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Czech Soldiers in the First World War

Anglophone histories of the First World War are not usually very balanced when 
it comes to covering the respective participants, fronts and battlefields. While 
the proverbial ‘Flanders Fields’ of the Western Front have been subjected to 
repeated analytical efforts, most other areas of operations, as well as many of 
the participating countries, have received substantially less attention. Barring 
specific moments such as the very beginning of the war in the case of Austria-
Hungary and the Balkans, the Gallipoli Campaign in the case of Turkey, and 
the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, even key powers are left on the fringes of the 
great drama that mostly plays out, both in terms of the general narrative as well 
as deeper analysis, in France, Germany and Great Britain.1 East-Central Europe 
and its experience of the war is one of the many casualties of this discourse, which 
may be surprising given the importance Austria-Hungary and Central Europe 
had for the world events in the twentieth century.2

The western part of the future Czechoslovakia, known in 1914 as the Bohemian 
Crown Lands and comprising of the historical lands of Bohemia, Moravia and 
a small part of Silesia, is no exception to this treatment. Neither are the roughly 
1,500,000 men from these lands who went to fight in some of the war’s bloodiest 
battles in the ranks of (initially) twenty-four k.u.k. infantry regiments,3 some of 
them with a tradition reaching back to the aftermath of the Thirty Years’ War, 
sixteen k.k. regiments of Landwehr infantry,4 sixteen k.k. Landsturm (militia), 
nine jäger (light infantry) battalions, fifteen cavalry regiments, numerous artillery 
units, as well as innumerable support and staff units, and most of the ships of 
the Kaiserliche und Königliche Kriegsmarine. There are no exact statistics on how 
many of them were Czech by identity, as nationality as a category did not exist 
in the official Austrian census, which only recorded the language of everyday use 
(Umgangssprache). As a consequence, particularly the population of multilingual 
areas often lacked a clear-cut identity based on the national idea.5 Also, the 
Austro-Hungarian military, as a consciously  supranational dynastic institution, 
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did not have any separate categories for ethnic or even linguistic groups, and its 
administrative entities did not always conform to the land borders. Consequently, 
we may only estimate that from the above quoted number – itself an estimate – 
about two-thirds of the troops were predominantly Czech-speaking, as this con-
forms to the percentage of the population that defined itself as Czech-speaking 
in the supposedly ‘Czech’ Lands.6 This book is their story in the First World War 
of 1914–18.

The historiography of the Czech soldier during the First World War has so 
far usually suffered from a simplification often bordering on stereotyping, with 
the debate being framed by the lens of nationalism. According to the traditional 
consensus, Czech-speaking soldiers serving in the Austro-Hungarian military 
enlisted only because they were forced to do so, most of them supposedly thor-
oughly despised the war on the side of the Habsburgs, particularly one against 
their Serb and Russian Slavic brethren, and they spent their time in service either 
trying to desert or sabotaging the imperial war effort through decidedly lacklustre 
military performance. In general histories, they are often defined as ‘passive 
supporters of Russia’, always on the verge of ‘mutinies’ and ‘large-scale deser-
tions’, or at least ‘popular demonstrations’.7 Two recent projects summarizing 
contemporary First World War scholarship, when mentioning Czechs outside 
of the developments leading towards an independent Czechoslovakia, similarly 
point to disputable loyalty, ‘mass surrenders’ and ‘national conflict’ as key topics 
regarding this particular minority in the ethno-linguistic patchwork of the mon-
archy.8 At best, the Czech subjects of Franz Joseph I were defined as ‘ambivalent 
patriots’, and even a respected expert in Central European history such as Mark 
Cornwall once wrote about the ‘underlying apathy or hostility towards the war 
effort’ among Czechs.9

While there is certainly some grain of truth in these qualifying judgements, 
it must be asked why it is that Czechs, out of all the minorities of Austria-
Hungary, became a prime symbol both of disloyalty and passive national 
resistance to state power. As Mark Cornwall recently noted, ‘the evidence 
suggests some opportunism on the part of Czech politicians, but also some 
real Czech commitment to Austria which later accounts tried to conceal’.10 It 
is these ‘later accounts’ that need to be seen as the main source of the ‘disloyal 
Czechs’ paradigm, which closely reflected the need of the postwar societies 
and political entities of Central Europe. On the one hand, in its own variant 
of the Dolchstoßlegende, Austrian conservative historiography found it easy to 
continue the trend already established by Austrian-German politicians and 
partially by the Army High Command during the war, blaming not only the 
disintegration but also the very military defeat of the old empire on its national 
minorities. In this particular form of the ‘blame game’, Czechs were always 
popular as ‘usual suspects’ and there was little need to change this view after 
the war was over.11
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Even more important was the fact that this interpretation fitted very well 
into the national myth of the newly created Czechoslovak Republic. The coun-
try based its origins firmly in the ‘foreign action’ of its first president, Tomáš 
G. Masaryk, and other wartime exiles, as well as, in military terms, in the 
Czechoslovak Legion, a 90,000-strong army of expatriate Czechs (and Slovaks) 
and former Austrian prisoners of war (POWs), which fought successfully on the 
Eastern Front and saw some action in Italy and also in France, serving the exiles 
as a primary propagandistic tool in their push for independence.12 After the 
establishment of Czechoslovakia, the dominant discourse of the war sought to 
legitimize the new statehood as a part of a worldwide ‘fight for liberty’, and the 
experience of the Legion, barring its radical elements, became the cornerstone 
of the official founding myth.13 However, the war experience of the majority of 
the Czech-speaking population (the large German and Magyar minorities of 
Czechoslovakia notwithstanding) differed starkly from this discourse, as 90 per 
cent of the Czechs who fought in the war did so in the Habsburg uniform 
on the battlefields of the Balkans, in Galicia, northern Italy, France, in the 
Mediterranean Sea and even in Palestine, and more than 160,000 men from 
Bohemia, Moravia and Austrian Silesia lost their lives in the process.14 Thus, an 
essential discontinuity between myth and reality had emerged, and the need to 
bridge it came to the fore. The image of Czechs as coerced malingerers, deserters 
and traitors, which the government in exile embraced for the purposes of politi-
cal propaganda during the war, was a welcome solution that enabled the majority 
of the nation to reinterpret their past in nationally acceptable terms. In the early 
postwar years, this quickly became accepted as the mainstream – and thoroughly 
positive – version of the nation’s participation in the monarchy’s war effort, and 
the soldiers’ past became the subject of substantial reinterpretation.15 As a part 
of this process, several instances of mass surrenders of Czech-dominated units, 
such as the infamous ‘crossing of the lines’ by the k.u.k. Infantry Regiment 28, 
which supposedly went into Russian captivity ‘with the band playing’ in April 
1915, became a legend that was inseparable from historical reality.16 Supported 
by the ever-increasing popularity of Jaroslav Hašek’s famous anti-war novel The 
Good Soldier Švejk (1921–23), which – again in a unified effort of Czech and 
German readership – soon became reinterpreted as a further self-evident example 
of Czech attitudes towards Austria and military service, the image of Czechs as 
anti-Austrian ‘Švejks’ became forever entrenched in the historical memory and 
spread worldwide.17 In the Czech historical writing, little changed over the years, 
as the historiography of the communist era resulted only in a shift regarding 
the motivation of the disloyal attitude of Czechs from nationalism towards 
class struggle, with the resulting image remaining the same.18 After 1989, the 
‘nationalistic’ interpretation re-emerged and while it was, particularly in popular 
historiography, confronted with substantial efforts to ‘rehabilitate’ the image 
of Czechs as loyal soldiers of the monarchy and reject the ‘Švejk’ imagery, it 
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remained strong in the public discourse as well as in the historical writing.19 As 
a consequence, Czech historical writing on the military experience of the First 
World War was caught in an unproductive, analytically barren, neverending 
discursive loop of debate that has hardly changed in the past one hundred years 
and has brought little in terms of an understanding that would go beyond the 
few competing images.

