‘British society in 1914 was strongly jingoistic and showed marked enthusiasm for the outbreak of war’ (Marwick, The Deluge, 1965, p.309). Discuss the merits of this statement by Arthur Marwick. Does it truly capture the mood of the British public over war with Germany?


In the summer of 1914, longstanding tensions between the European powers were rising to a critical point. These tensions were largely a result of the rapid economic and military growth of Germany after the foundation of the empire in 1871.[footnoteRef:1] Germany invested a large part of its economy into its military, in order to challenge British supremacy in Europe and throughout the globe. This led to Britain and then the rest of the European powers beginning their own arms race. It was during this period that the various European powers formed treaties and grouped together in order to protect themselves from their seemingly hostile neighbours. These tensions finally peaked with the assassination of the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand. This assassination caused a period of heightened political tensions between the nations of Europe, which is known as the July Crisis. It was during this period that the various countries stood by their allies and all declared war upon each other. Britain entered the war after receiving an “unsatisfactory reply” from Germany to the British ultimatum that they must cease their invasion of Belgium and keep the country neutral.  [1:  H Herwing, Causes and Responsibilities. 'The Outbreak of World War One' (Madison: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1997) p50.  ] 

The goal of this piece of work is to analyse Marwick's statement in The Deluge that there was a great deal of enthusiasm in Britain for entering the First World War in August 1914. This analysis will be carried out by examining Marwick and The Deluge. When the book was written will be considered, as well as what sources Marwick uses in order to make this assumption. Other sources will then be found that might support what Marwick has stated in his book. Sources that disagree with Marwick's statement will then be examined. Historical facts such as the issues around recruitment, the trade union strikes during the war, and the idea that the war would be over by the Christmas of 1914 will also be looked at. An approach to prove that Marwick was wrong in this statement will be taken in this piece of work. However, a fair examination of both sides of the argument will be made, and it is expected that Marwick had some legitimate reasons for coming to the conclusion that he does. 
Arthur Marwick was a British professor of history, born in 1936 and died in 2006. Marwick was a social and cultural historian, and The Deluge was one of his most popular works. In The Deluge, Marwick makes the controversial argument that the First World War led to many positive changes within British society.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:   A Marwick, British Society and the First World War. ‘The Deluge’ (London: The Bodley Head Ltd, 1965).] 

The Deluge was published in 1965, making it a very dated historical work in comparison to more modern books on the same subject. The main argument in The Deluge is that there were great social advances in Britain as a result of the First World War. However, in more modern books on the subject, even that statement is disagreed upon. In The Last Great War, the author Adrian Gregory states that 'Britain gained nothing and lost much during the First World War', and that 'there was a modest improvement in working class living standards and security, and a very limited emancipation of women'.[footnoteRef:3] Gregory goes on further to say that these small gains were 'accidental' and 'debatable'.[footnoteRef:4] The Last Great War and The Deluge are very similar books that deal with the same issues surrounding the First World War, the main difference being that The Last Great War is a far more modern piece of work as it was published forty-three years later than The Deluge.  [3:   A Gregory, British Society and the First World War. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p2.
]  [4:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p2.
] 

The Deluge is a well written piece that is clear and easy to follow and understand. Marwick makes a fair attempt at making it easy to read for someone who has does not have a great understanding of the topic. It is clear that Marwick wrote The Deluge with the intention of targeting the dedicated historian and the more casual reader.   
Before making any attempts to examine the public mood in Britain in 1914, it is important to remember the setting. This was a time when people did not know what horrors were to come, they did not completely understand what a war in the modern era would mean. As is pointed out by Adrian Gregory in The Last Great War, people today have a very set view of the First World War.[footnoteRef:5] People today view it as wasteful, horrific and completely unnecessary. Whether this is true or not, it is important to not let these views cloud any analysis made of this time. An earnest attempt will be made in this work to remain objective.  [5:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p2] 

One book that offers support for Marwick's statement is The Home Fronts by John Williams. He talks of the crowds outside of Whitehall cheering in support of war after the declaration was made.[footnoteRef:6] He also examines another aspect of war enthusiasm shown in Britain, the church.[footnoteRef:7] He describes the attitude of 'Britain's Established Church was one of total acceptance to war.'[footnoteRef:8] He discusses the idea that Britain almost felt like it had a divine right in the war, and that this attitude united the people towards supporting the war. The Home Fronts is a more recent publication than The Deluge. However, as it was published in 1972, it is still a very dated piece now.  [6:   J Williams, Britain, France and Germany 1914-1918. ‘The Home Fronts’ (London: Constable and Company Limited, 1972) p12.]  [7:   J Williams. ‘The Home Fronts’ (London: Constable and Company Limited, 1972) p17.]  [8:   J Williams. ‘The Home Fronts’ (London: Constable and Company Limited, 1972) p17.] 

