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This is no case of petty right or wrong
That politicians or philosophers
Can judge. I hate not Germans, nor grow hot
With love of Englishmen, to please newspapers.
Beside my hate for one fat patriot
My hatred of the Kaiser is love true:—
A kind of god he is, banging a gong.
But I have not to choose between the two,
Or between justice and injustice. Dinned
With war and argument I read no more
Than in the storm smoking along the wind
Athwart the wood. Two witches' cauldrons roar.
From one the weather shall rise clear and gay;
Out of the other an England beautiful
And like her mother that died yesterday.
Little I know or care if, being dull,
I shall miss something that historians
Can rake out of the ashes when perchance
The phoenix broods serene above their ken.
But with the best and meanest Englishmen
I am one in crying, God save England, lest
We lose what never slaves and cattle blessed.
The ages made her that made us from dust:
She is all we know and live by, and we trust
She is good and must endure, loving her so:
And as we love ourselves, we hate our foe.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  "This Is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong by Edward Thomas", Poetry Foundation, 2019 <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57205/this-is-no-case-of-petty-right-or-wrong> [Accessed 2 November 2019].] 



This document report will be focusing on the poem “There is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong” by Edward Thomas, which I will shorten to “Right or Wrong”. The main theme that comes across in this poem is his sense of neutrality. As a title, “This is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong could be stating that it’s petty to think either side are right or wrong for starting the war.  The adjective “petty”, according to the Cambridge University Press is defined as “not important and not worth giving attention to”.[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, Thomas could be reflecting society’s view that the cause of this war was “petty” and trivial. Rather than being started by intense violence that must be put to justice, such as with Nazism in World War Two, instead the Great War was almost caused by a family issue of picking sides and taking allies.[footnoteRef:3]  This is due to the Kaiser being Queen Victoria’s grandson, and thus the cousin of King George 5th and Tsar Nicholas 2nd, so possibly the war’s motivations were “petty” and not important.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  "Cambridge English Dictionary: Meanings & Definitions", Dictionary.Cambridge.Org <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/> [Accessed 2 November 2019].]  [3:  Roger Parkinson, The Origins of World War Two (London: Putnam Pub Group, 1970).]  [4:  Miranda Carter, George, Nicholas And Wilhelm (New York: Vintage Books, 2011).] 

To fully understand the poem “Right or Wrong”, Edward Thomas must be first explored. Brought up by a working-class Welsh family he moved to London and studied at Oxford.[footnoteRef:5] The main thing to note is that his career as a poet only began after he had already become a successful author and literary critic for the newspapers, hence he had experience writing to convince, question and argue, unlike poets such as Siegfried Sassoon who narrates, rather than argues, life in the trenches. [footnoteRef:6] [5:  "Edward Thomas", Poetry Foundation, 2019 <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/edward-thomas> [Accessed 2 November 2019].]  [6:  Ibid.] 

Additionally, in context this is the only war poem Thomas has written so we cannot see any shifts in attitudes before and after he enlisted. This being said, many of his poems written while there were growing international tensions focus on dialogue. Usually this was a result of lengthy debates with his staunchly patriotic father, known to “neglect his six sons in favour of politics”.[footnoteRef:7] This poem therefore aims to question the reason for this war as Thomas harboured indifferent feelings towards the Germans. [7:  Ibid.] 









[bookmark: _GoBack]Unlike most Great War poets, Thomas wrote “Right or Wrong” before he had even volunteered. This means his understanding of the war may not have been as accurate compared to poets on the front line such as Wilfred Owen but does mean it is fitting he is debating signing up.[footnoteRef:8] Potentially he is reflecting his newspaper writing career, as through that he may have found himself encouraging society’s controversial views, as many of the public would have also been in his position. This can be additionally shown as “Right or Wrong” was written after Britain had declared war, meaning that public sentiment for the war would be low, further strengthening the argument that he almost writes to voice public opinions. His poem is unique as it makes the readers question the politics of the war and patriotism when multiple other poems spoke of the horror of warfare. [8:  Wojciech Klepuszewski, "‘Lights Out’: Edward Thomas on the Way to War", Revue LISA / LISA E-Journal, 2012, 69-82 <https://doi.org/10.4000/lisa.4852>.] 