Fortunately, there are several exceptions to the rule in Central European 
historiography, which at least enable us to escape the limiting constraints of 
this eternal argument and to see the issue in a different light. It was Ivan Šedivý 
who, in his now classical synthesis of the history of the Bohemian Lands in 
1914–18, concluded that the traditional discourse had all too often mistaken 
anti-war feelings, exhaustion and economic despair for nationally motivated 
resistance, ignoring the all-important process of change that occurred in this area 
over the course of the war.20 Martin Zückert has identified the small but vocal 
group of political radicals around the prewar Czech National Socialist Party 
as the source of the popular image of the anti-war and anti-Austrian Czech.21 
In an unpublished thesis that unfortunately still remains the most thorough 
analysis of the mobilization in Bohemia, David Pazdera has argued that while 
Czech soldiers did not go to war with much enthusiasm, they were steadfast in 
their determination to do their duty, hoping that the war would be over soon.22 
Rudolf Kučera, in his short essay on the issue of loyalty of Czech soldiers in the 
war, has identified a gradual shift from class to national loyalties, brought about 
by increasingly desperate material conditions and other perceived injustices of 
the wartime service, as instrumental in the decline in the combat-worthiness 
of Czech-speaking troops.23 And finally, Richard Lein thoroughly analysed the 
above-mentioned ‘affair’ of the 28th Infantry as well as a similar case of the 75th 
and 35th Infantry Regiments at Zborov in 1917, concluding that more than 
anything else, the spectacular failures of these Czech-dominated units were the 
result of botched command decisions on the part of the Austro-Hungarian com-
mand structure, as well as inexperience and general exhaustion, and showed that 
the subsequent interpretation was a result of immediate superiors trying to find a 
scapegoat for their own blunders. This led to some highly politicized and public 
decisions of the Army High Command that, rather ironically, gave ammunition 
both to Austrian-German nationalists and Czech politicians in exile to claim that 
all Czechs were traitors after all.24

Goals and Methods

What most of these texts have in common, and what inspired the original idea 
behind this book, is that they, each in its own way, try to overcome the short-
coming that is common to most historical writing on the issue. The discourse 
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defined by the dual framework of loyalty and national identity seems to be so 
powerful as to overshadow all other considerations. As a consequence, the men 
who went to war speaking Czech have always been studied as Czechs first and 
foremost, only rarely as soldiers and never as men. The immodest goal of this text 
is to invert this logic and shed a completely new light through a lens never used 
before, one rarely used in military history in general. The core of our analysis will 
rest with the elementary identity of the Czech soldier, the fact that he defined 
himself as a he – a man. Only then will the focus shift on the way in which this 
primary identity influenced the way these men experienced their soldiering, i.e. 
their attitudes and motivations towards their participation in warfare. And as it 
is impossible to completely overlook the topic of national identity in a discussion 
of Czech soldiers’ morale and motivation, we will ultimately try to find a link 
between these two analytical frameworks and the ever-present issue of Czech 
national self-identification and loyalty.

The traditional ‘neverending debate about the Czech soldier in the Great War’ 
will therefore be ultimately approached here, only this time through methods 
so far ignored or underused, in the firm belief that it will help to forge a new 
path in understanding men in war and those in Czech history in particular. It 
will be argued, over the course of this book, that masculinity, particularly the 
way in which ordinary men turned soldiers experienced it, indeed played an 
important role in the way in which these men experienced the war as such, and 
that in turn, war had profound effect on their understanding of their masculine 
self. It will be claimed that while specific understanding of masculine ideals led 
men to war, the same war had ultimately subverted the basic concepts of modern 
masculinity through its upsetting everyday realities and practices. As a result, a 
strong connection between the notions of masculinity and military morale will 
be established, and, using the specifics of the Czech case, it will be shown that 
the inherent instability of this connection may have had serious repercussions 
regarding the soldiers’ motivation and even political loyalty, when a crisis of 
wartime masculine experience opened a path to alternative loyalties and notions 
of self-identification, based on refuting the war along with the state that made 
men to take part in it.

To fulfil this rather ambitious thesis, several intertwined questions will have 
to be answered first. In his summary of the recent historiography of the First 
World War, Alan Kramer noted that much recent writing is inspired by, among 
other factors, the following question: ‘what enabled men to mobilise for war 
and endure it for so long?’25 In this regard, historiography is traditionally torn 
between ‘coercion’ and ‘consent’, and while it needs to be acknowledged that the 
overall motivational framework incorporates both in a myriad of combinations, 
our focus here will be primarily on ‘consent’. In his study of coercion and consent 
in the French army, Leonard Smith has rightly criticized the tendency to see 
consent as a creation of external pressures, as it relieves the men of any individual 
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will or agency, and removes the possibility for their position in the system to be 
negotiated.26 However, in social analysis, the general assumption is that human 
beings primarily operate within the framework of pre-existing structures and 
meanings that define their position before it may be renegotiated through indi-
vidual experience and agency, which may then lead to changes in the structures 
and meanings in question. For us, therefore, even active consent is contingent 
upon the underlying cultural and social framework, as even free will does not 
exist in a void. Our analysis will be concerned primarily with that framework, as 
it will focus on the very core of the question posed by Kramer – the fact that we 
are talking about men – and it will be asked whether the social experience and 
construction of manhood had any bearing on the way in which men understood 
their plight.

