
 

Who won the war? We did, says everyone
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Winston Churchill, Joseph Stalin and Franklin D Roosevelt at the Yalta
Conference, 1945. Credit: Wikipedia

Ask any of the few remaining World War II veterans what they did
during the war and you're likely to get a humble answer. But ask the
person on the street how important their country's contribution to the
war effort was and you'll probably hear something far less modest. A
new study suggests people from Germany, Russia, the UK and the US on
average all think their own country shouldered more than half the burden
of winning World War II.
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Our national collective memories seem to be deceiving us, and this is
part of a far more general pattern. Aside from those veterans who have
no desire to revel in the horrors of war, we may have a general
psychological tendency to believe our contributions are more significant
than they really are.

You can see this in even the most mundane of tasks. Unloading the
dishwasher can be a perennial source of family irritation. I suspect that
I'm doing more than my fair share. The trouble is that so does everybody
else. Each of us can think: "The sheer injustice! I'm overworked and
under-appreciated."

But we can't all be right. This strange magnification of our own efforts 
seems to be ubiquitous. In business, sport or entertainment, it's all too
easy for each participant to think that their own special stardust is the
real reason their company, team or show was a hit.

It works for nations, too. A study last year, led by US memory researcher
Henry Roediger III, asked people from 35 countries for the percentage
contribution their own nation has made to world history. A dispassionate
judge would, of course, assign percentages that add up to no more than
100% (and, indeed, considerably less, given the 160 or so countries left
out). In fact, the self-rating percentages add up to over 1,000%, with
citizens of India, Russia and the UK each suspecting on average that
their own nations had more than half the responsibility for world
progress.

A sceptic might note that "contributing to world history" is a rather
nebulous idea, which each nation can interpret to its advantage. (The
Italians, at 40%, might focus on the Romans and the Renaissance, for
example.) But what about our responsibility for specific world events?
The latest study from Roediger's lab addresses the question of national
contributions to World War II.
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The researchers surveyed people from eight former Allied countries
(Australia, Canada, China, France, New Zealand, Russia/USSR, the UK
and the US) and three former Axis powers (Germany, Italy and Japan).
As might be expected, people from the winning Allied side ranked their
own countries highly, and the average percentage responses added up to
309%. Citizens of the UK, US and Russia all believed their countries
had contributed more than 50% of the war effort and were more than
50% responsible for victory.

You might suspect that the losing Axis powers, whose historical record is
inextricably tied to the immeasurable human suffering of the war, might
not be so proud. As former US president John F Kennedy said (echoing
the Roman historian Tacitus): "Victory has a hundred fathers and defeat
is an orphan." Perhaps the results for the Allied countries just reflect a
general human tendency to claim credit for positive achievements. Yet
citizens of the three Axis powers also over-claim shares of the war effort
(totaling 140%). Rather than minimizing their own contribution, even
defeated nations seem to overstate their role.

Why? The simplest explanation is that we piece together answers to
questions, of whatever kind, by weaving together whatever relevant
snippets of information we can bring to mind. And the snippets of
information that come to mind will depend on the information we've
been exposed to through our education and cultural environment.
Citizens of each nation learn a lot more about their country's own war
effort than those of other countries. These "home nation" memories
spring to mind, and a biased evaluation is the inevitable result.

So there may not be inherent "psychological nationalism" in play here.
And nothing special about collective, rather than individual, memory
either. We simply improvise answers, perhaps as honestly as possible,
based on what our memory provides—and our memory, inevitably,
magnifies our own (or our nation's) efforts.
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How do you calculate real responsibility?

A note of caution is in order. Assigning responsibilities for past events
baffles not just everyday citizens, but academic philosophers. Imagine a
whodunit in which two hopeful murderers put lethal doses of cyanide
into Lady Fotherington's coffee. Each might say: "It's not my fault—she
would have died anyway." Is each only "half" to blame, and hence due a
reduced sentence? Or are they both 100% culpable? This poisoning is a
simple matter compared with the tangled causes of military victory and
defeat. So it is not entirely clear what even counts as over- or under-
estimating our responsibilities because responsibilities are so difficult to
assess.

Still, the tendency to overplay our own and our nation's role in just about
anything seems all too plausible. We see history through a magnifying
glass that is pointing directly at ourselves. We learn the most about the
story of our own nation. So our home nation's efforts and contributions
inevitably spring readily to mind (military and civilian deaths, key
battles, advances in technology and so on). The efforts and contributions
of other nations are sensed more dimly, and often not at all.

And the magnifying glass over our efforts is pervasive in daily life. I can
find myself thinking irritably, as I unload the dishwasher, "Well, I don't
even remember the last time you did this!" But of course not. Not
because you didn't do it, but because I wasn't there.

  More information: Henry L. Roediger et al. Competing national
memories of World War II, Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences (2019). DOI: 10.1073/pnas.1907992116

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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