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Veterans' Associations
By Julia Eichenberg

Veterans’ associations formed an influential social movement during the interwar period.
They provided the platform for former soldiers to commemorate the war and their fallen
comrades and to discuss their post-war problems. The associations merged the voices of the
soldiers who joined them and, as a group, acquired political and social influence, which they
used to promote ex-servicemen’s interests and needs. The following article aims to
reconsider the rise and fall of the veterans’ movement and reflect on its short-term failures
and its long-term impact.
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“We still think veteranly, and we are sorry to have to say that around us too many
comrades obstinately want to think politically in the bad sense of the term.”[1]
“But the best and most efficient manner of consolidating peace consists in maintaining
the solidarity of all those who won the war side by side and who have created an
equitable Europe.”[2]
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Introduction
The 1914-1918 war led to a level of military mobilization never before seen in Europe:
it made military service an experience shared by millions; and it made the nation’s
armed forces an inescapable political and social presence. The army was personified
not only by professional soldiers in fancy uniforms, but by crowds of nervous young
men on their way to basic training, village boys home on leave, and veterans who
gathered on Saturday nights to talk about their common military experience.[3]
Almost everyone was affected, if not personally, they had a father, a brother, a son, or at least an
uncle, cousin or neighbour, who volunteered or had been conscripted. When the war ended with
armistice on 11 November 1918, military demobilization began in most countries. Front lines were
dissolved, troops were called to withdraw, arms recollected and soldiers sent home. This process
was very different depending on the geographical region and did not affect all men in the same
way.[4] A significant number joined associations where they met their peers, men who also had
fought in and returned from the war. Through the groups, former soldiers were able to commemorate
the war and debate their post-war problems, acquiring political and social influence with which to
promote their interests and needs. Additionally, the men believed that the experience of war and the
sacrifice of the health and lives that soldiers - they as well as their fallen comrades - had made,
endowed them not only with a cause, and a mission to defend the interests of ex-servicemen, but
also with the moral authority to do so. This moral authority, based on their previous sufferance, was
expanded beyond their immediate material interests to more abstract ideas: the commemoration of
the war and the dead, and the consequential attitude toward future political and military conflicts.
Veterans thus tried to promote their own interpretation of the war and its meaning to politics and
society. Depending on their individual political tendencies, these attitudes varied from internationalist
and pacifist to radical-nationalist and fascist. But most importantly, the common experience of war
was the vanishing point of their feeling of entitlement.
The following article aims to present the origins and genesis, the work and goals, as well as the
successes and failures of these veterans’ associations. To do so, it will first discuss how a soldier
became a veteran (or an invalid). In the second part, it shows how veterans’ associations emerged
as a mass movement in the aftermath of the First World War. In part three it will discuss the political
impact of these associations who so often claimed to be apolitical. The fourth part will show how
international networking and the emergence of inter-Allied and international veterans’ organizations
underlined the transnational aspect of the movement. This section will also discuss conciliatory and
pacifist attitudes of veterans’ associations. Finally, the article will reconsider the rise and fall of the
veterans’ movement and reflect on its short-term failure and its long-term impact.

The Transnational Experience of War and the Genesis of the Veteran
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Ex-servicemen referred to their joint experience of war and camaraderie, which they sought to
continue after the war, as the major foundation of veterans’ associations. As has been pointed out by
memoirs, but also in recent historical work on morale and coping mechanisms, the peer group of a
soldier was essential to the survival of the war.
On the battlefield, the nation seemed far away, and patriotism empty and abstract; what
mattered most were the men with whom a soldier fought, on whom he depended, and for
whom he would, if necessary, suffer and die.[5]
Communication with the home front, with the loved ones, was sometimes complicated by the very
different experience of daily life. Those who were not able to communicate the violence they
experienced had to rely on allusions and indirect expressions of feelings.[6] The longer the war
endured, the deeper the gap felt between the soldiers and civilians back home. At the same time, the
soldiers’ experience of war and violence was transnational, transgressing national frontiers in its
resemblance.[7] Accordingly, the experience of returning from war, trying to re-integrate into the
respective societies and labor markets, trying to deal with physical, psychological and emotional
strains from the war, was a transnational experience, too, shared by former combatants from almost
all over the world.