The key issue of our study will therefore be masculinity, which forms one 
part of the ‘constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived dif-
ferences between the sexes’, as Joan W. Scott defined gender in her famous essay 
on its ‘usefulness for historical analysis’. She also added that gender is ‘a primary 
way of signifying relationships of power … a primary field within which or by 
means of which power is articulated’.27 While in Czech historiography this 
concept has long been sidelined in favour of the more traditionally oriented 
women’s history, only establishing itself firmly in the past decade and a half, 
historical writing elsewhere had a head start and, as early as the late 1980s, 
turned its attention not only to the limited ‘new men’s studies’, but also to the 
study of masculinity (or manliness) as a previously ‘hidden’ social category.28 
In other words, historians turned to what it meant, from the point of view 
of both society and the individual, to be a man. The Australian sociologist 
R.W. Connell’s theory of hegemony in gender relations, defining hegemonic 
masculinity as the pillar of patriarchal power, was soon adopted as a key 
analytical framework.29 In this theory, inspired by Gramsci’s model of cultural 
hegemony in class relations, Connell assumes a whole series of ‘inherently 
historical’ masculinities to exist in any given human society, whose ‘making 
and remaking is a political process affecting the balance of interests in society 
and the direction of social change’. Of the manifold masculinities present in 
a given gender order, one is always seen as ‘hegemonic’, i.e. one that ‘is not a 
fixed character type … rather, [one] that occupies the hegemonic position in a 
given pattern of gender relations, a position always contestable’. Masculinities 
therefore always form a hierarchy that is ‘inherently historical’. Their relations 
are ‘historically mobile’, but always based on the positions of hegemony, sub-
ordination, complicity or marginalization (‘deviance’). The primary purpose of 
this structure is the distribution of social power, with hegemonic masculinity 
ensuring the actors the best and most direct access to the ‘patriarchal dividend’, 
entailing symbolic power over other men and particularly over femininity, i.e. 
persons defined as women.30 Even though the concept has been repeatedly 
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criticized and consequently re-adjusted, the basic thesis arguing for the exist-
ence of historical masculinities, one of them situated in a hegemonic but ever 
contested, challenged and dynamically changing position has remained.31 As 
such, it has inspired a new field of study that has spread successfully throughout 
the historical profession in the past two decades.32

Surprisingly, however, this inspiring process all but bypassed the field of 
military history, particularly in the Czech Republic, where the historiography 
of warfare has mostly devolved into a methodological emptiness of descriptive 
positivism, with little reflection of contemporary trends.33 While it is possible 
to agree with Rudolf Kučera, who, in his recent summary of the current state 
of research on masculinities and twentieth-century world wars, argues that ‘it 
is the phenomenon of modern total war in men and men in modern total 
wars … which enables us to fulfil the potential’ offered by masculinity as an 
analytical category, his call remains unanswered by his colleagues.34 Ironically, 
the only inspiring treatment of the issue when it comes to the First World War 
in Bohemia and Moravia – albeit not military history – comes from the same 
author, who devotes one chapter of his study of wartime industrial workers to 
the important issue of working-class masculine identity under the pressures of 
the changing economy and ensuing shifts in the gender order.35

However, the discursive gap between the study of gender and the study of 
warfare is also apparent within the wider context of European historiography. 
Staying with the example of Central Europe in the First World War, we find 
plenty of studies dealing with the issue of gender. Yet, they generally tend to 
approach the issue from the point of view of either women or the gender order 
viewed through the home/front relationship, or its symbolic frontiers such as 
female nursing. At best, they address the temporality any re-alignment to the 
‘double helix’ of gender relations, as in the famous essay by Margaret and Patrice 
Higonnet in 1987, where the authors argue that whatever radical shifts occur 
in wartime, subsequent social pressures will always ensure that masculinity will 
return to its hegemonic position.36 The situation is not so different from the 
broader perspective either – the recently published collection of essays sum-
marizing the current research on ‘gender and the Great War’ is rather exceptional 
in that it actually includes a chapter (albeit one in thirteen) on ‘gender and 
warfare’, where Susan Grayzel portrays men and their masculinity mostly as 
victims of modern military technologies.37 Similarly, the vast majority of part II 
of volume 7 of the recent massive history of the First World War edited by Jay 
Winter deals with the issue of women and femininity in the war, while only one 
chapter by Joanna Bourke comes close to the essence of warfare when it deals 
with ‘gender roles in the killing zones’.38 The tendency to conflate the study of 
gender in wartime with the issues relational to femininity or sexuality is nothing 
particularly new, as it has always been prevalent even in works dealing directly 
with the combatants’ experience.39 As often happens in the social and cultural 
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study of warfare, it almost seems as if gender identities fall silent when the firing 
starts, the combatants almost being ungendered as a result.

The rather limited connection between military history and gender history 
is particularly surprising if one realizes how extremely gendered the social and 
cultural institution of warfare has always been.40 As anthropologies of war have 
long been telling us, ‘war is not merely action … It is a condition of and between 
societies, with innumerable correlates in virtually every dimension of culture’.41 
As argued by John Lynn in his inspiring study of combat and culture, war is 
indeed a continuation of culture by other means.42 It is therefore obvious that 
an important cultural category such as masculinity is impossible to ignore when 
studying warfare. Studying war experience without reflecting masculinity is 
problematic because in most known cultures, war is seen as being closely related 
to the performance of qualities defined as masculine. The idea of organized 
armed conflict is often ‘gendered’ into the notion of ‘military masculinity’ – a 
system of values that defines manliness through legalized violence against other 
groups.43 Among these values, specific character traits come to the fore – personal 
courage, self-sacrifice for the greater good, and internalized fear of social shame 
in the case of failure.44 Many of the characteristics of military masculinity may 
also be culturally specific, changing over time and place – while some military 
masculinities extol violent aggression, pride and individual skill in killing, others 
may value blind obedience, discipline and collective spirit the most, while for 
some, trickery and a cloak-and-dagger approach is preferred; the number of 
combinations is perhaps infinite. Institutionalized through written or unwritten 
rules of militaries, mercenary bands or warrior classes, these values serve as a 
mirror against which manliness is measured by institutions, peer-groups or whole 
societies, particularly in wartime.

