
HI 336
The Great War: 1914-1918

Professor: Cathal J. Nolan

The course explores the social, ideological, and military connections of the Great War. Issues

engaged range from turn of the century ideas about imperialism and the balance of power to social,

economic, and political changes attendant on organization by the major powers to wage the first total war.

Operational military history is examined, including tactics, doctrine, and technology, and how and why

each major campaign was fought on the several fronts of war. Causes examined include German and

other dissatisfaction with the existing international order, competitive and militant nationalism, conflicting

imperial ideologies and ambitions, and the strong solvent of nationalism on unresolved territorial issues.

 

Administrative information

Office hours: M&W 6.30-7:30 pm. in B-13, 725 Commonwealth Avenue. Phone: (617) 353-1165 e-mail:

cnolan@bu.edu Email is best method of contact. 

Course materials are available on the Blackboard Learn page under Course Information, where I have

uploaded historical maps specific to the course, as well as music and a few videos. Study the maps. 

Required Readings:

The course moves broadly chronologically. Keep ahead (not just even) with readings. Lectures will be

enriched if you do readings in advance. I will call upon you from time-to-time, so be prepared. Work out

for yourself how lectures match up to readings (rough guide below) and to weekly topics. All books are

available at Barnes & Noble at BU. 

Jünger - Storm of Steel, ISBN 9780142437902

Barthas - Poilu: World War I Notebooks of Corporal Louis Barthas, Barrelmaker, 1914-1918, (Yale UP),

ISBN 9780300212488

Stokesbury, A Short History of WWI ISBN-13: 978-0688001292

Grading: 

* Book review: 20% Date: (6 pages minimum): February 28, in class

* Term paper:  30% Date: (12 pages minimum): April 18th

* Midterm 20% In-class: March 14th

* Final exam 30% Date: TBA by the University. I do not set the date.

You lose a full letter grade for poor attendance and FAIL if attendance falls below a minimum threshold.

You are also expected to join in active discussions and/or answer Qs about readings when asked.

Plagiarism: Consult the Dept of History Writing Guide: http://www.bu.edu/history/writing_guide.html

and see  https://www.bu.edu/academics/cas/policies/academic-conduct/. 

Readings and Discussions

Weeks 1 & 2: The Great Crisis/Opening Moves

Why did the “long peace” of the 19th century come to a catastrophic end in 1914? Postwar historians

generally concentrated on the immediate prewar diplomatic crisis in Europe, or perceived flaws in the

“balance of power” states system, or supposedly inherently aggressive political and social systems that

made certain states more bellicose than others. Thereafter, close investigation of World War I was mostly

swept away by pressures for research into the causes and course of the still greater catastrophe of World

http://www.bu.edu/history/writing_guide.html
https://www.bu.edu/academics/cas/policies/academic-conduct/


War II, and yet again by investigation of the origins of the Cold War. More recently, historians interested in

“war and society” returned to examination of protracted social, intellectual, cultural, and imperial crises

they believe underlay the Great War and the even deeper crisis of the first half of the 20th century. But

what if all that misses the point? What if great wars only seem to demand great explanations, but don’t

really have any? What if wars start over elite dinner tables as much as General Staff map tables? 

Stokesbury, A Short History of World War I: pp. 11-35

Nolan, Allure of Battle PDF Chapter 11 pp:323-363

Barthas - Poilu: Notebooks 1, 2,

Weeks 3 & 4: First Trenches and Shifting War Aims

Mass death amidst barbed wire, bayonets, grenades, artillery barrages, machine gun nests, shell-holes,

and troglodyte life in muddy trenches that stretched 475 miles in the west and over 800 miles along the

eastern front (and more, in the rocky Alps from 1915). What changes did stalemate bring to mass military

culture and fighting doctrine, political and social organization of the home front? What caused the

unexpected operational calamity and ever-deepening strategic frustration of trench warfare? Were war

planners and generals “stupid” and incapable of learning? Were deeper factors at work?

Nolan, Allure of Battle Chapter 12 PDF pp.364-377

Barthas - Poilu: Notebooks 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

Jünger - Storm of Steel, from start to end of chapter “Daily Life in the Trenches”

Stokesbury, A Short History of World War I: pp.11-101

Weeks 5 & 6 & 7: Turning points and global impact

Trench fighting continues into 1916, the great killing year of the war. We pause to look in detail at key

events from across the world that signify the global impact of the Great War: Gallipoli, Verdun,

the Isonzo battles, the naval battle at Jutland, the Brusilov offensive, the Somme, Woodrow Wilson’s

election victory

Stokesbury, A Short History of World War I: pp.102-193

Nolan, Allure of Battle Chapter 12 PDF pp.377-384

Barthas - Poilu: Notebooks 9, 10, 11, 12, 13

Jünger - Storm of Steel, from start of the Battle of the Somme to Retreat from the Somme

Weeks 9 & 10 Revolution and War

Revolution began in Russia in 1917 but later spread to multiple participants. What was the relation

between war and revolution? How did Russian withdrawal and collapse into civil war affect the Western

Front? What lessons were drawn about war in the east by the Germans?

Stokesbury, A Short History of World War I: pp.194-243

Nolan, Allure of Battle Chapter 12 PDF pp.384-403

Jünger - Storm of Steel, from Village of Fresnoy to Cojeul River

Weeks 11 & 12 Winning and Losing the War

How did Germany try to win the war in 1917-1918? Why did it succeed in the east but fail in the west, the

opposite of the German experience from 1939-1944? How did the Allies win the war in 1918? Did all

militaries draw the same conclusions from trench warfare? What role did national military cultures play in

forging divergent views of operational and strategic “lessons”? What conclusions were drawn about social,

economic, and moral mobilization of civilians for mass industrial war?

Barthas - Poilu: Notebooks 14, 15, 16, 17

Jünger - Storm of Steel, from The Great Battle to We Fight Our Way Through



Stokesbury, A Short History of World War I: pp.244-307

Week 13: Losing the Peace

Why did Western diplomats fail to translate military victory over Germany into a lasting diplomatic

settlement? What did the Great War change? Did it resolve anything or only set the stage for a larger

world war from 1939-1945? What were the major consequences of so much violence?

Barthas - Poilu: Notebooks 18 & 19

Stokesbury, A Short History of World War I: pp.308-324