The solution for these problems, however, was initially sought on the predominantly national level.
For most men, this demobilization was far from a return to their previous lives. Young men who had
dropped out of school or their professional education were faced with the difficulties of finding a job in
the weakened post-war economies. Formerly established, older men returning from war now saw
themselves in professional and economic competition with younger men as well as women.
Furthermore, the war had inflicted physical or psychological harm on most of its participants.
Physically injured veterans had to fight to regain as much of their health as possible, but also for
recognition and compensation, for benefits and a chance to be reintegrated into the labor market.
This often involved being trained for a new job as they were no longer physically fit to do their old
one. In addition, most men were, to a different degree, psychologically harmed by the war, which
was not always visible and thus harder to prove. Only with time a medical recognition of “shell
shock” - what would today be diagnosed as PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) came to be
medically acknowledged. The problems ex-servicemen brought with them were manifold - and so
were the problems of the societies to which they were returning. War had taken its toll on all sides.
This made the (re-)encounter and the following political, social and legal interaction between returning
soldiers and home societies all the more complicated.
The national background was crucial: it had significant impact on the experience of war itself, but
even more on the ways soldiers were demobilized and joined organizations, and on the way the
respective veterans’ movement formed and functioned. However, the common war experience and
the impression that this experience was not or only partly understood (and acknowledged) by
civilians, led the former soldiers to feel connected to their peers, even beyond national borders,
sometimes even beyond front lines.
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To discuss the phenomenon of the veterans’ movement, one firstly has to define the vocabulary that
at first seems self-explanatory. A demobilized soldier is not per se a veteran. Rather, he becomes
one by adapting a socially constructed and legally defined role and by acceptance of this role through
social action and communication. As John Horne put it,
They […] sought to construct new lives in the varied settings of the post-war world as
they processed the memory of the war. Just exactly how they did this, and what
importance they attached to it, was what turned them into veterans, and there was
nothing automatic about it.[8]
State demobilization and legislation provided the framework to define the group of veterans from
outside. The process of demobilization was meant to re-transform soldiers into citizens, to disarm
them and to see them return to their civilian life. Challenged by the masses of soldiers affected and
by their demands, the states introduced new laws to deal with the specific problems of
demobilization and of former soldiers. A veteran thus was not only a man who formerly fought in the
war, but one who belonged to the category that found new significance through state legislation:
veterans and invalid veterans. New legislation set up criteria of how to classify these men and how to
respond to their needs. As Michael Geyer has pointed out in his comparative study (probably first of
its kind), different states responded differently to this challenge.[9] France chose to acknowledge and
reward the sacrifice of the citizen. Benefits in Great Britain were closer linked to military ranks.
Germany and Austria tended to treat the war as a “colossal industrial accident,” determining benefits
according to the percentage of the individual’s ability to work that had been compromised by the
war.[10] By introducing these legal responses to the needs of veterans, state legislation contributed to
shape the identity of veterans by legally defining who had rights to what kind of compensation.
However, it was not merely his relation with the state that defined the veterans’ identity. David
Gerber and others have shown the dangers of reducing veterans’ social identities to interactions with
the state.[11] Discussing the role and agency of African-American veterans in the US, Jennifer Keene
underlines the importance of considering the interconnectedness between black veterans’ identity as
part of the civil rights movement and their experiences as disabled men.[12] The fact that former
combatants, as everyone else, hold a variety of overlapping social identities has too often been
neglected. Veterans and invalids were more than what demobilization or legislation made them. They
were also fathers, sons, husbands; they were defined by their professions and/or education, and by
their social and geographical environment: “For most former soldiers, it [veteran identity] did not take
precedent over class, politics and place or other determinants of their lives.”[13]
By joining a veterans’ organization, participating in joint events, remembrance and demonstrations,
the former combatants accepted and confirmed their - even if not exclusive - identity of a veteran.