In European culture, military masculinity has always had a complicated 
relationship with the hegemonic gender structures, and in the modern era it 
has usually been far from constituting their integral part. There are plenty of 
historical examples where military masculinity had been relegated to a mar-
ginalized or, at best, complicit status at the very edge of the social hierarchy, 
while the hegemonic image of manliness hardly included any of its traditional 
traits. However, because masculinity is by nature a fluid, dynamic construct, 
always contested and open to rapid change, events such as suddenly perceived 
danger to the group may cause the hegemonic masculinity to adopt some or all 
of the characteristics of military masculinity, therefore militarizing itself and 
pushing previously marginalized or even shunned values into the spotlight of 
social discourse, preference and adulation. Looking at the numerous cultural 
studies of manliness, it actually seems that for the most part, military masculine 
traits and behavioural patterns generally tend to exist ‘in the background’ of 
hegemonic structures, only being ‘activated’ from time to time, sometimes for 
years, sometimes for decades. We may well agree with Christopher Forth, who 
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once argued in favour of the idea that the man-warrior image was the most 
enduring and persistent ‘residual element’, occupying a position at the very 
roots of European hegemonic masculinities long after warfare ceased to be the 
raison d’être of European elite manhood.45 Siniša Maleševič too sees traits such 
as physical courage, endurance, strength and skill, and honour as cultural main-
stays of masculinity with strong roots in the ‘warrior ethos’.46 And, finally, John 
Tosh includes the concept of man as a ‘protector’ in his list of specific ‘numer-
ous relatively constant and resilient gender structures’, one that he succinctly 
defines as ‘the gender longue durée’ of European culture.47 Consequently, while 
early twentieth-century European society may have encompassed a number of 
‘hegemonic masculinities’ depending on a divide of class, urban or rural origin, 
or cultural background, some of them radically rejecting the militarized notion 
of masculinity, the very individual characteristics that made up the core of this 
notion have always been in an ambivalent but close relationship to most of 
these hegemonic discourses. In a way, warfare has always been the ‘backstage’ of 
socially construed manhood.48

The ‘discursive gap’ between the study of war and the study of men at war is so 
endemic and prominent that several noted historians have actually commented 
on the need for more reflection on the issue, often in connection with the already 
four-decades-old phenomenon of ‘new military history’. In 1997, John Lynn 
identified ‘the promise of gender history’ in his essay on ‘the embattled future 
of military history’, analysing the danger of it being forever sidelined by cultural 
and social studies. In particular, he argued that ‘there is much to be said about 
[masculinity in war], and it will come out most clearly in discussing combat’ and 
even went on to say that ‘in this sense, gender could be really sexy’.49 Leo Braudy, 
in his sweeping study of the relationship between war and masculinity, argued 
the same, seeing warfare and masculine identity as fluid but tightly intercon-
nected social constructs with a common history that goes back for millennia.50 
Joanna Bourke has acknowledged the importance of masculinity in studying war 
both in her own work on killing in combat and in her summary of ‘new military 
history’, where she has identified ‘the specifically masculine nature of war’ as a 
particularly important issue.51

When it comes to the First World War, it is particularly the analysis of 
gendered war remembrance that had entered the historical discourse with the 
works of authors such as Klaus Theweleit or George L. Mosse.52 It was Mosse 
who saw ‘the warrior image of masculinity’ as an elementary part of masculine 
identity ‘since the French revolution and the Napoleonic Wars’.53 In her sum-
mary of German historiography of gender and war, Christa Hämmerle also 
identified the study of masculinity as an integral part of the ‘new debate’ on 
military institutions and practices, and actually used the discourse surrounding 
the notion of ‘war experience’ as an example.54 However, it is her short essay 
on the possible uses of Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity that must 

Men Under Fire 
Motivation, Morale, and Masculinity among Czech Soldiers in the Great War, 1914–1918 

Jiří Hutečka 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/HuteckaMen 

Not for resale



10  |  Men under Fire

receive the most attention here, as it introduces this theorem to the study of the 
Austro-Hungarian military.

Subscribing to the notion of masculinity as a dynamic process reproducing 
social hierarchies and power, Hämmerle pinpoints several areas where Connell’s 
theory might be particularly useful for historical analysis and where the notion of 
universal military service, introduced in 1868, connected with the discourse of 
manliness: first, she identifies the army in the prewar era as an institution deeply 
interested in producing ‘full men’, offering an ‘education in manhood’ through 
compulsory military service; second, she argues that while men were ‘complicit’ 
to an extent with this view, their civilian economic and social status still took 
precedence in their self-perception of their own position in the masculine hier-
archy, and ‘military masculinity’, which included defining ‘manly’ bodily forms 
through the army’s evaluation of the physical fitness of its recruits, was mostly 
confined to the social space of the military; third, she states that in the social 
space of ‘active’ service, which for most men meant a three- or later two-year 
training period upon reaching twenty-one years of age, masculinity constituted 
a key identity formed through the process of symbolic feminization and subse-
quent ‘masculinization’ of the recruits who were instilled (through body-reflexive 
practices ranging from drill to sexualization) with the notion of ‘full manhood’ 
they were supposed to represent in opposition to everything civilian; and, fourth, 
she concludes that in Austria-Hungary, the complicated nature of the state and 
the body politic prevented the process described as ‘militarizing of hegemonic 
masculinity’ typical of countries such as France or Germany in the prewar years, 
as military service carried many different meanings for different groups in the 
monarchy. Only with the beginning of the war in 1914, finally, did the moment 
come when hegemonic and military masculinities became aligned in the public 
discourse, rallying behind the idea of ‘true men’ fighting for ‘God, the Emperor 
and the Fatherland’.55

This is the moment when Christa Hämmerle concluded her outline and is 
also the moment when our application of Connell’s theory falls in, hoping to 
analyse both the way in which the war changed the individual experience of 
manliness and the way in which ‘the category of gender intertwined with other 
categories such as age, ethnicity, or religion’56 to produce new social hierarchies 
specific for wartime and pertinent to the ultimate goal of all military institutions: 
fighting. What results is an analysis of the Czech military experience of the First 
World War through the lens of a history of masculinities, one that hopes to 
methodologically elevate the current debate on this particular issue, as well as 
to alleviate some of the criticism raised by Jeremy Black against the inability of 
gender analysis to ‘offer more to the issue of military capability’.57 In this context, 
the question posed above – what enabled men to mobilise for war and endure it 
for so long – will have to be supplemented by a set of supporting questions that 
also need to be answered – how did the Czech men in the uniforms of Austria-
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Hungary experience their masculinity and the way it was influenced by the war? 
How did the war, mobilization and frontline service connect to their perception 
of themselves as men? What exactly did they imagine under the category of 
masculinity in relation to their military duties? How did they experience the 
interaction of various masculinities and femininities amidst the shockwaves of the 
wartime gender order? How did the war influence their perception of the gender 
order as a whole? And, last but not least, returning to the ‘neverending debate 
about the Czech soldier’, did this experience of one’s own masculine identity in 
war influence the men’s motivation to enlist and fight for the Habsburg Empire 
and, if so, how? Put simply, what did it mean to be a man in war for Czech 
soldiers, and how did it influence their attitudes, behaviour, feelings and morale?