One key line to analyse is Thomas’s comment “to please newspapers”, which is a huge depiction of the power of the media.[footnoteRef:9] With his career in newspapers he would have noticed the intense anti- German propaganda. This line therefore shows Thomas’s view that the newspapers were the main incentive for the British public’s negative opinions of the Germans. During his career, he may have seen many propaganda articles and either potentially became desensitised or noticed how the more controversial images got published and therefore gained the most public attention. [9:  Line 4, Edward Thomas, ‘This is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong’, 1917 <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57205/this-is-no-case-of-petty-right-or-wrong> [Accessed 2 November 2019].] 

Additionally, to explore the neutral theme of the poem it is key to examine his use of symbolism with the witches’ cauldrons. Thomas’ line of two cauldrons, one being “clear and gay” and the other “an England beautiful” could be depicting equal countries as they are both described so similarly.[footnoteRef:10] This may be further shown by stating “Two witches' cauldrons roar”, possibly reflecting the two sides of the war planning destruction to the others land, so therefore Thomas does not state either side is better than the other. [footnoteRef:11] The use of “witches” could possibly portray his opinion that both leaders are evil and are stoking the fires of war. Overall, his emphasises that England was not as heroic as the public were led to believe, therefore encouraging them to question enlisting.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Ibid, Line 13.]  [11:  Ibid, Line 12.]  [12:  Ibid, Line 8.] 

Another key line to examine is “little I care if I miss something the historians can rake out of the ashes”.[footnoteRef:13] This potentially suggests that a modern historian’s hindsight can be an enlightening feature as they can gather more evidence from a wider range of sources, such as previously undisclosed political and military materials. On the other hand, for men like Thomas living through the war, the limited availability of information highly affected his opinion on enlisting, thus he is pointing out that possibly his social view of the war was more valid than historians’ views. [13:  Ibid, Line 16. ] 

Furthermore, the significant turning point in “Right or Wrong” is his “God Save England” statement.[footnoteRef:14] Although it could be satirical, it could also show that even though he may not be anti-German, he is still pro-English, and hopes England will rise again stronger, depicted through his usage of the “phoenix” symbolism.[footnoteRef:15] This statement is instead of “God Save the King”, which might be due to Thomas wanting to protect the land he was born in, rather than the witch-like royalty who he seems to blame for this war. [14:  Ibid, Line 17. ]  [15:  Ibid, Line 19.] 

The final lines to this poem are incredibly significant as it leaves “Right or Wrong” on a note that he has discarded his neutrality. “As we love ourselves, we hate our foe” highlights that Thomas worries that if Germany wins the war, they will destroy the England he loves[footnoteRef:16]. These final sentences also suggest the fear of the unknown as “She is all we know”, therefore focusing attentions on the potential results of Germany becoming victorious, consequently putting society’s way of living at threat of change.[footnoteRef:17] In summary, although the original source to this poem is unknown, it is likely he writes to convince the public that we therefore must hate the Germans, not because they are wrong and England is right, but because English way of life may be destroyed.  [16:  Ibid, Line 26.]  [17:  Ibid, Line 24.] 

In conclusion, Thomas’ writing travels from questioning who is wrong to deciding to sign up to protect the country he loves. Primarily his career as a journalist heavily influenced this poem as he became acclimatised to debate writing and voicing controversial opinions. His main direction is therefore, although the war may have been started by “petty” actions, he along with the general public must do their bit to defend England.
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This book review will be focused on “Vera Brittain: A Life”, a 1995 biography of her life from her birth in 1893 to her death in 1970, by friend Paul Berry and journalist come biographer Mark Bostridge.[footnoteRef:18] As it spans her full life, I will only examine the authors’ writings of her journey through the Great War. [18:  Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, Vera Brittain: A Life (London: Virago, 2008).] 