The thus institutionalized community offered individuals the space to remember and the support to
defend their interests as well as to pursue their claim to moral authority based on the common war
experience. The formation of veterans’ organizations was an important step on the way to define who
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according to what legislation counted as a national veteran, but, more importantly, it was the way
leading to the construction of a veterans’ identity. While this identity often started out as a local or
national group identity, veterans’ organizations lay the ground for the eventual transgressing of
borders and the formation of a transnational identity of World War veterans.
One of the central questions of each account of the veterans’ movement(s) is the issue of pensions
and care for invalid veterans. Invalids played a significant role in the veterans’ movement. This was
because of their numerical strength, but also, of course, because of the fact that their lives had been
significantly (and often visibly) changed by the war - more so than of any other veteran. In many
cases, their physical appearance and abilities had changed, and so too had their prospects of jobs,
marriage and/or fatherhood, and definitely their relationship to their own bodies.
Some have argued for a separation of organizations of invalids and those of veterans. Most
research, however, usually summarizes all veterans, including those physically maimed and
physically fit (in most cases this means convalesced). Even where it explicitly deals with disability,
the term disabled, handicapped or invalid veteran is usually preferred. Those who argued that invalid
associations should be regarded separately from other veterans’ organizations underlined that their
experience and their interests were different. This, however, ignores the fact that while many invalid
veterans did indeed feel neglected and had good reason to engage in special interest associations,
the narrative of being one of the First World War soldiers was central and vital to their self-perception,
to their associations, and to their demands.
Some have argued that the split was caused since veterans’ organizations failed to reach out to
disabled veterans. On the other hand, however, invalid veterans acted as core agents in the
veterans’ movement. They believed that their sacrifice gave them a special right to act on the behalf
of the First World War combatants. In many cases, the fact that they were no longer able to pursue
their previous careers also meant that an active engagement in the veterans’ movement gave their
lives new destinations. Finally, and not to be neglected, while states failed to meet their invalid exservicemen’s needs in many ways, most supplied them with free or significantly reduced travel on
railways, meaning these men were in a position to travel to reunions and meetings across the
country and sometimes beyond, thus committing their manpower to the veterans’ movement.

National Veterans’ Movements: Origins, Composition and Output
While veterans’ organizations spread quickly in most countries, membership differed greatly especially with regard to the number of potentially eligible former combatants of the war.[14] The most
active veterans’ movement of the First World War was the French, where between 41.9 percent and
48 percent of all eligible ex-servicemen registered in an association. Numbers of active veterans in
France came up to almost 3 million.[15] Jay Winter even speaks of a mobilization rate up to 60
percent among French ex-servicemen.[16] Among the most influential of the French veterans’
organizations were the Union Fédérale and the Union des Combattants and others.
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In Great Britain, the British Legion quickly emerged as the unified national institution to represent
veterans’ interest, just as the American veterans’ movement was dominated by the American
Legion, although the Veterans of Foreign Wars association maintained a strong minority. In these two
countries, as in some others, the concerns of invalid veterans were represented by the unified
veterans’ organization in contrast to special invalid interest groups in other countries. The fact that
French veterans were so active might have come as no surprise, given its long tradition of a stable
national state with an active civil society. Other countries, however, might defy expectations. The
British Legion peaked at only 409,011 members in 1938, meaning that only about 10 percent of
British ex-servicemen were registered with the Legion at its highest membership.[17] In the USA,
where similarly to Great Britain, First World War veterans were represented predominantly (but not
only) by one national organization, about one million war veterans joined the American Legion at its
peak. In comparison to the nearly 2.5 million eligible world war veterans, however, numbers might
look small. The American Legion was furthermore challenged by competition. The “Veterans of
Foreign Wars” (VFW), founded in 1899, struggled to maintain a membership of 60,000. However, in
1932, VFW membership went up to 200,000 members
because the organization demanded full and immediate cash payment of the deferred
Soldiers’ Bonus while the American Legion opposed it. Thus, by challenging federal
veterans’ policy, the VFW rose out of relative obscurity to become a prominent vehicle
for veteran political activism.[18]
In 1935, the VFW claimed almost 300,000 members while the American Legion sank to a
membership of 700,000, more than 350,000 fewer members than in 1931.