Study along these lines would obviously not be possible without reflecting 
upon the broader issue of military morale and motivation, which has long been 
a subject of interest in the rather specific field of military history. It all started 
with Ardant du Picq, a colonel of the French infantry in the late 1860s who saw 
battle as a conflict of individuals, small groups, and their discipline and morale.58 
Later, in the twentieth century, the problem of individual morale and motiva-
tion became an important part of the military discourse. Shortly after the end 
of the Second World War, the British First World War military surgeon Lord 
Moran published an influential essay on courage, and J. Glenn Gray, himself a 
veteran of the U.S. Italian campaign of 1943 to 1945, soon added an insightful 
analysis of the psychology of the combat soldier.59 In the late 1940s, a heavily 
researched sociological study by Samuel A. Stouffer and his team on the ‘hearts 
and minds’ of the GIs during the Second World War appeared,60 as did the much 
shorter and more controversial work by S.L.A. Marshall on the same,61 both of 
which influenced similar later works such as the classical study of morale in the 
Wehrmacht by Edward Shils and Morris Janowitz.62 It took a few decades for this 
debate to trickle down into the field of military history, where it took a firm hold 
after Richard Holmes published his seminal work, offering a sweeping historical 
perspective on human behaviour not only in combat, but also in military service 
in general, with heavy emphasis on the First World War.63

Turning our attention to this conflict, much has been said about the ground-
breaking study of battle by John Keegan, which included a brief analysis of 
the motivational factors that caused British troops to walk slowly towards the 
German trenches on the Somme on 1 July 1916.64 In parallel with Holmes, Tony 
Ashworth’s sociologically minded study analysed the ‘live and let live’ system of 
the Western Front, arguing – among other points – that the ‘masculine code of 
behaviour’ played a part in compelling men to ‘perform in combat roles’.65 A 
decade later, Leonard Smith applied the Foucaultian theory of proportionality 
to the power relations in the French army in order to explain how the soldiers’ 
attitudes shifted on a scale ‘between mutiny and obedience’ in accordance with 
the pressure from above and the situation in the lines.66 The same author also 
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took on the subject of the soldiers’ narrative of the war experience, with emphasis 
placed on the notion that willing consent (i.e. positive internal motivation) 
indeed played an important role in soldiers’ motivation.67 His claim was part 
of a longstanding argument and went against the belief held by mostly German 
historians like Wilhelm Deist or Anne Lipp, who argued – at least with regard to 
the German experience – that men were more or less coerced into combat by the 
combination of harsh discipline, propaganda and symbolic concessions made by 
the army to alleviate their condition, with thousands of them ending up shirking 
their service by the end of the war.68 In a similar vein, Benjamin Ziemann con-
cluded that the ability to acquire additional supplies from home, the variability 
of frontline exposure, fear of punishment, regular furloughs and readily available 
escape in the form of strong Catholic faith were key factors in the cohesion of 
German troops originating from rural areas of southern Germany.69

When Alexander Watson went on to add to this debate with his inspiring 
comparative study of British and German armies on the Western Front, he 
concluded that ‘contrary to the impression given by some historiography, neither 
resilience nor collapse was the norm among men’ of both armies, their motiva-
tion being fuelled by ‘a combination of societal influences, military factors and 
human psychological defence mechanisms’ and supported by propaganda, pre-
existing beliefs and ideology, as well as primary group loyalty.70 Watson actually 
comes close to admitting that masculinity and gender identity played an invisible 
role in motivating men as a part of the ‘societal influences’ underlining the 
overall consent with the military role, but like all the authors mentioned above, 
he does not dwell on the issue much more.71 And the same is true for Benjamin 
Ziemann’s most recent addition to the debate, which analyses ‘forms of violence 
and the willingness to perpetrate it’ on the part of the German soldiers – while 
he identifies ‘male fundamentalism’ as a form of postwar masculine discourse 
celebrating military action and violence, he consciously eschews any effort at 
studying the ‘gendering of violence’ in the First World War, noting its ‘infancy’ 
in the context of research on the German army.72

Listing important works on military morale and motivation, we have yet 
to mention one that is of key importance for this text. Its author is John Lynn 
and the work in question is his seminal study of the French revolutionary army 
between 1791 and 1794, where he presents us with a conveniently structured 
‘model of combat effectiveness’.73 According to Lynn, this effectiveness is a prod-
uct of numerous factors, both consensual and coercive, which ensure that the 
men ultimately reach the fighting area and engage in combat in the most effective 
way possible. As a part of this theory, Lynn postulates a structured model of 
soldiers’ motivation itself, identifying three separate phases: initial (enlisting the 
men into the army), sustaining (keeping them in the ranks throughout training, 
unit movements and the long periods of waiting), and combat (making sure the 
men will actually fight when facing mortal danger). In our analysis of soldiers’ 
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gender identity, this motivational structure will be used as a framework that will 
help us to bridge two methodological worlds: that of a gender analysis of Central 
European societies in wartime; and that of the ongoing debates over soldiers’ 
experience of modern warfare and the First World War in particular. It will also 
enable us to cover the basic experiences Czech soldiers would have had.

To follow this intent, Chapter 1 is devoted to the initial motivation of the 
men upon entering their wartime service, be it in 1914 or later. Attention is 
given here to the issue of the gender ‘remapping’ of the monarchy’s social space 
and the synthesis of hegemonic and previously compliant/marginalized military 
masculinities, all in an effort to explain the surprising ease with which Czech 
men were mobilized for the Habsburg war effort. The accompanying shifts in 
the social hierarchy, interpreted within the context of the theory of patriarchal 
dividend, are what gives the chapter its title, as the process is seen as a collective 
tournament of manliness.

While the analysis of soldiers’ initial motivation fits into one chapter, the 
sustaining motivation as defined by Lynn covers not just most of any soldier’s 
time in service, but also most of the book, spanning four chapters in the process. 
As a result, Chapter 2 deals primarily with the most elementary factors of a 
soldier’s material and physical existence, such as weather, fatigue, shelter, supply 
or sexuality, defining the resulting issues as endless compromises of manliness 
that slowly but gradually took away the sense of power and control from the 
men. Chapter 3 then takes inspiration from the study of military comradeship, 
which Thomas Kühne has defined as a highly gendered social concept requiring 
a transformation of manliness for the men to be able to accommodate their close 
homosocial coexistence and emotionality into the framework of military primary 
groups, therefore maintaining control over their experience of masculinity.74 
The analysis as presented in Chapter 4 focuses on the process of gradual degrada-
tion of manliness, caused mostly by the dysfunctional power relations Czech 
soldiers had with the Austro-Hungarian authorities, particularly on the symbolic 
level. As we will see, the individual experience of relative loss of power and 
status, as well as the restructuring of masculine hierarchies, all came into play 
here, eventually conspiring against both Czech soldiers’ sustaining motivation, 
consent and, consequently, combat-effectiveness. Finally, Chapter 5 follows the 
various venues of manliness in which masculinity had to be performed in order 
to achieve or maintain hegemonic status. Taking inspiration for this framework 
from John Tosh, the chapter analyses both the importance of home for the men’s 
‘emotional survival’ and their gradual inability to perform their masculine roles 
both there and at the front, with the accompanying sense of losing power and 
control in both of those arenas, efforts to restore at least a semblance of normalcy 
notwithstanding.

