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War brings out the worst and the best in man. On the one hand the willingness to kill and to rape others, or to burn down cities and towns. But it can also liberate a massive solidarity with those who, until recently, were complete strangers who just happen to wear the same uniform. As a result, many are willing to take great risks in order to save their own companions. That mutual solidarity is described impressively in the biographical novel by Stefan Hertmans Oorlog en Terpentijn (War and Turpentine). Partly on the basis of the recovered diaries of his grandfather, Hertmans describes how he was drawn into the hallucinatory quagmire of the 'Great War', where he, for better or worse, tried to protect the men under his command against the relentless German fusillade. This solidarity was further strengthened by the arbitrariness and arrogance of the French speaking Walloon officers, who looked down on what in their eyes were the backward Flemish hillbillies. Feelings of solidarity also manifested themselves outside the combat zone. Thus private organizations and citizens, especially in England, France and the Netherlands, temporarily took in more than a million Belgian refugees after the fall of Antwerp on 10 October 1914.

In addition, millions of citizens on the home front became involved in the war by an unprecedented flood of letters to and from the trenches. At its peak, the General Post Office of Great Britain delivered 12 million postal items every week to Allied soldiers. Considering the fact that at one and the same time up to 4 million British Common Wealth soldiers were active, we come to an average of three letters per soldier per week: half of these letters to army camps in Flanders and northern France (2 million), and another 2 million to the forgotten front lines in Mesopotamia, Egypt and Palestine, Saloniki, Italy and Gallipoli. Letters from loved ones, mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, friends, neighbours, but also numerous epistles from total strangers who responded en masse to the call of the army ("Friends Wanted For Lonely Soldiers") to become a pen pal, but especially female pen pals, to soldiers who were less fortunate with respect to family and friends.
As printed excerpts in last Saturday's Toronto Globe and Mail show,  these anonymous contacts (the army allowed only initials) often led to an intimate exchange of feelings. The well-known phenomenon that you are sometimes much more candid with strangers than towards friends or even loved ones.
This emotional and intimate dimension is just one of the many fascinating aspects of this global conflict. In addition, the Great War has, as a pressure cooker, exerted a profound influence on many social developments in the 20th century.
1) Internationalization and democratization 

Consider for instance the rise of transnational organizations such as the League of Nations, the forerunner of the United Nations and UNHCR, the breakthrough of democracy in Europe and eroding class differences (as nicely portrayed in the TV series Downton Abbey). Furthermore, I mention the beginning of welfare arrangements by the state and the emergence of social democratic parties, the emancipation of women, and, as the French economist Thomas Piketty has demonstrated in his book on capitalism in the 21st century, a spectacular, albeit temporary, decrease in unequal distribution of wealth. 

2) Nationalism 

But also the more precise demarcation between nationals and foreigners and the related massive introduction of passports. And more generally, the dissemination of nationalist frameworks and the normality of what we much later have come to call 'ethnic cleansing'. 
A principle that the US President Wilson, incidentally with the best intentions, recorded in his famous speech on 11 February 1918, on the right of nations to decide their own future.
3) Various
Finally, there are the more practical innovations, such as the invention of disposable towels, the zipper, stainless steel, radio communications, the breakthrough of plastic surgery, and the recognition and treatment of trauma and shell shock.
In the limited time available to me, I want to highlight one aspect, namely the impact of war on the mental horizon of soldiers, whose experiences often show surprising similarities with those of migrants. Although soldiers often spend years away from home, they are rarely studied as migrants. Volumes have been written about the huge influx of refugees that soldiers caused, both in and after the First (and Second) World War, but the soldiers themselves are usually disregarded.
Recently, this has changed. Thus a study by the American historian Joshua Sanborn shows convincingly, that for Russian youths their service was a fundamental rite of passage, which removed them for the first time from their rural isolation and into the great multicultural Russian empire and brought them into contact with compatriots with varied cultural backgrounds. Moreover, it meant long stays in barracks, often hundreds, if not thousands, of miles away from their birthplace, a new socialization process in which the family was replaced by a highly disciplined military society with other young men as their 'peers'. In that sense, there are good arguments to consider conscripts in multicultural empires like the Russian, Ottoman and Habsburg Empires as "cross-cultural migrants", because their experiences are very similar to those of mainstream migrants.
It would be going too far to regard all soldiers as migrants. Especially conscripts in peacetime, in culturally more or less homogeneous states, such as in Western Europe from the 20th century onwards, had to submit to the mores of the army, but the cultural differences with other soldiers became fairly small by the ongoing process of national homogenization. 
Those soldiers who were sent abroad to fight there, like the approximately one hundred thousand Dutch who were sent to the Dutch East Indies after World War II, however, had experiences that can indeed be labelled as cross-cultural. Even though they were there only temporarily, the war influenced many of them, as well as the Indonesians who were confronted with the Dutch troops, in a profound, psychological, political and cultural way.
Something similar applies to occupying forces, even when there is no question of (mutual) violence or severe tension. A good example are the more than 15 million American soldiers and their families who were sent, as part of their "tour of duty", to Germany and Japan (and a small part to Italy, the UK, France and the Netherlands) in the second half of the 20th century. For a long time it was thought that the contact with the local population was minimal and therefore alone they are fundamentally different from (temporary) migrants. Recent historical research into the German situation shows, that despite the almost all-encompassing military infrastructure (housing, food, recreation) soldiers had a lot of contact with the local population and that there was indeed a mutual cultural influence. Not only at the individual level, but also by the symbolic image of the "American way of life", particularly reflected in consumerism, popular culture, concepts of democracy and of course, anti-communism.

Perhaps the most interesting example of cultural influence concerns the impact of the two- or three-year stay in Germany of black American soldiers. For most of them the "tour of duty" was the first time that they left the US (and often their state) and in Europe they came into contact with a society that was not segregated along racial lines and where friendly (or sexual) relations with white women did not lead to violent retribution, let alone to lynchings. Because of their stay in countries like Germany, many eyes were opened and once back in the United States they looked very differently at the widespread racial discrimination. The self-evident inequality with which they were brought up and which they had partially internalized, was suddenly experienced by many as unfair and made many people become involved in the civil rights movement. Without the migration experience in Europe this process would have evolved differently and probably more slowly, because the "social basis of obedience", and thus the legitimacy of racial segregation, would have remained in position longer.
Which brings us back to the main character in the book by Stefan Hertmans mentioned at the start of my brief lecture. There we also see that the things experienced by a soldier led to major social changes on his return to civil society. In this case, a virulent Flemish nationalism as a reaction to the often rude and degrading treatment by French speaking  officers. 
It goes without saying that resentment today still forges deep cracks in the Belgian political, social and cultural landscape, not least in the poppy-strewn 'Flanders fields'.
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