Germany saw the emergence of a broad range of veterans’ associations, covering the specter of
political views from radical left to radical right. Here, political alignment seems, at least according to
historiographical works, to have had a higher impact than other factors (regional background, ranks,
physical invalidity or not). Numbers of German veterans’ organizations changed significantly during
the interwar period, as many members changed alliances and right-wing organizations grew
substantially. On the right-wing side, Stahlhelm membership peaked in 1932 with about 350,000; the
Jungdeutscher Orden sported ca. 200,000 in 1921, then dropped to about 100,000 after 1924; the
Kyffhäuserbund, assembling a range of conservative forces and already strong before the war, rose
from 2.2 million in 1921 to 2.6 million in 1929; the increasingly völkisch-nationalist interest group of
former prisoners of war, Reichsvereinigung ehemaliger Kriegsgefangener allegedly held ca. 400,000
in 1921 but only 10,000 members were counted in 1924. On the other side of the political spectrum,
the Reichsbund jüdischer Frontsoldaten, counted ca. 36,000 members in 1924; the social democrat
Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold, founded in 1924, peaked in 1925/26 with ca 900,000; the invalid
association Reichsbund der Kriegsbeschädigten, Kriegsteilnehmer und Kriegerhinterbliebenen,
founded in 1917, peaked in 1922 with ca. 830,000. Finally, the Roter Frontkämpferbund, founded in
1924 and combat league of Communist Party, peaked in 1927 with ca. 127,000. [19]
Interestingly, veterans’ associations were also strong in countries that had been superseded by new
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states. In the successor states of the former empires, veterans’ associations formed and promoted
their rights, even though their members had not fought for the country they now lived in. While
Austria and Russia shared the names with their predecessors, their governments explicitly opposed
political responsibility for the participation in war: in the case of Russia even more fervently than
Austria. Poland, Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes only became
states after the end of the war. Nonetheless, their veterans formed associations promoting the rights
of “Polish,” “Czechoslovak” and “Yugoslav” veterans, sometimes breaking it down to ethnic groups
(German, Jewish, Czech/Slovak, Croat/Serbian/Slovene), but never, or almost never, publicly
referring to the one in whose uniforms and ranks they had actually served: German, Habsburg and
Russian.[20] Veterans’ associations indeed started out as a national phenomenon: but the fact that
they predominantly chose the nationality of the state they were about to address for support, shows
in how far the identity of veterans was constructed by post-war necessities rather than by battle.
Eastern European ex-servicemen took surprisingly quickly to veterans’ organizations. Estimations of
the numbers of Polish veterans active in the veterans’ movement vary between 15.6 percent and
23.6 percent.[21] The fact that this represents only a fifth of the eligible men has been deemed to be a
sign of low interest and low self-identification of First World War ex-servicemen among the Polish
veterans. However, one should keep in mind that Poland, just as other Eastern European countries,
had for over a century not called any state its own; there was no tradition of social and political
movements nor joint political culture comparable to that in Western European countries. Still, the
Polish Association of War Invalids ZIWRP (Związek Inwalidòw Wojennych Rzeczypospolitej
Polskiej) was one of the biggest and most influential interest groups in Poland during the interwar
period.[22] Membership figures in Poland also corresponded to another overall phenomenon of the
veterans’ movement in so far as invalids were among its most active members: given the impact
war had had on their lives, and their corresponding interest to keep veterans’ issues at the heart of
political discussion, this might seem only natural. In Great Britain and France, too, disabled veterans
stood for up to 75 percent of the organized veterans’ movement.[23] It is for these reasons, that a
clear distinction between veterans and invalids is not necessarily helpful.

