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Textbook Chapter Review

Though literally thousands of books have been written about nearly every aspect of the
First World War, Ellis and Esler’s chapter does not—and should not—seek to offer a
compendium of every historiographic angle. Indeed, considering the audience and the necessary
brevity of the event within a World History course, their survey does a fine job of driving home
many of the greater themes and lingering issues of the conflict, while touching on many of its
previously (at least from my recollection of the topic in my high school textbook) ignored
aspects. Overall, while there are some over-simplifications of some things and needless dwelling
on others, the chapter does a relatively good job at transmitting the facts and a general
understanding of the Great War to its intended 10th grade audience.
The account of the causes of the war is straightforward enough, employing the “M.A.I.N.
explanation” with the “Archduke Igniting the Power Keg” catalyst. Students can rightfully
understand that while the intention to construct a web of alliances was originally to ensure a
balance of power, the geopolitical positioning ironically turned a seemingly isolated
assassination into a sweeping cascade of casus belli. However, the alliances are made to
introduce the war as too much of a foregone conclusion; additionally, the beginnings of the
chapter seem to suggest that these conditions happened in somewhat of a vacuum, and that the
war was a wild fluke that disturbed a century of relative peace in Europe. Still, the authors’
treatment of nationalism is mostly strong, though concentrates almost exclusively on the panSlavic ethno-nationalism of Russia and the Balkan states.
In Section 2, “A New Kind of War”, the authors fall somewhat for the detached
fetishizing of military technology vis-a-vis human casualties, but this is not always the case. A
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“Note Taking” assignment in the margins asks students to draw a concept web of “key terms”
under the heading “Technology of Modern Warfare” to no evident goal of greater understanding
of the devastation this technology wrought. However, included under the “Poison Gas”
subsection is a well-abridged primary source account from a soldier describing himself suffering
a gas attack like a, “king of fish with my mouth open gasping for air”.47 It also includes some
engrossing, detailed schematics of the typical trench system that offers more visual/map-inclined
learners an alternative to the solely written descriptions of life in the trenches. It expands upon
this with a full-page “Humanities Literature” section in which students are tasked with reading
an extended passage from All Quiet on the Western Front.48
Despite its goal as a surveying macro-description of the Great War, the chapter does take
time to both describe the conflict from the point of view of those who engaged in it. In the
“Reaction to the War” subsection, the authors take an opportunity to describe some of the home
front reactions to the war, including from the blockaded German population, the labor unrest in
Great Britain, and the beginnings of the Irish Revolution. Furthermore, Ellis and Esler
refreshingly offer an (albeit brief and anonymous) perspective of the colonial populations who
served in the war, and tie their reluctance to their disappointment at the betrayal of selfdetermination at the war’s end. From what I can recall, my high school text books lacked any
such mention of colonial participation or connection to later independence movements.
The "consequences” section traffics a bit too much in the often-facile “reparations setting
the stage for World War II” tropes, but otherwise offers students with a sense of how

47

Ellis, Elizabeth G. and Esler, Anthony, eds. “Chapter 26- World War I and the Russian
Revolution” from World History. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2011)
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dramatically the world changed by 1920. There are some great visuals here to both illustrate the
drastic changes the war had on the political boundaries of Europe between 1914 and 1920 and
more so, individual pie charts (each representing a specific power) showing the share of “Died,
Wounded, Taken Prisoner, or Unharmed” percentages of the respective belligerents.49 The
differentiation of the existential horror and human cost of the war—through plain text, poetry,
photographs, and here, quantitative data—is actually one of the strongest aspects of the chapter.
This textbook chapter lays a solid foundation for a basic understanding of the First World
War. It incorporates different avenues to present the takeaways—both intellectual and emotional,
and offers students looking to investigate more esoteric aspects of the war a good departure point
for further exploration. A savvy teacher could absolutely use this as a primer and factual basis on
with which to supplement a robust unit on the critical 20th century conflict.
And as one would probably suspect, no mention of food.