The final chapter, Chapter 6, takes the reader, along with our subjects the 
soldiers, out of the liminal space of sustaining motivation into the symbolic 
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space that gives meaning to the whole war experience – to battle. Here, combat 
motivation as defined by Lynn takes over, rooted mostly in emotions such as fear 
in group dynamics, but even here gendered undertones are identifiable. Combat 
itself is analysed from the standpoint of masculine identity, and the various fears 
it brings about are connected to the soldiers’ perceptions of manliness. The issue 
of bodily deformation or outright catastrophic destruction through the actions 
of modern weaponry is also analysed here, as it is not just the soldier who comes 
under fire, but also his masculinity, both in the socially psychological meaning 
and in the way in which the body is experienced in terms of losing control of its 
limits and shape.

Looking at the structure of the book, a unifying theme runs through it 
like a red line connecting all the angles chosen to analyse Czech soldiers’ war 
 experience – namely the process of losing power and control over various aspects 
of existence. As we have noted above, power projected into control is the key to 
understanding both the gender order in general and the hegemonic masculinity 
concept in particular. Thomas Kühne further argues that masculine identity is 
not just a system of cultural patterns and discourses; it is also their reproduction 
in social practice as well as a subjective process, an experience that produces 
power. If the ability to exercise power, or the perception of thereof, is seriously 
breached, the whole symbolic system that forms the primary basis for this power 
starts to fall apart.75 Moreover, within the social context, power means the ability 
to control affairs and events in one’s surroundings in terms of social relations, 
physical conditions and the fulfilment of one’s real or perceived needs. When 
it comes to soldiers, it may be a process similar to the one described by Rudolf 
Kučera in his analysis of the politics and practices of the wartime working class in 
Bohemia. Kučera repeatedly points out the close connection between the milita-
rization of wartime society and the gradual loss of control and power experienced 
by men in all spheres of life, including economic, social and family relations. 
In his view, this was one of several processes that were responsible for wartime 
shifts in the nature of the Central European working class. In this text, we see the 
same process as essential in defining, through an endless series of compromises, 
transformations and gendered performances, the motivation of Czech soldiers 
to die willingly (i.e. with at least a passive consent) for the Austro-Hungarian 
monarchy. Alon Rachamimov once noted in a thought-provoking analysis of 
German-speaking officer POWs in Russia that they had experienced ‘an acute 
sense of masculine disempowerment’ because of their captivity.76 Our argument 
here is that this sense may have been actually close to what many of the men, 
particularly in the ranks, experienced even without being captured.

Any reader versed in the historiography of the Czech soldier of the First World 
War may be wary of the fact that our analysis takes us only as far as combat and 
its direct consequences, leaving out other key experiences of many soldiers, 
such as capture, medical discharge or even desertion. Obviously, these themes 
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are closely connected to the problem of masculinity, potentially representing 
moments of radical restructuring of values and attitudes, along with changing 
social frameworks that define masculine identity from the outside. Capture or 
desertion often presents us with breaking points in motivation that may have 
had a particular bearing on the actor’s masculine identity, as is obvious from the 
very limited number of sources originating in captivity (primarily correspond-
ence) used mainly in Chapter 5. However, after consideration, an analysis of 
these issues has been left out of this text for several reasons. First, it would lead 
to a greater level of generalization than should be allowed even in a work based 
mostly on personal accounts. Second, including the highly complicated issues 
of capture and desertion would mean asking manifold questions regarding the 
very practice of these, as well as the following issues of the POW experience, 
revolution and repatriation, as well as the Czechoslovak Legion. Following this 
path would threaten to take the text far beyond its intended scope. Also, many 
of these issues, including some relating to masculine identity, have already been 
successfully covered by Alon Rachamimov in her seminal study on POWs on the 
Eastern Front, and by other authors dealing with the issue of Austro-Hungarian 
soldiers in captivity during the First World War.77 Any effort to push analysis 
beyond the limits given by the structure of Lynn’s theory of military motiva-
tion would also mean that it would enter a realm beyond the universality of 
the common experience Czech soldiers went through. If we disregard the vast 
number of men in army support services, then after the first experience with 
fighting, even the combat soldiers’ patterns of experience have the tendency to 
diverge – some are dead, some are wounded and invalided, some wounded and 
returned to their units later, some are captured, some desert and some go on to 
another battle. Combat situation is therefore a sort of a breaking point in the 
(decidedly relative) universality of men’s experience of warfare. And, finally, the 
way in which the argument is structured here enables us to keep the analysis of 
the men’s motivation to stay in service logically coherent, without embarking on 
issues that would threaten to tear it apart.

Note on the Sources

The key sources subjected to our analysis include mostly diaries, letters and 
memoirs, i.e. personal accounts written by Czech-speaking (or, in several cases, 
obviously multilingual) soldiers during or after the First World War.78 Of course, 
the reliability of ‘testimonies’ with regard to the experience of war has been a 
subject of discussion ever since the publication of Jean Norton-Cru’s massive 
and celebrated ‘critical essay and analysis of recollections of French combat-
ants published in France from 1915 to 1928’ in 1929, a comparative study of 
several hundred autobiographical accounts meticulously judged by the author 
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according to their documentary value.79 As this book is not interested so much 
in the objective nature of the war as in its subjective understanding by individual 
participants, applying a decidedly ‘cultural’ approach to the analysis in search 
of personal convictions, emotions and feelings men harboured about issues that 
pertain to our subject matter, it is partially ‘cleared’ on the minute detail of 
real events skipped in the search for meaning. For similar reasons, while it 
is obvious that the wider use of other kinds of sources (official documents, 
legal records, police reports or the contemporary press, for example) may help 
further our analysis and potentially support much of the presented argument, a 
conscious decision, guided by the same considerations, was made to fully focus 
the attention on a critical analysis of the available personal accounts – of the ways 
masculinity was felt and understood by those who aspired to it at the time – and 
leave the above-mentioned to future research. There are, of course, several excep-
tions to the rule, particularly a number of civilians’ personal accounts, as well as a 
sample of contemporary propaganda material produced to support the war effort 
in Bohemia, Moravia and Austrian Silesia.