Political or Apolitical? The Role of Veterans and Veterans’
Associations in Politics
Much has been said and even more insinuated about the political tendencies of ex-servicemen.
Mostly, public opinion as well as histories provide a mere overview on the topic and have been
dominated by the same assumptions: in a rather simplified argument one finds the idea that
veterans’ politics tended to be right-winged and, linked to that, anti-democratic. In a more
sophisticated version of this argument, veterans are considered to be reluctant to politics and to
support anti-parliamentary views. French veterans are believed to be the only exception, in that they
are mostly regarded as having continued a socialist and internationalist tradition. As so often, there is
a grain of truth in these assumptions but they have to be put into perspective. An international
$Veterans' Associations - 1914-1918-Online

7/17

comparison of veterans’ movement opens the view and challenges the idea that all veterans were
apolitical, or conservative.
It has been assumed that “among the several [veterans’] organizations, regardless of nationality,
[there was] a single thread of conservatism,” that either “outside parties, particularly capitalist and
industrial interests, aided veterans’ groups and won them over to the conservative cause [or that] a
‘veterans’ spirit’ was present within organizations which took them naturally toward rightist ideology” and Stephen Ward had found the second option more plausible.[24] In his book The War Generation,
one of the first comparative volume on veterans, he continues this train of thought: “Those who
joined organizations were themselves nostalgic for the former military life and sought to perpetuate
it.”[25] The “military way” then became the standard not only for military affairs but for civilian life as
well. Quick, forthright decisions, obedience to orders, and selfless commitment to higher causes
became purposeful aspirations for the society as large. This approach proved antagonistic to
parliamentary procedure and democratic rule, but veterans’ organizations, according to this view,
tended to view society in this manner. Ward concluded that while veterans often claimed to be
apolitical - “the veteran mentality is indeed one of the modern components of the psychology of the
man of the Right” - Ward mostly follows this assumption, even though there might be some
exceptions from the rule.[26]
The assumption that veterans or veterans’ organizations as such tend to Right-wing views are,
however, oversimplified, as research has shown. John Horne underlines that
The organizations through which veterans pursued their aims and expressed their war
experience were as varied as the beliefs and backgrounds of their members. They
ranged politically from right to left, and socially they reflected both the civilian worlds
from which the soldiers came and the military settings in which they had served. [27]
Richard Carr’s work on conservative politics and veterans as Members of Parliament in the United
Kingdom serves the point. While the British Legion stressed their apolitical nature, 448 men who
served in the First World War became Conservative Party Members of Parliament.[28] Carr
concludes that “the Conservative Party [seemed]...a comforting source of permanence in a world
that had been turned upside down…” and suggests that “these were men who parlayed their
radicalization into directions that arguably could not have been foreseen in 1918. […] What they had
failed to achieve on the battlefield - […] - begat a fervour to achieve something after 1918.”[29] Carr
attributes some success to the lobbying of conservative ex-servicemen, while at the same time
contradicts the myth of the apolitical veteran: “Including Attlee, every Prime Minister from 1940 to
1963 had seen active service in the First World War, and every Conservative Foreign Secretary
from 1935 to 1955 likewise.”[30]
The same argument can be served by looking at non-conservative groups. In his recent book
“Contested Commemorations,” Benjamin Ziemann focuses on republican commemorations of war
within the German associations Reichsbund and Reichsbanner. These associations were deeply
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influenced by their military experience, and accordingly felt at ease with the display of military
symbols, while at the same time regarded their war experience as a reason to object to war, and to
work to prevent further war. Ziemann challenges the widespread image of right-winged German
veterans by quoting the estimate of one Hermann Schüetzinger: “about 60 percent of all German war
veterans were, as members of Reichsbund and Reichsbanner, firmly anchored in the republican
camp, and represented ‘a front of war refusal and reconciliation between the peoples.’ ” Only 40
percent of all German war veterans were represented by the Kyffhäuserbund and patriotic
associations such as Stahlhelm and Jungdo. In France, by comparison, supporters of the left in the
Union Fédérale, prevailed over the Union Nationale des Combattants, with only a minority supporting
Communist or radical-nationalist groups.[31]
Another significant difference between the veterans’ culture in the respective countries was the
