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The centenary of the First World War has
triggered a whole series of academic events
in 2014, remembering it in various differ-
ent ways around the globe.1 We do not yet
know whether official commemorations will
be limited to narrow national interpretations,
or include reflections on the global dimen-
sions of the war. Whose remembrance are
we talking about when we discuss the mem-
ory of the First World War on a global scale?
This was an underlying thread in the many
questions posed at the international sympo-
sium ‘The World During the First World War:
Perceptions, Experiences, and Consequences’,
which discussed the causes, the course, and
the consequences of the First World War, pay-
ing special attention to its global dimension.
Analysing local, social, and political move-
ments in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, its
aim was to remove ‘research patterns from the
constraints of a narrow European approach’.2

The rich programme both reflected the shift
from a predominantly military history to a
broader focus on social and cultural history
in First World War studies, and made space
for new interdisciplinary and comparative ap-
proaches. The evening lecture by SANTANU
DAS (London), in particular, reflected a new
interest in the history of senses and sound-
scapes of the First World War. Analysing
ego documents and material objects of Indian
colonial soldiers, Das showed how ‘subaltern’
voices of the First World War can be heard.

In order to include all participants in devel-
oping broader lines of thought, general ques-
tions on the conceptualization and the his-
toriography of the First World War, the re-
gional effects of the war, its impact on po-
litical movements, and new methodological

approaches in studying the First World War
were debated in plenary sessions. The follow-
ing panel sessions provided ample opportu-
nity to present new empirical data and gave
a chance for further conceptual debate. More
than twenty speakers presented their current
research with regard to the circulation of peo-
ple and ideas, the human consequences of
war in non-European societies, and new social
and political movements. Before the official
opening of the conference a session dedicated
to PhD students allowed a first glimpse at on-
going and future research. In general, the at-
mosphere during the conference was very en-
thusiastic and speakers appreciated the excel-
lent organization by the VW-Foundation, in
the person of Anorthe Kremers and her team.

Participants in the conference uncompro-
misingly acknowledged the Great War as a
global phenomenon. At the same time, the
meaning of Europe in the war and the con-
tinuous ‘discursive hegemony of Europe’ in
First World War historiography were criti-
cally remarked upon and even challenged
in various discussions. In his keynote lec-
ture, STIG FÖRSTER (Berne) took the audi-
ence on a global journey from the European
metropolises to battlefields on the rims of em-
pire, and in four steps outlined what consti-
tuted a world war, how it came about, how
it was fought out, and what its consequences
were. He concluded that the war turned out
to be more catastrophic than predicted, and
argued that it changed the economies, soci-
eties, and politics of Europe as much as of
the world. In the discussion Förster was con-
fronted with the critique that he was display-
ing a ‘Eurocentric view’ of the First World
War.

This argument linked up to the opening
remarks by ULRIKE FREITAG (Berlin), who
suggested taking the global dimension seri-
ously and identifying the ways in which the
Great War was a world war by adjusting in-
struments of research and looking at the the-
atre of war through ‘the eyes of a region’,

1 This report will be published in a slightly different ver-
sion in the Bulletin of the German Historical Institute
London (Spring 2014).

2 The papers of the conference will be published in the
volume ‘The World During the First World War: Per-
ceptions, Experiences, and Consequences ‘ in July 2014
by Klartext.
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rather than merely enlarging the focus of re-
search geographically. She pointed out that a
period of wars, from the Balkan Wars (1912)
to the Turkish War of Independence (1923),
caused severe ruptures in the Ottoman Em-
pire. Thus the expulsion of Armenians dur-
ing the war, or the indirect effects of the war,
such as the Great Arab Rebellion of 1916, were
interventions in the history of the region that
were as severe as the First World War. Her im-
plicit plea to revise the ‘European periodiza-
tion’ of the war was another constant topic at
the conference.

This was emphasized by HELMUT BLEY
(Hanover), who remarked that the organiz-
ers had initially thought of expanding the
timeframe of 1914–18 because this ‘European
periodization’ is less relevant once the First
World War is perceived from a global per-
spective. The discussion highlighted that ex-
tending the periodization of the First World
War changes viewpoints and research ques-
tions. For instance, TOURAJ ATABAKI (Lei-
den) put more emphasis on long-term de-
velopments and placed the experience of the
First World War into the context of the his-
tory of capitalism. DIRK HOERDER’s (Bre-
men) paper took a similar direction. In
it, he convincingly argued that the ‘produc-
tion’ of mass labourers and of mass soldiers
was intertwined. A huge Japanese interdisci-
plinary project, presented by SHIN’ICHI YA-
MAMURO and AKEO OKADA (Kyoto), sim-
ilarly challenged the periodization and the
notion of the First World War as the first ‘total’
war.

