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The journal article presented by McCartney puts forward a number of perspectives surrounding the interpretational images that have been placed on British soldiers from the First World War. The article shows how there have been a vast number of interpretations of the image of a soldier during World War One; highlighting the countless of ways in which the image has been constructed. The journal states that there is none so prominent or even controversial as the interpretation of the British Soldier as heroes, as well as victims, of the war. (McCartney, 2014: 315)
McCartney is a lecturer at Kings College London, Specialising in Defence Studies. She focuses on the ways in which there is a “rising cult of the victim” (McCartney, 2014: 315) shown when examining a soldier who experienced the horrors of World War One. McCartney suggests that the empathic approach which we currently have towards the war is a construct which has been evolved over the years and very much impacts the way in which the public view their family history; a current trend in British society (McCartney, 2014: 315). The journal also highlights that there is a heightened expectation that the soldiers would have experience psychological trauma, such as PTSD, from their experiences on the front line. This has resulted in a retrospective questioning of the soldiers from this time period as well as how the wider populations examine and perceive them (McCartney, 2014: 300)
One can be further informed about the “diversification of the academic historiography” (McCartney, 2014: 300) with the journal stating that noticing of such a concept has become easier over the last three decades. Whilst a condemning perspective of the war has developed over time, predominantly due to the “unappreciative and uncomprehending public” (McCartney, 2014: 301), the historical remembrance does not only entail the negative perceptions and narrations from the primary person involved. McCarthey highlights the use of narratives from later generations which engaged with their own constructions and perceptions of the past (McCartney, 2014: 301). A notion which academics tend to support. Hayden White’s assertion surrounding such accounts coincides with the statements this journal puts forward. White states that although accounts may seem “full”, many would have been manipulated into constructed stories which are inspired by a set of events which may have been either included or left out; resulting in truth for both the real and imaginary narratives (White,1990:10). This suggests that, despite the facts society has available on the war, it must be taken into consideration what the narrative provides authority as to a story being a reality, in contrast to how emotional engagement can clash with the facts. McCartney investigates how the depictions of the soldiers are influenced by a variety of people, emphasising White’s points.
Another perspective which the journal puts forward, is the notion that victimhood was present before, during as well as after the war. McCarthey uses Todman’s statement that there was an open criticism of the war before its declaration; suggesting that the idea of “the victim” had existed since the earliest months of the war (Todman,2005). Such an interpretation of this idea comes from the use of first-hand accounts, in the form of memories, wherein some of the individuals who experienced the war are presented as being trapped in the chains of a technical war; an impersonal and ruthless cage (McCartney, 2014: 301). Furthermore, the horrific nature of what they experienced resulted in the majority of the population as whole reconsidering the reasons for war (McCartney, 2014: 301).  If the population in general considered the First World War to be useless, it could be stated that the casualties of the soldiers were devalued. Not only this, but that the moral worth of the soldiers decreased; the victim image being depicted on a wider level (McCartney, 2014: 302).
After the victory at the end of the war, the ideology of the “ultimate sacrifice” became validated (McCartney, 2014: 302). A shift in how the soldiers were represented can be seen, with solders being shown as valiant heroes rather than victims of the bloodiest war yet experienced. Deaths were shown as being a noble sacrifice rather than a ruthless and unnecessary killing. However, Todman states that this perception of the soldier as a hero only lasted until the late 1930s with the start of the Second World War. With the outbreak of war in 1939, the perception of the First World War experienced another shift; it became unnecessary when compared to the “just war” against fascism (Todman,2005). Todman reinforces McCartney’s outlook on this by emphasising the variety in representations of the soldiers following the war. By the 1970s, after the deaths of veterans, there were fewer chances to debate the progressive views, if there were any, memories of the war. This led, almost inevitably, to an increase in the interpretative narrative becoming negative; war is futile (Todman,2005). The victim image, as a result, solidified in the perceptions of the public.
However, McCartney’s discussion of the British solder differs greatly from some academics. Gilbert claims that the official accounts of the war have put forward an almost nostalgic view of the British Forces which he claims that fail to acknowledge any shortcomings of the time. “Not all First World War solders were heroes” (Gilbert,2014:). As a result, the overall image of the solder should not be treated in such a way as to promote this notion. However, he does not state that the solder was a victim; promoting a more diverse view of the interpretation of the solder than McCartney.
What is interesting is that a psychiatric breakdown is used to analyse the imager of the solder in McCartneys article; presenting another side to be examined. Modern perspectives are seemingly more understanding of the issues of war in contrast to the contemporary knowledge of PTSD. However, the use of the term “shell shock”, and its negative connotations, presented soldiers as neither heroes but not necessarily as cowards, unlike contentious objectors (McCartney,2014:308). However, until the experiences by the Americans during Vietnam, western outlook on trauma stayed relatively unevolved; reinforcing the image the soldier of being a victim.
In conclusion, the journal article being examined can be used as an essential academic aid in order to understand the attitudes to the soldiers of the First World War as well as the war itself. The article shows how changing the way we understand trauma due to medical advances give and better knowledge of how the issues may not have been understood at the time. The distance of time between now and the events in question also provides a different perspective as the experiences are no longer personal to a modern audience. The article provides answers through a thorough investigation of the topic with the article showing how the different trends throughout the past 100 years have led to the rise of the “cult of the victim” (McCartney, 2014: 315).
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