numbers of registered veterans and invalids, depicting the policies of the countries to acknowledge
the suffering of their ex-servicemen. In Poland, about 150,000 men were registered as invalids in
1931. This number is surprisingly low compared to the number of recognized invalid veterans in
other countries which was very probably due to restrictive invalid legislation. France counted about
1,030,000 veterans whose war afflictions had been registered, acknowledged and in one way or
another compensated by the French state. It has to be said that France had the most encompassing
legislation with regard to invalid veterans. In Germany 761,294 veterans were registered and treated
as invalids, Great Britain counted 473,238 and the USA recognized war experience as the cause of
the physical and psychological damage of 243,611 men in 1927.[32]
Work became a key issue in the debates on veterans’ welfare. Veterans’ associations stressed the
desire to be reintegrated into working life. Veterans and their representatives criticized employers for
not providing jobs for the disabled or ex-servicemen in general. Furthermore, veterans blamed the
state for failing to provide legal guidelines and financial aid for the reintegration. By the same token,
most states chose to introduce a welfare concept that was closely linked to the concept of work.
Invalidity was to be defined predominantly by a percentage of disability to work. Additionally,
increased social welfare was clearly linked to political needs and objectives. Especially the fear of
social unrest, revolution, and the objective of maintaining political stability led to support for the
veterans’ claims. The return of the ex-servicemen, many of them wounded, called for a rapid
processing of their request. A quick settlement was regarded as the best means to prevent and calm
social protests in most countries. In Soviet Russia, however, the regime’s “almost paranoid fear of
‘unbridled associations’, in particular those of veterans and disabled servicemen, led to the banning
of all their organizations in 1920.”[33] Veterans deprived of their freedom to form associations were
left as “Heroes without a voice.” Instead, the government relied on the quick reintegration into
working life no matter what price, and outsourced the remaining problem to charity. Beate Fieseler
pointed out that, in line with the social principle laid out in the Constitution of 1918, “He shall not eat
who does not work. ...The majority of the 2.7 million invalids of the First World War and Russian Civil
War - predominantly peasants - received no regular financial support from the Soviet government.”
The situation worsened in 1935 when the few still existing societies and committees for invalids were
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disbanded.[34]
In many countries with an active veterans’ movement, veterans’ associations learned how to use
their international contacts to lobby more effectively and professionally - comparing pensions and
benefits in different states. Increasingly, not only official state figures on invalid care were compared,
but veterans’ associations gathered their own data in order to compare government policies to those
of other countries. Articles in veterans’ journals became more critical, questioning the official
statements and criticizing downfalls of the benefit scheme. Over and over, the veterans referred to
their moral authority as a group rooted in their sacrifice - and to the state’s moral obligation to
accommodate them.
To acknowledge how political veterans’ associations were, it is important to look at the exact content
of their demands and at the justification provided for them. First World War veterans and invalids
wanted more than merely the means to survive and a place to work: more than purely charitable aid.
What they demanded was moral and legal acknowledgement by both state and society in
compensation for their “work for the state.”[35] They claimed not only assistance, but a right to
welfare as citizens who had fought for their country. By using these arguments, veterans’
associations were fully political. The reason they claimed to be otherwise - apolitical - was that they
knew their political power was based on their numbers. Any division threatened to lessen their voice
as a group. Political powers and parties tried to pull on them from all sides, and especially the radical
parties welcomed veterans into their midst. These attempts to mobilize veterans, by political camps
on all sides, also demonstrates their political impact: they represented a major demographic group in
all European countries and as such had the potential to improve the electoral fortunes of any political
faction that managed to win them over. The veterans’ claim to be apolitical was an attempt to
maintain their companionship through the politically difficult interwar years, and it was the attempt of
the less radical veterans to hold together the community against the pulls to left and right. Simply
because veterans claimed they were apolitical does not mean they were. Looking at their fight for a
right to benefits they were indeed more of a civil rights movement than might have been
acknowledged.