A further point of discussion with regard to
re-thinking periodization was brought up by
JENNIFER JENKINS (Toronto) in her keynote
lecture. She analysed imperial visions and
the economic and political aspirations devel-
oped by the German foreign office in ‘Eura-
sia’ (today Iran, Georgia, and Ukraine) during
the war. Jenkins put Germany’s war aims in
global perspective (vision of economic expan-
sion, mobilization of dissident groups) and
demonstrated the relevance of studying the
end of the war, a subject that German histo-
riography has long neglected because of the
dominant research focus on the beginning of
the war.

In the panel discussion ‘The World Dimen-

sion of the First World War Rediscovered:
The Regional Perspective’, Latin American,
African, Middle Eastern, and Chinese experi-
ences of the First World War were centre stage.
STEFAN RINKE (Berlin) briefly sketched the
political situation of Latin American coun-
tries, many of them neutral, on the eve of war.
Analysing media representations of Europe,
once the civilizatory role model, he showed
how Europe came to be represented as a place
of barbarism during the course of the war.
Further, he elaborated on how this experience
inspired a new national self-understanding
and fostered for instance the Argentinian
student movement. STEFAN REICHMUTH
(Bochum) stressed a similar changing percep-
tion of Europe in the representation of the
war. He explained how new models of po-
litical institutions (monarchies, presidential
states, mandate systems, and so on) were cre-
ated during and after the war in the Middle
East. He argued that the war represented a
watershed for Muslim politics because of the
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, which
led to the rise of socialist ideas and nation-
alist movements, and disillusionment for Is-
lamist ideas as a result of the end of the Khi-
lafat movement in India. TOYIN FALOLA
(Austin) presented the ‘African perspective’
on the First World War and the transformative
results of the war in general terms for the con-
tinent. He concluded that the loss of German
colonies led, firstly, to a rethinking of colonial-
ism in Europe and Africa by making it pos-
sible to talk openly about (mis)management
of colonies. It also created the notion of ma-
terial well-being and the progress of colonies
as a new international aspiration. Secondly,
the war created a shift in international rela-
tions and gave rise to anti-colonial agitation
as evoked by Woodrow Wilson’s policies and
the Russian Revolution. Further, the creation
of an African elite by Western education and,
finally, the development of nationalist move-
ments in Africa were significant for the conti-
nent and the long-term outcomes of the war.
GUOQI XU (Hong Kong) argued that China
was important for the war through its partici-
pation in key war events, its political involve-
ment, and its participation in the Paris Peace
conference of 1919. The war was pivotal to
China because its involvement in the war al-
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lowed the country to redefine its role in the
emerging world system of nation-states. It
therefore marked a watershed in the forma-
tion of national identity, for example, with re-
gard to the May Fourth Movement of 1919.

Other regional case studies, as presented
by RADHIKA SINGHA (New Delhi) on the
experience and representation of the Indian
Labour Corps in France, and by BABACAR
FALL (Dakar) showed how poor people from
British India and French West Africa were
sent to the European battlefields, demonstrat-
ing that ‘class’ was a relevant category across
regions. The discussion stressed that such sys-
tematic comparative investigations of the war
experience of social actors (soldiers, workers)
across regions could allow for a ‘common ple-
beian perspective’ and provide a means of
overcoming ‘containers’ or ‘black boxes’ of
national or regional interpretations. With re-
gard to comparison, it was stressed that com-
parative neutrality offers a promising new re-
search topic considering, for example, Scandi-
navia, Iberia, Ethiopia, or the role of the USA
before 1917.

Another major issue of debate was whether
the war was a catalyst for political move-
ments across regions. Bley stressed that
the First World War did not trigger politi-
cal mobilization, but had radicalizing effects.
In her paper KATJA FÜLLBERG-STOLBERG
(Hanover) discussed the development of the
Pan-African movement during and after the
war, while PATRICIO GELI (Buenos Aires)
showed the impact of war on the socialist
party of Argentina. ALI RAZA (Berlin) ex-
plored the transnational links of the Indian
national movement in the interwar period,
and analysed the impact of the Russian Rev-
olution in shaping the Indian revolutionary
movement. The role of the Gallipoli catastro-
phe in creating Australian national conscious-
ness was discussed by JOAN BEAUMONT
(Canberra) and contrasted with MICHAEL
GOEBEL’s (Berlin) findings for France.

