local population.[51] Also in the early 2010s, Baltic historians published studies scrutinizing the dichotomy of terror-wreaking Bolshevists and arbitrarily violent Freikorps on the one hand, and noble independence fighters on the other by emphasizing the paramilitary structure of the Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian armies in 1919-20,[52] the terror and requisitions exerted by these armies against the population and against each other, and the problematic role of this dichotomy for collective memory and historiography.[53]

    As a result of the complex linguistic situation in the region, studies from historians outside the region seldom integrate Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian language sources, while on the other hand historians from inside the region often overlook research trends followed in other parts of Europe and the USA. Some of the most innovative work has thus been done by historians of the diaspora, who have managed to integrate the perspectives of occupants and locals[54] and who have worked within larger research contexts to transcend the historiographical fragmentation of the region, emphasizing shared experiences such as evacuations and the subjection to (para-)military violence.[55]

    
      Conclusion
    

    In comparison to Western historiography, historians from the states under consideration have been relatively less interested in the history of the First World War. Their research has focused primarily on the military and political aspects of the war and the post-1918 state-building processes. When, after 1945, communist ideology restricted research freedom and tried to impose its own interpretation of historical events, traditional historiography played an important role in maintaining a national identity. With few exceptions (for example, studies on occupation policy in Poland or paramilitary violence in the Baltic states), regional historiography remains only minimally integrated into the general WWI historiography. This is a result of many factors – not least the complex linguistic situation.
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