International Veterans’ Movement
On the international level, the two most important international veterans’ organizations of the interwar
period were the Fédération Interalliée des Anciens Combattants (FIDAC) and the Conférence
Internationale des Associations de Mutilés et Anciens Combattants (CIAMAC). These two umbrella
organizations assembled veterans’ associations from different countries. A network of contacts and
transfer had developed from the collaboration of World War One veterans in international exservicemen’s associations to form a new transnational infrastructure. Annual meetings, lively
correspondence and personal contacts created a transnational community. Even ex-combatants
who fought each other only a short time before now cultivated a joint commemoration of the dead
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servicemen, FIDAC was founded in 1920 as an assembly of veterans who had served the armed
forces of the allies. FIDAC wanted to provide a forum for an inter-allied commemoration of war and
the dead, to organize inter-allied assemblies and thereby conserve an inter-allied comradeship of exservicemen. Membership was restricted to veterans of the allied forces. This, among other reasons,
set the need for the foundation of a second organization. CIAMAC went one step further and aimed
to unite all ex-servicemen and war invalids of the Great War, including the former enemies Germany,
Austria, and Bulgaria. Again the idea of founding the organization was initiated by French veterans’
associations. Both the ILO (International Labour Organisation) and the League of Nations supported
the cooperation of ex-servicemen, also, but not only, because they saw the opportunity of
cooperation with its network.
Both FIDAC and CIAMAC stated as their principal aims the protection of material and moral interests
of war victims and former combatants. The material interests meant welfare and supply, the moral
interests referred to an active engagement against war. The majority of FIDAC members eventually
decided to join CIAMAC (the most famous exception being the British Legion), but despite this and
their frequent collaboration the two organizations remained fundamentally distinct in their worldviews. While CIAMAC promoted international reconciliation to an extent that eventually led it close to
appeasement, FIDAC was based on the belief in the continuity of wartime alliances into peacetimes.
However, both collaborated to pursue their principal aims: to fight the case of First World War
veterans. Their shared past motivated the ex-servicemen to unite in transnational organizations to
fight a common battle: for the legal right to benefits and against the threat of a new upcoming war.
Not just in spite of, but because of being ex-servicemen, they thought of themselves as morally able,
responsible and justified to stand up for peace:
Because as ex-service men we are really the best qualified representatives of our
respective nations to defend peace bought at so dear a price; because we speak in the
name of thirteen million of our dead who fell on the field of honour on both sides of the
front.”[36]
Not surprisingly, CIAMAC with its programmatic reconciliation with former non-Allies and the
proximity to the League of Nations was the most pacifistic. But FIDAC with its continuity of wartime
alliances stated disarmament and arbitration in international and bi-national conflicts as one of its
major policies.
Veterans’ organizations used their moral capital of being war victims and ex-servicemen in the
discussion on war and peace. The common interest of preventing another war became fundamental
to the formation of a transnational community of veterans. In defending these interests and their
transnational communities, the veterans’ organizations even turned against their respective national
governments. The aim of the transnational veterans’ movement to support demands for
disarmament, peaceful conflict solutions and pacifism, provided a dilemma for most of the
participating former combatants. Veterans chose a pragmatic approach to pacifism that rejected
militarism and supported any form of peace building, but allowed defense.