The symposium showed convincingly that
it is extremely important to bring together so-
cial and global history by linking historical
approaches with social science to generate mi-
crostudies. Discussions centred on the ques-
tion of how to merge global and social history
in studies of the First World War. The panel

‘Pandemic and Healing’, which discussed in-
fectious diseases comparatively and transna-
tionally, was a good example of how to com-
bine these approaches, as was the paper by
SAMIKSHA SEHRAWAT (Newcastle), who
discussed the networks and practices of hu-
manitarian aid organizations with special ref-
erence to the Indian context.

Other major topics of debate were the
long-term effects for societies, as debated in
the panel ‘The Social Impacts of the War’.
SARA ELLINOR-MORACK (Jerusalem) dis-
cussed how a focus on materiality, in her case,
houses abandoned after the Greek–Turkish
population exchange, can provide insights
into the legal and social relationships between
different ethnic communities, not only before
and during, but also after the war. Others
stressed that questions regarding the war as
an accelerator of social mobilization, for ex-
ample, in women’s emancipation, had been
asked in the 1970s in a national context. Dis-
cussing these questions on a global scale now
seemed a promising but challenging endeav-
our with regard to its comparative regional di-
mension.

How to organize this in practical terms was
debated in the session ‘Open Research Ques-
tions and New Approaches to the First World
War’, in which OLIVER JANZ (Berlin) intro-
duced the international collaborative project
‘1914–1918 Online: International Encyclopae-
dia of the First World War’, and BARBARA
GÖBEL (Berlin) discussed structural obstacles
in organizing international research projects
with regard to Latin American studies. In
the same panel BRITTA LANGE (Berlin),
analysing examples of sound recordings from
the Humboldt University’s Sound Archive,
addressed the issue of the authenticity of
sources, power structures behind archives,
and the challenges historians face in using
these sources in research.

The conference showed that thinking about
the First World War on a global scale does
not mean just looking at different regions, but
thinking of them together and fostering com-
parative, translocal, and interdisciplinary ap-
proaches. At the same time, it was obvious
that many discussions at the conference were
dominated by the paradigms of social history,
such as ‘class’, ‘capitalism’, or ‘gender’, and
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were perceived by some discussants as ne-
glecting research achievements that tried to
break with such metanarratives. Some argued
that interdisciplinary approaches should be
strengthened by systematically including lit-
erary studies, medical history, or archaeology
in the study of the First World War. The im-
plied tension in studying the ‘World during
the First World War’ (as the conference title
suggested) was critically remarked upon be-
cause it makes the war the central historical
event for global societies and, as such, repro-
duces a European paradigm. Seeing the war
as the background to historical events (such as
the Massacre of Amritsar in 1919 or the Easter
Rising of 1916 in Dublin) would produce a
more nuanced picture of what had happened
in different parts of the world.

Conference Overview:

Ph.D. Session: The World during the First
World War – Research Projects
Chair: Helmut Bley (Hanover, Germany)

Exhibition and Guided Tour: ’Zwischen
Kaiserwetter und Donnergrollen. Das
Deutsche Reich auf dem Weg in den Er-
sten Weltkrieg’. German caricatures from
1900–1914, Wilhelm-Busch Museum, Geor-
gengarten, Hanover

Welcome Adresses:

Wilhelm Krull (Volkswagen Foundation,
Hanover, Germany)

Ulrike Freitag (Centre for Modern Orient
Studies, Berlin, Germany)

Helmut Bley (University of Hanover, Ger-
many)

Session 1: The World Dimension of the First
World War rediscovered.
Chair: Andreas Gestrich (London, United
Kingdom)

Keynote
Stig Förster (Bern, Switzerland), Not the End
of the World – The Great War in a Global Per-
spective

The World Dimension of the First World War
rediscovered
Stefan Rinke (Berlin, Germany), A Drama of
Humanity at Large: Latin America and the

First World War

Toyin Falola (Austin, USA), The African Per-
spective

Stefan Reichmuth (Bochum, Germany), The
Transformation of Muslim States and Soci-
eties during and after the First World War

Guoqi Xu (Hong Kong, China), China’s Great
War

Session 2: Impacts of the War on Political
Movements:
Chair: Michael Provence (San Diego, USA)

Keynotes:
Michael Provence (San Diego, USA), Losing
the War and Fighting the Settlement: Post-
Ottoman Activism and the Legacy of the
Great War in the Middle East

Touraj Atabaki (Leiden/Amsterdam, The
Netherlands), Oil and beyond: shifting British
Imperial Aspirations and emerging oil capi-
talism in the First World War