49
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Textbook chapter: World War I through Food

From 1914 to 1918, European powers waged a global war against one another in what
came to be known as World War I, or “The Great War”. The conflict was fought for many
reasons in many places, from the trenches of France to the colonies of German East Africa to the
Dardanelles in present-day Turkey. The main belligerents (opposing forces) were the Triple
Entente (the Russian Empire, France, and United Kingdom) versus the Central Powers of
Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, though others such as Serbia, Belgium, the Ottoman
Empire, Japan, Italy, and later, the United States, were heavily involved. Though historians still
argue the exact causes of the war, many highlight nationalism, a web of complicated alliances,
competitive global colonialism and imperialism, and an increased industrialized militarism as the
principle reasons. World War I stands out for its use of ever-advancing modern military
technology, that materialized in horrific battles and casualty rates theretofore unseen in warfare.
A total of over 15 million military combatants and civilians died as a result.
The Great War was also significant for arguably being the first “total war”—one where
the powers engaged in battle depended heavily on the production and temperament of the home
front. Because of the massive amounts of men mobilized in industrialized armies across the
globe, feeding these troops quickly became a top priority for all involved. Consequently, as the
war dragged on, governments needed to find ways to provision its citizens at home. Food
scarcity and even starvation were not uncommon—an early British naval blockade caused
famine across Germany, food shortages were prevalent across Austria-Hungary and the Russian
Empire, and the British Empire enforced conservation and marshalled food resources from its
many colonies and its friendly relationship with the United States. The connection of food
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preservation with national cuisines and food agencies further reinforced a sense of nationalism
and patriotism among those supporting their countries at war. However, this was not always the
case; food shortages led to civil unrest—mostly among women tasked with fighting the war on
their respective home fronts—and governments sometimes found themselves needing to
concentrate on feeding their own territories as much as strategizing over battles and invasions. In
the case of the Russian Empire, bread shortages were a key aspect of the collapse of the Tsarist
government and the Russian Revolution in 1917 that brought Russian out of the war completely.

Understanding “Total War”
Nearly all of the great powers involved in the Great War did not expect it to last long.
Accordingly, many of these nations only made plans for the short-term provisioning of their
armies. As it became clear that the war would be a drawn out affair that required the nation’s full
commitment of resources and effort, governments took steps to mobilize their respective home
fronts to produce foods and material, and to make sure as many resources as possible were going
into the defeat of the enemy. Food agencies were set up in many countries to control
consumption and distribution. In the Russian Empire, the Ministry of Food appropriated wheat
grown by the peasants in order to feed the Tsar’s massive army. Similar agencies were set up in
Great Britain and the United States as well.
However, citizens of the nations involved did not always consume less because of
scarcity, or because their government forcefully limited what they could keep of themselves.
Propaganda addressing food issues played a major role in connecting citizens on the home front
to their husbands, fathers, and sons on the battlefield and put them in a “total war” with the
enemy and his own respective countrymen and women at home. In the Austro-Hungarian
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Empire, women and children enduring the war at home were encouraged to quietly sacrifice for
the war effort by drastically reducing their daily calorie intake and abstain from foodstuffs that
could be utilized by the army.