Firstly, Berry and Bostridge as writers must be closely analysed. Both knew her personally, however Berry was Brittain’s close friend, editor and fellow pacifist for nearly 30 years.[footnoteRef:19] As Bostridge points out in Berry’s obituary, this means he “provided information that no one else alive could” and that furthermore the novel was a result of “unerring insights into Brittain's character based on years of personal knowledge.”[footnoteRef:20] Although it is obvious to point out that this deep friendship may have influenced his writings, Bostridge also stated that Berry was “constantly torn by his desire on the one hand to protect Vera and on the other to be as honest about her faults, as well as her virtues, as he could”.[footnoteRef:21] This quote suggests that their writing partnership was an effective choice as Bostridge encouraged a more balanced look at Brittain’s life, both the positives and the negatives. If the biography was simply written by one of these it would not have given the readers an equal comparative between how she presented herself in her diaries, and how she acted in reality.  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Mark Bostridge, "Obituary: Paul Berry", The Independent, 1999 <https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/obituary-paul-berry-1093604.html> [Accessed 7 November 2019].]  [21:  Ibid.] 

A key aspect to mention is Bostridge’s awards for previous analytical biographies. Although this would have given him much experience researching and writing, the main flaw of this biography is the day by day narrative style, consistently quoting from Brittain’s diary and only occasionally analysing her thought processes. This may be affected by Berry’s involvement as her close friend and his desire not to over examine her, thusly blighting her legacy. One evidence of this is Bostridge’s other works on her, such as his newspaper reports which are far more revealing into the motivations behind her writing “Testament of Youth”, Brittain’s main novel about life during the Great War. His analytical aspect comes out as he comments “Testament of Youth clearly isn't straight history… comparison with Brittain's diaries and letters shows that at a number of points she used novelistic devices of suspense and romance to heighten reality”.[footnoteRef:22] Overall, this suggests that the novel both Berry and Bostridge are using as their main source for the biography is not completely accurate or reliable, possibly affecting it’s writing for the worse. This paragraph also proves that Berry may have negatively affected the biography as Bostridge’s solo work is far more analytical.  [22:  Mark Bostridge, "The Making of a Peacenik", The Guardian, 2003 <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2003/aug/30/featuresreviews.guardianreview18> [Accessed 7 November 2019].] 





Although, as said, both writers knew her personally, they do not shy away from her flaws that she was highly patriotic and highly upper-class. The main argument put forward by these authors is that her life was not a reflection of society during this time as she had a far more aristocratic lifestyle than the average British citizen. Brittain is portrayed as a pompous lady “obsessed with her own suffering” during her early life.[footnoteRef:23] They point out that she “tobogganed, played tennis, joined the golf club, and had private music lessons”, unusual for most women of this time.[footnoteRef:24] Potentially this means that many of the dramatic events that occurred throughout her novel may have been exaggerated for sympathy as the Great War would have been her first traumatic event. This is comparative to working class women who would have experienced previous bleak events throughout their lives. One useful segment of their biography is the authors pointing out the structure of her diary entries. As an immediate response to her fiancé Roland Leighton discovering the dead body of a British soldier, Brittain writes that the “sun shines on this paper and a bee is humming around”.[footnoteRef:25] Although she may be attempting to take his mind off the horrors of war, these contrasting letters between the pair show that potentially she still did not fully understand the destructions of the conflict. Overall, this honest account of her life is highly advantageous as it highlights not only how she may have thought her upper-class lifestyle protected her from atrocities, but also the unreliability of “Testament of Youth”. [23:  Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, Vera Brittain: A Life ]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth (London: Victor Gollancz, 1933).] 