The available body of sources brought up several issues that had to be addressed 
in the process of analysis. First, there is no way to pretend that it is more than 
a sample of all the possibly available personal accounts of the war that were ever 
produced in Czech, selected primarily on the basis of their authors’ eloquence (or 
conspicuous silence) vis-à-vis the topics presented here. Also, while innumerable 
diaries, letter collections and memoir manuscripts were lost to the vagaries of the 
twentieth-century history of Central Europe, it is also a fact that in the Czech 
Republic, there is no single institution collecting and making available personal 
accounts of the war that were not produced by the members of the Czechoslovak 
Legion. While some archives, including the Military History Archives in Prague, 
have subsections in their collections dedicated to these, the most valuable sources 
are often to be found either in local archives’ personal collections or in the family 
estates of the authors’ descendants, which makes searching for these sources a true 
challenge. On the other hand, over the past hundred years, numerous accounts 
have been published (although in numbers nowhere near those of the accounts 
by the members of the Czechoslovak Legion). Following the various agendas 
of their authors or editors, these publications came in several waves – in the 
1920s, one particularly strong in the 1930s, then in a trickle until the late 1980s, 
with a resurgence around the turn of the twenty-first century. In the mixture of 
these publications, one finds texts made famous by the celebrity status of their 
authors, such as the diary by the Bohemian-Jewish journalist Egon Erwin Kisch 
(who, while technically a German-speaking cosmopolitan intellectual, served in 
a regiment with a Czech-speaking majority, and whose keen eye provides us with 
an unparalleled insight into the experience of the first few months of the war on 
the Serbian front), the correspondence of the impressionist poet and writer Fráňa 
Šrámek with his wife, or the memoirs of the radical leftist writer S.K. Neumann 
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and the painter and mystic Josef Váchal. There are also both scholarly and popu-
lar collections of letters, postcards and fragmentary diary entries published on the 
basis of territoriality, i.e. by men from the same region or village, who probably 
never aspired to literary fame, or by local historians. A number of memoirs and 
diaries was edited (often heavily) and published by the authors, often at their own 
expense, who did not want their plight to be forgotten, or who wanted to prove 
a point with regard to their war record; there are also manuscripts of these that 
never made it to the printing presses. There are also those that were published 
only by a scholarly or private effort in recent decades, these editions being of 
particularly variable, sometimes very poor quality in terms of their faithfulness 
to the original source (with some particularly egregious examples being basically 
rewritten by the editors, turning diaries into memoirs by proxy). There are also 
sources dug out from the archives in an effort to overcome some inherent limits 
of the published or retrospective sources, and to offer some comparison in point. 
And, finally, there is some supporting evidence taken from the narratives of 
fictionalized accounts by authors both known and unknown; however, these 
are limited to those instances that help make a particular point, illustrating a 
tendency or pattern present throughout the sample, with the full knowledge that 
artistic licence may be present.

The issue of the time and place of origin of a source is of particular importance 
in the Czech historiography of the First World War, as there is often a vast dif-
ference between the texts that originated during the conflict and those that were 
written or rewritten, and sometimes also those published after the war. Of course, 
a historian needs to be constantly aware that there is no text without an agenda, 
and even the most authentic diary entry or letter is not just an outpouring of 
feelings and thoughts, but a construction of meaning addressed not only to the 
writer and his or her consciousness, but also to numerous potential readers (the 
recipient, other people with whom he or she may share the text, future genera-
tions, censors and other unintended readers, etc.), which has severe consequences 
for the nature of the information and forces us to dig deep in search of slips of the 
tongue and often unconscious references to the subject of our study. However, 
the closer to the events described the text is created, the less time there is to 
insert hindsight and further agendas. With Czech soldiers, these agendas come 
to the fore after 1918, as many memoirs and some later editions of diaries tend 
to reinterpret the war experience in a way that better fits its outcome, primarily 
the dissolution of the monarchy and the establishment of Czechoslovakia. While 
there is no hard rule that would be of much help here (indeed, there are anti-war 
and anti-Austrian as well as Czech nationalist accounts written by soldiers during 
the war), every text written in the interwar period in particular needs to be 
viewed especially critically, as there were many important reasons for the authors 
to put a different spin on their war record in the Imperial and Royal uniform. 
Perhaps the best example, and also by far the most problematic source used in 
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this book, is the well-known anthology of recollections and edited fragments of 
diaries published in the late 1920s and early 1930s under the editorship of Alois 
Žipek. Its admitted purpose was to testify ‘to an age … of horrible deprivation 
and enormous sacrifice’, thus building a monument that will forever be ‘a source 
of encouragement for all people Czech and Slovak to value their newly acquired 
freedom and hold it in high esteem’.80 The First World War is interpreted here as 
a Czech and Slovak struggle for freedom from its very beginning, and the selec-
tion of texts follows this logic. Most of them reflect on the conflict through the 
lens of nationalism, often to an extent all but unknown in texts written during 
the war, particularly in its early phases. This distortion, while often very obvious, 
is one of the reasons why Žipek’s collection is a chronically unreliable source 
in many aspects, and is used here only in those cases that are aligned with the 
information in other sources, or when there is no other, more reliable alternative.

The rather limited sample of sources used here – in total, thirty-five diaries 
in various stages of edition, five correspondence collections (three unedited but 
incomplete), twenty-five memoirs, two collections of fragments of diaries and 
correspondence, two collections of diary entries and memoirs, and five novels 
or novellas – immediately raises another problem: that of representativeness and 
the dangers of overt generalizations. Indeed, a sample of testimonies, however 
accurate, can never tell us what all soldiers did, thought or felt, and the spectre of 
overgeneralization will always be around the corner of the endless diversity and 
complexity of human experience. However, the highly analytical nature of the 
text has shown that even from the rather limited number of sources available, 
general patterns, repetitions, themes and points conspicuously left out quickly 
emerged and tended to repeat themselves throughout the course of the research, 
confirming the emerging hypotheses. Over time, the repetitive tendency of most 
subjects of interest became evident, and broadening the sample further only 
resulted in simply accumulating further evidence. As a result, further search for 
source material seemed pointless and unnecessary.