Jennifer Jenkins (Toronto, Canada), 1918 and
Germany’s Eurasian moment

Session 3: Circulation of Peoples and Ideas
Chairs: Katrin Bromber / Stefan Rinke (both
Berlin, Germany)

The Impact of the Great War on National Con-
sciousness

Joan Beaumont (Canberra, Australia), The ef-
fects of the Gallipoli catastrophe

Michael Goebel (Berlin, Germany), Fighting
and working in the metropole: the nationaliz-
ing effects of world war one across the French
empire

War Experiences of Soldiers and Workers

Radhika Singha (New Delhi, India), The short
career of the Indian Labour corps in France:
Experiences and representation

Babacar Fall (Dakar, Senegal), Forced Labour
in French West Africa 1900–1919

War Experiences of Civilians and Children

Franziska Roy (Warwick, UK), Prisoners of
War and Interned South Asian Civilians

Nazan Maksudyan (Istanbul, Turkey), The
First Generation of Turkish ‚Gastarbeiter‘:
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Refugee Ottoman Orphans in Germany dur-
ing the First World War

Session 4: Human Consequences of War in
Non-European Societies
Chairs: Ravi Ahuja (Göttingen, Germany) /
Helmut Bley (Hanover, Germany)

The Labourers

Dirk Hoerder (Bremen, Germany), Entwined
Labour Regimes: Core-Colonizer-Colonized
1880s to the Aftermath of World War One

Guoqi Xu (Hong Kong, China), Strangers on
the Western Front: Chinese labourers in the
Great War

The Social Impact of War

Sara Ellinor Morack (Jerusalem, Israel), The
politics of Greek abandoned property in,
during, and after the Greco-Turkish War
(1919–1922)

Yirgit Akin (New Orleans, USA), ‘They’re
gathered up to die’: Popular perceptions of
the First World War in the Ottoman Empire

Pandemics and Healing

Howard Phillips (Cape Town, South Africa),
‘No Great War, no Great Flu; no German de-
feat‘? Reflections on epic epidemic relation-
ships

Samiksha Sehrawat (Newcastle, UK), ‘Most
willingly and loyally given‘: The Culture
and Politics of Philanthropy during the First
World War

Session 5: New Social and Political Move-
ments
Chairs: Susanne Kuß, (University of Basel,
Switzerland) / Jan Schmidt, (University of
Bochum, Germany)

The International Dimension

Ali Raza (Berlin, Germany), The World War
and Indian revolutionary movements

Patricio Geli (Buenos Aires, Argentina), The
Latin American Left and the Great War: The
Case of the Socialist Party of Argentina

The Pangaean Dimension

Katja Füllberg-Stolberg (Hanover, Germany),
The Controversy over Pan-Africanism as Idea

and Political Movement in the First World
War Period

Mustafa Aksakal (Georgetown, USA), A
Global Islamic Revolution? The Ottoman-
German Jihad Declaration Reconsidered

The Imperial Dimension

Erik-Jan Zürcher (Leiden, The Netherlands),
What is different about the Ottoman War?

Keith Neilson (Ontario, Canada), Mixed Per-
ceptions: Several Aspects of the British Em-
pire in the First World War

Session 6 (Auditorium)
Chair: Ulrike Freitag (Berlin, Germany)

Keynote:
Santanu Das (London, UK), The world, the
war and the ‘Sepoy‘: Words, images, and
songs – a literary and cultural excavation

Session 7: Open Research Questions and New
Approaches
Chair: Heike Liebau (Berlin, Germany)

Barbara Göbel (Berlin, Germany), Archives of
knowledge and the First World War in Latin
America: Between Science 1.0 and Science 2.0

Oliver Janz (Berlin, Germany), 1914–1918 On-
line. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War

Britta Lange (Berlin, Germany), History and
emotion. The Potential of laments for Histori-
ography

Shin’ichi Yamamuro / Akeo Okada (both Ky-
oto, Japan), The First World War: A transdis-
ciplinary study

Session 8: The World Dimension of the First
World War: Breakup of the Periodization
Chair: Brigitte Reinwald (Hanover, Germany)

Introductory Statement:

Jürgen Kocka (Berlin, Germany)

Panel Discussion:

Helmut Bley (Hanover, Germany) / Ka-
trin Bromber (Berlin, Germany) / Andreas
Gestrich (London, UK) / Jürgen Kocka
(Berlin, Germany) / Susanne Kuß (Basel,
Switzerland)
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