Apart from noticing the structure of her diaries, they also try and pinpoint the events that caused her shift from a patriotic, war eager attitude to a pacifist. Both argue that the deaths during the war of her fiancé Roland, brother Edward, and her two closest friends Victor and Geoffrey changed her beliefs.[footnoteRef:26] These were all at different times so to pinpoint her shift they home in on the 8thAugust 1914 when 25,000 Germans were killed in Liege. Brittain saw this advertised as a success in the papers however she believed “whether English, French or German it seems a crime to the whole march of civilisation”, thus arguing she may have become a pacifist as soon as 1914 unlike other historians who believe the death of her friends in quick succession sparked it.[footnoteRef:27] Overall, alongside other materials about Brittain, this work may be more valuable as an academic aid, not only due to the authors exploring when she shifted but possibly using personal conversations with her to further examine what caused it: the staggered deaths of her friends and family or the 1914 casualties of war. [26:  Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, Vera Brittain: A Life.]  [27:  Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth] 







Additionally, this biography not only explores Brittain but also explores her relationship with Leighton. They see him as hugely significant to examining the war as he “epitomized the spirit of the schoolboy volunteers”, reflected in his upper-class situation, private education and school encouraged pride, duty and patriotism.[footnoteRef:28] They argue that he “took away her impersonal attitude to the war” as if it was not for him, she would continue with her positive view of the Great War.[footnoteRef:29] Brittain may have also not become a Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurse without his influence, as volunteering meant, in her words, “nursing Roland by proxy”.[footnoteRef:30] This voluntary work that was sparked by her friend’s deaths further strengthened both writers view that her well born background meant that she did not reflect average people. Due to her desire to get closer to the action, unlike other war work for women such as munition factories, she became a VAD, which were almost always exclusively drawn from the middle and upper class. In summary, this biography not only helps to explore her life but also how the war affected others from the same background and questions what her life would have been like if she never met Leighton. [28:  Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, Vera Brittain: A Life.]  [29:  Ibid.]  [30:  Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth.] 

A further strength of this biography is the attempt to explore the motivations behind her writing “Testament of Youth”. The biography is useful as an academic source as it examines what was published around the time of “Testament of Youth”. When Brittain began to write it in 1930, they noticed that “the literary climate had transformed…. A great bull market for trench memoirs had opened”.[footnoteRef:31] In fact, 29 war memoirs were published in that year, including Edmund Blunden’s autobiography and Siegfried Sassoon’s book, therefore she “made a close study of these war memoirs” and thusly they would have influenced her writings.[footnoteRef:32] Due to all these literatures written by men they comment that “Vera would have found little acknowledgement of the role of women and any references belittling”.[footnoteRef:33] They also suggest that “she may have objected to the lack of emphasis on women’s active role, thusly she wrote her autobiography as an attack on the male domination of war literature”.[footnoteRef:34] All this conveys that she may have purely written to convey a female view of the war to counterbalance these male dominated accounts.  [31:  Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, Vera Brittain: A Life.]  [32:  Ibid.]  [33:  Ibid.]  [34:  Ibid.] 

They also imply that Testament was written as a ‘self-advertisement”.[footnoteRef:35] This may be accurate as she admitted that “an autobiographical study of the years from 1900 to 1925 would enable her to provide a literary memorial to Roland, Edward, Victor and Geoffrey”.[footnoteRef:36] Overall, these different motivations suggest that Brittain’s novel is unreliable as she is not writing give an honest account of the war but potentially to simply put across her feminist motivations or to commemorate her friends’ deaths. [35:  Ibid.]  [36:  Ibid.] 


In conclusion, this biography is not an unreliable and unbeneficial academic aid. It is incredibly narrative and is primarily a month by month account of her life, therefore not adding much more information than reading “Testament of Youth” itself. Although it is written for those who want to know more about Brittain, readers would probably have liked more than simply quotes from her book. The positives however are that it pinpoints the motivations behind writing “Testament” and that the book not only explores her life but also examines Leighton’s influence on Brittain’s shift from eager patriot to pacifist. These positive aspects of the biography may be undone by Berry’s influences in helping write the work as he may not want to blight his friend’s legacy. Overall, as an academic aid it is unhelpful for assisting readers in exploring upper-class life during the Great War as it purely focuses on the deaths that caused her attitude shift and not much is written on the actions she did during the war.
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