Nationalism was a critical cause of WWI—cuisine reinforces nationalism
Though the necessity and act of eating is truly universal, the foods we eat, the ways we
consume them, and how specific cultures combine them to create a “cuisine” often bonds people
together on ethic, regional, and most of all, national bases. After all, what descriptor would you
use to classify spaghetti or lasagna? Croissants and cheese? Eating, and the types of food we eat,
are often deeply intimate and personal (think: sitting down to eat with your family) but also bond
certain groups of people culturally. Food affinities and aversions also drive us to think other
groups are weird or “wrong” for their consumption, from the light dismissal of certain European
countries dipping their fried in mayonnaise to the disgust of others eating insects, cats, dogs, or
horses.
World War I was no exception to this notion of food and nationalism. As we learned
earlier, the conflict was heavily influenced by the ways in which individual countries showed an
overwhelming pride and superiority of their nation’s customs, history, and people over other
nations. Food only furthered this distinction, both on the home front and on the battlefield.
Governments took pride in being able to continuously feed their soldiers the foods they were
used to eating, and marketed foodstuffs as soldiers of the nation enjoyed consuming in the
trenches. Pieces of French propaganda showed well-fed soldiers supplied with baguettes and
portions of red wine, which was often far from the realities of the front.
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Rations: Feeding the armies
Every front of the Great War was terrifying and miserable for soldiers, but no
environment illustrates horrible battlefield conditions like the trenches of the western front.
Competing armies—mostly French and British on one side and Germans on the over—existed in
grueling, filthy conditions for months on end, with little strategic gains to show for it. And while
German, French, and British soldiers were well-fed relative to those in the Austro-Hungarian and
Russian armies, their rations were often unpalatable and sometimes caused disease that would
spread through the trenches.
When they entered the war in 1914, both the Russian and Austro-Hungarian Empires
assumed it would not last very long. Accordingly, they did not make long-term plans for
supplying either their home fronts or their armies. Though by 1916, two-thirds of food grown in
Russia was being sent to the eastern front, its infrastructure limited its ability to amply supply
soldiers. Austria-Hungary had similar problems with these logistics. Consequently, both powers
dealt with morale issues stemming from lack of adequate rations.

Imperialism, and the “global war”—colonies fed empires
Deadly battles took place on the Western Front and Eastern Front, but also waged in
Africa and East Asia. Here, colonized peoples—while only marginally recognized as part of their
colonizer’s nation, if at all, joined the ranks of the imperial armies. In some cases, they also
helped supply European powers with food. Great Britain and France in particular depended on
their colonies to make up for the food they could not produce themselves at home.
However, as previously discussed, citizens often have special connections to their
national food and ways of eating. The types of food brought in from the colonies were often
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perceived to challenge the national identities of the mother countries. At the same time, these
foods demonstrated the difference of those in the colonies. For instance, when wheat grew scarce
in France as the war wore on, there were attempts to encourage the French people to use rice
flour from southeast Asia as wartime alternative. People in France vocally condemned the
production and consumption of pan du riz (rice bread) as an abomination of the classic French
baguette made of white wheat bread. The rice bread, like the residents of French Indochina,
could not be identified as “truly French”.

Food scarcity empowering populations and sparking revolution
Some nations were better equipped than others in their ability to feed themselves. As an
island nation with a larger urban population, Great Britain struggled to feed itself. As we learned
earlier about France, it sought out foodstuffs from its colonies. It also received a massive amount
of supplies from the United States. But as food committees established political food policy,
formerly radical political groups were able to use the sacrifices demanded of the people to spark
political change. In Great Britain, the Labour Party became more popular by suggesting that a
government was responsible for providing its citizens with basic needs, namely food. In Russia,
the demand for bread played a key role in the revolution that took place in 1917 that pulled
Russia out of the war that same year.
In some areas of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, massive food shortages
enabled women to take to the streets and makes demands of their respective governments with a
new sense of empowerment. As during this time women were often solely responsible for
keeping and feeding their households, their demands for bread, butter, and cake allowed them to
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gain political visibility and proposition their governments for guaranteed assurances of social
welfare after the war ended.

Building “the international”
When an Armistice was declared in November 1918, the fighting had completely
exhausted many of the primary belligerents. Many of the great powers met at Versailles to
attempt to establish a new game plan for the way the world would operate in the wake of war.
Though the attempts to create an international system that would not allow all-out global war to
happen again would fail, the challenge of feeding their citizens and soldiers had brought these
European countries into a more interconnected global economy. Not only did some countries
depend on their allies to help feed them, but they depended further on their colonies as well. The
truly global war resulted in a truly global food system when the fighting ceased.
The African and Asian colonies of these beleaguered nations and empires were also
driven to demand further autonomy and even independence from their colonizers. By both
supplying them with soldiers, food, and manpower, people from the colonies began to demand
more rights from the imperial powers that ruled them. In the same way, seeing these great
powers wage a horrific war on one another—and struggle to supply themselves in the process—
reinforced their fallibility and planted the seeds for independence movements that would finally
materialize after the Second World War a quarter century later.
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