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Veterans were well aware of the limits and especially of the temporality of their impact. Considering
concepts for the future was therefore part of the work of most veterans’ associations, both militarist
and pacifist. Youth work and the passing on of lessons learned in the war to the younger generation
was an integral part of their work. Radical associations such as the Stahlhelm dedicated themselves
to recruiting younger members, thus maintaining a war-prone spirit promoting revisionism and the
need for re-armament. By the same token, pacifist and conciliatory veterans’ associations focused
on youth work as the only way to consolidate and maintain peace in Europe.
Pacifistic education of children was regarded as a founding stone of moral disarmament and as the
most important way to pass on the internationalist’s veterans’ message to future generations. Crucial
to its formation was the conviction that “the idea that conflicts between states and nations cannot be
solved by violence […] has to be strengthened in the hearts of humankind, starting with school
children.”[37] The question how to secure “world peace” became the topic of a FIDAC-sponsored
writing competition for veterans. As the winner, a French soldier, pointed out in his essay, the crucial
challenge would be “to make children learn to resent war.”[38] On a similar note, CIAMAC discussed
plans to integrate youth into their pacifistic activities [39] and included a passage into their
disarmament resolution to appeal
not only to the delegations of the governments, but to public opinion, to contribute to a
joint and loyal reconstitution and retaining of international trust as a basis for moral
disarmament, which again is the indispensable precondition for material
disarmament.[40]

Conclusions: The Rise and Fall of the Veterans’ Movement? Shortterm Failure and Long-term Results
What does the study of veterans’ associations tell us? And how can we estimate the impact of their
movement? In order to respond to these two questions, it is helpful to break them down to different
aspects of their work. Firstly, the social and cultural impact of the veterans’ associations and the
veterans’ movement should be considered. After the First World War, returning soldiers statistically
constituted a significant part of the population. Veterans’ associations were formed to advocate their
social, medial and cultural interests. The associations gave a platform for those men who not only
experienced the war, but also decided to express how this experience had changed them and their
lives. Just as numbers of returning soldiers far exceeded those of former wars, the functions of
veterans’ associations multiplied. They provided a space to commemorate the experience of war
and camaraderie - among peers and among allies, eventually even among all soldiers who shared
this experience including former enemies. They also provided space for the commemoration of the
fallen. At the same time, they offered to bundle the veterans’ voices and speak for their interest, to
lobby their case with politics, to demand that the state felt responsible for its citizens who had
suffered through war - even if, as in Eastern Europe, they had not necessarily fought for the state
they now lived in.
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While the percentage of membership (eligible men / members of veterans’ associations) differs, it is
safe to say that veterans’ associations after the First World War constituted a significant social
movement in most countries involved. France might safely be regarded as the country where the
veterans’ movement was strongest and most active. The reasons for and the effects of this are
various. However, it was not a singular case. Joining associations to promote their view of the war,
to demand a right to have their sacrifice recognized by state and society, and to receive financial and
political support, was considered helpful by a significant number of men who fought the war.
Additionally, just as it is true for many other social movements, it should be remembered that the
social and cultural impact of associations reaches far beyond the actual membership. Social
movements have an impact on civil society in general. The battles they fought for veterans and
invalid legislation benefited not only their members, but also anyone who applied for it.
At the same time, the battles they fought for including their own interpretation of the war into the
national narrative, introduced the strong voice of ex-servicemen into the discussion. By doing so, it
challenged (in both good and bad ways) the ways politicians, high-ranking militaries or the civil
societies remembered the war. Finally, their attitude on war and peace proved to have a significant
impact on the political atmosphere in civil society during the interwar period. Radical veterans
challenged the state and parliamentary politics with protests and resistance, thus undermining their
authority. At the same time, internationalist veterans promoting peace and reconciliation helped to
create hope and belief in a peaceful co-existence, supported the League of Nations, and raised
hopes that this might have been “the war to end all wars”. Unfortunately, as we know, they failed.
This however does not belittle the importance of their deeds nor their significant impact on social and
political structures in the post-war and interwar period.

Julia Eichenberg, Humboldt Universität zu Berlin

Section Editor: Elise Julien
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