Besides various agendas, the very personalities of the authors also influence the 
kind of information we are able to extract from the sources. While gender iden-
tity is an ever-present issue that concerns all the members of a society, it is also 
true that men with a higher level of education tend to be more reflective of their 
predicament, and their texts may therefore offer potentially deeper thoughts. 
Educated men are also more prone to produce substantial amounts of writings, 
even though, as will be seen, this is far from being a rule, particularly in the case 
of the First World War. However, there is higher probability of them summariz-
ing their experience in memoirs. While Bohemia and Moravia during the 1910s 
offered a comparably high standard of education within the European context, 
with Bohemia being arguably the most industrialized and modernized region 
of the monarchy outside of Lower Austria, the prevalence of educated men, 
often ranking as noncommissioned officers (NCOs) or officers, is still  obvious. 
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Out of sixty-five diaries, memoirs and correspondence collections, where it is 
possible to obtain some biographical data, we see that: fourteen men had only 
elementary school (eight years of Volksschule and then went straight to work, or 
trained as craftsmen) education, and five were college educated (for twenty-two, 
their educational level is unknown), which clearly shows an overrepresentation 
of the better educated (64% of the known sample reaching the level of secondary 
education).81

All the accounts in this sample were written in Czech (Egon Erwin Kisch’s 
diary being the only exception). This, of course, does not mean that their authors 
necessarily identified as ‘Czechs’ by nationality – put strictly, it only implies their 
language preference. Several of the men were obviously bilingual thanks to their 
higher-level education or environment they lived in (for example, two lived in 
Vienna in 1914). On the other hand, those authors who thought it necessary to 
identify themselves nationally already in 1914 are defining themselves as Czech 
in this regard as well. Here, the general overrepresentation of the better-educated 
has the apparent effect of influencing the very sense of national identification the 
men show – the group of those who, in some way, identify themselves as being 
Czech at the beginning of the war strongly correlates with higher education levels, 
urban background and sometimes even membership in Czech nationalist organi-
zations such as the Sokol gymnastic association (two men) or the Czech National 
Socialist Party (three men). Closer to the notion of initial national indifference, 
as presented by authors such as Tara Zahra or Jeremy King, are the men with 
lower levels of education or from a farming background who, while mostly aware 
of the basics of national discourse, seem to place much less emphasis on the issue 
at the beginning of the war. The same is true for some of the men coming from 
large urban areas like Vienna or Prague, where matters were often complicated by 
bilingual realities or class self-identification.82 However, even they, almost invari-
ably, seem to find some sort of identification with the national idea by 1918 at the 
latest – or at least so they claim in their accounts. But the majority of the sources 
used here were only being edited or published after the war, when national optics 
was already hard to avoid even if the authors tried – and they had little inclination 
or motivation to do so, which complicates any deeper analysis of the issue.

Interestingly, the level of education did not translate into rank, as only nine 
authors served as officers (including cadets and one-year-volunteers, i.e. officer 
candidates), fifteen as noncommissioned officers (rank of corporal and above), 
while twenty-four spent the war as enlisted men (the rest are unknown). All of 
these men were conscripts in one form or another, and none of the officers (with 
one exception) can be considered a career, or regular officer. As a consequence, 
almost none of them were directly subject to the specific conceptualizations of 
masculine honour prevalent in the regular army, particularly in the extremely 
class-conscious Austro-Hungarian officer corps. 83 In terms of age, the age group 
of young men between twenty-six and thirty-five years is represented the most, 
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with twenty-one authors, while another eighteen are from the group of seventeen 
to twenty-five years, with nine men older than thirty-five (the rest, again, is 
unknown). A majority of men in our sample were single (thirty-one), while 
fifteen are known to have families. Most also came from the countryside (twenty-
seven), while only seventeen are known to have lived in cities with a population 
of over 20,000 inhabitants before the war. As for religious affiliation, it is very 
difficult to identify precisely; however, none of the men was deeply religious in 
any sense and while some tended to invoke God or other supreme being at a time 
of stress or elation, these are used mostly as a figure of speech.

As for the nature of the service, the vast majority of the men served in the 
infantry (thirty-nine), only six with the artillery and six in support units (four 
medical assistants and two with the staff). Probably because of this, the great 
majority of the men (thirty-eight) could claim to have seen and participated in 
combat (at least in a passive way of being bombarded repeatedly by artillery), 
while another six served in the frontlines, but came into danger only occasionally, 
though they regularly witnessed the direct consequences of combat. Only three 
men served in the rear, with only secondhand knowledge of combat experience.

While it is always problematic to extrapolate from individual experience, a 
critical analysis still makes it possible to penetrate into the minds of the actors, 
analyse those areas of their existence that are pressured the most by modern 
warfare and try to judge overall patterns from highly subjective accounts. For 
example, it is clear that young men without families experienced the war, as well 
as their masculinity, differently from older men with dependents. Similarly, men 
who felt marginalized in their peacetime life tended to see war as a potential 
social elevator more often that those who had already possessed hegemonic social 
status previously. It is also obvious that the experience of wartime masculinity 
differed for officers and for the other ranks, as these groups were differentiated 
by their access to the key hallmarks of masculine status: power, resources and 
women. Social background as well as education often played its role in the way 
in which men expressed themselves, and it also influenced the specific notion 
of masculinity to which the individual actors subscribed, which had bearings 
on a whole range of issues from communication with home, through attitudes 
towards the army authorities all the way to the perception of sexuality.

Whatever the nature of the personal accounts used in the forthcoming analy-
sis, there is one feature that is common to all of them – they were all written by 
men. This feature is easy to overlook and that is why it is actually so often ignored 
in most of the historical writing on the experience of warfare. The diaries, letters 
and memoirs used here all reflect the thoughts of biologically male individuals, 
who saw themselves socially defined as men, a category defined through masculin-
ity. For them, manliness was an implicit state of being. In many of the writings, 
it is obvious that the word a ‘man’ (in Czech ‘člověk’, which, while masculine, 
denotes a ‘person’ or, more literally, a ‘human’) in their text automatically denotes 
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‘man’ (a person of masculine social status), as women are always specifically iden-
tified. For the most part, a ‘man’ means a ‘soldier’ in these wartime texts (again, 
nonmilitary persons tend to be defined specifically). Everything and everyone not 
fitting into these simple categories of ‘textual normality’ is then often relegated 
to their own different space, where men-soldiers are not present, or only as 
exceptions. It is as if the personal accounts of the First World War experience, 
written by Czech soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian army, perfected – through 
the intensive socialization of the authors in all-male groups – the ‘invisibility’ of 
masculinity as a social category. As noted by one American sociologist, when a 
man ‘wakes up in the morning and looks in the mirror, [he does not see a man] 
he sees a human being. A generic person’.84 When soldiers write about war, they 
see beings around them who just are men as a matter of fact. And their accounts, 
by this very nature, tell us how it feels to be a man in war.
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