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On the night between December 24 and 25, 1914, while World War I was already turning
Europe into a vast field of rubble and mud, something happened that no high command had
planned: in various parts of the Western Front, the soldiers stopped shooting. Not
everywhere, not for everyone, and not for long. But enough to enter the collective memory as
the “Christmas Truce”: a grassroots gesture that, over a century later, continues to pose an
uncomfortable and current question: how much room is left, in war, to “remain human”?
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An Invitation from Above, a Yes from Below
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A few months after the outbreak of the conflict, Pope Benedict XV proposed to the warring

governments a suspension of hostilities for Christmas. The request found no audience in
the European capitals. Yet, along the trenches — especially in Flanders and in sectors where
British and German troops faced each other at close range — the idea took shape
spontaneously: not through a treaty, but through fatigue, proximity, intuition.

It is one of the most surprising aspects of the truce: it was not “granted,” it was “chosen”

by men who, until a few hours earlier, had orders to kill each other.

Testimonies recount an almost theatrical trigger: Christmas carols coming from the

opposing trench, small lights and makeshift trees — symbols of home brought to the front
line — and then the first phrases shouted over the barbed wire. Where normally a burst of
gunfire would answer, that night a greeting was returned.

From those greetings, the unthinkable was born: groups of soldiers left their positions and

met in “no man's land,” exchanging small gifts (tobacco, chocolate, cigarettes),

handshakes, impromptu photographs. In several places, the truce was used to recover and
bury the fallen, often with a sort of shared respect, as if compassion — at least for a few hours
— had transcended uniforms.
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The Myth of Football (and What We Really Know)
The “football match” has become the most well-known symbol: a simple, almost childlike
gesture that contradicts the logic of war. Sources agree that there were moments of play with
improvised balls and that in some areas there was explicit talk of matches; historians, however,
warn that it was not always a true organized game: often it was kicks exchanged in the mud,
more “kick-about” than competition with rules and scores. And it is precisely this that makes the
episode powerful: not the competitiveness, but the normality regained for a moment.

The Christmas Truce was not a continuous wave along the entire front. In some sectors, it did
not occur; elsewhere, it lasted a few hours, elsewhere it reached Christmas Day and, rarely,
extended beyond. It was not “peace,” and indeed the war resumed: with stricter orders, tighter
controls, and growing distrust towards any fraternization. Precisely to prevent that gesture from
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repeating, many commands committed to preventing it in the following years.

The truce, in short, does not deny the horror of the Great War: it exposes it. It shows that the
enemy, seen up close, ceases for a moment to be an abstract target.
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Why It Still Speaks to Us: From Memory to Today's Wars
If the truce of 1914 continues to move us, it is because it is not a “comforting” tale. It is the
opposite: it is proof that a different choice is possible, but fragile; that politics can fail

to stop the weapons, while individuals — at the cost of disobeying the spirit of propaganda
— can recognize themselves as similar.

And here the bridge to the present is inevitable. Even in 2025, in the midst of the war in
Ukraine, the theme of a Christmas truce has returned to public debate. According to
Reuters, the Kremlin linked the possibility of a Christmas ceasefire proposed by Ukraine to the
prospect of a broader peace agreement, rejecting the idea of a simple temporary pause.
In the same hours, various journalistic reconstructions describe a context of negotiations and
proposals, but also of attacks and opposing conditions that make any opening uncertain.
And in a live blog by Al Jazeera, the “disappointment” over the lack of Russian adherence to a
Christmas ceasefire is reported, also attributed to an appeal by the current pontiff.

The contrast with 1914 is striking: then it was the soldiers, without negotiations, who created a
suspension; today even a symbolic pause is sucked into the logic of conditions, military
advantages, of “not giving the enemy a break.”
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Remaining Human Is Not Rhetoric: It's a Choice
The Christmas Truce of 1914 is not a fairy tale. It is a limited, imperfect episode and — precisely
for this reason — credible. It does not say that war can dissolve with a song. It says something
more unsettling: that even when an entire system pushes towards dehumanization, human
beings can still recognize each other, if only they stop looking at each other from afar.
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Remembering it today does not mean thinking that a lit tree in the trenches is enough to stop a
conflict. It means not giving up on the idea that dignity, compassion, fraternity are not
“weaknesses,” but the last line that prevents war from devouring everything.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fkyn7eeEDpc

News link: https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-real-story-of-the-christmas-truce
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