Another author that supports Marwick is John Kieger. He states that Britain was very divided before the war, but with the declaration of war, the country united in a new way that had never been seen before.[footnoteRef:9] [9:   J Williams. ‘The Home Fronts’ (London: Constable and Company Limited, 1972) p17.] 

Many newspapers at the time supported the war and often portrayed crowds and gatherings supporting the war and showing a great deal of war enthusiasm. Times journalist Michael MacDonagh records his experiences in the crowds in London just after the declaration of war. He writes of how 'all were touched with war fever' and how there was a 'real passion' in the atmosphere of all the crowds.[footnoteRef:10] One of the main issues at the time that could have aided any war enthusiasm in Britain, was the British attempts to turn the German people into the 'bad guys' with propaganda. British anti German propaganda was hugely successful, and helped shape the British cultural memory concerning the German people for many years to come. The use of this propaganda can be seen extremely early in the war. In the front page of the Evening Dispatch of the 5th August 1914 there is a headline that reads 'Germans arrested, bombs and revolvers found in a shop'.[footnoteRef:11] The very great majority of these reports were entirely fictional; however, they were still very effective at stirring up public opinion against Germany and for the war.  [10:   'Great Britain declares war on Germany', The Times, 5th August 1914.]  [11:  'England at War with Germany', Evening Dispatch, 5th August 1914.] 

One of the main facts used to support the idea of mass war enthusiasm is the huge wave of volunteering that took place in Britain after the declaration of war. Britain was the only country in Europe who did not use conscription, and it needed volunteers to effectively match countries such as Germany.[footnoteRef:12] In an attempt to start a recruitment drive, Britain launched was probably the most successful advertisement in history. The 'Your King and Country Need You' campaign launched by Kitchener was extremely successful. Originally the British military required one hundred thousand volunteers, however, this was far exceeded. In the first two months almost five hundred thousand men volunteered to serve in the military.[footnoteRef:13] This trend continued for some months, forcing many that had volunteered to wait until the military was able to supply and train them. In Britain and The First World War by John Turner it is argued that the patriotic rush of volunteers only happened over the short period of 25th August to the 9th September.[footnoteRef:14] Turner points out that the enthusiasm is not as long lasting as people believed, and that this brief period of enthusiasm was never to happen again.[footnoteRef:15] However, in The Deluge Marwick argues that the main period of volunteering didn’t start till the 25th August because 'of the confusion and ineptitude of the authorities', and that the 'recruiting offices were thronged with eager volunteers' before then.[footnoteRef:16] It is clear that the issue of recruitment is one of the main arguments used by Marwick to support his theory of war enthusiasm.  [12:   Arnold E. ‘The First World War in British History’ (London: Hodder Headline PLC, 1995) p50.]  [13:   J Williams. ‘The Home Fronts’ (London: Constable and Company Limited, 1972) p23.]  [14:   Turner J. ‘Britain and the First World War’ (London: Unwin Hyman Ltd, 1988) p102.]  [15: Turner J. ‘Britain and the First World War’ (London: Unwin Hyman Ltd, 1988) p103.]  [16:  A Marwick. ‘The Deluge’ (London: The Bodley Head Ltd, 1965) p35.] 

Another of the main points used to support the theory of war enthusiasm is the idea of the war being over by Christmas. The argument has been made that there was a great deal of enthusiasm for the war because most believe it would be short and soon over.[footnoteRef:17] However, this argument seems to carry little weight as there is little supporting primary evidence.  [17:   J Williams. ‘The Home Fronts’ (London: Constable and Company Limited, 1972) p23.] 

There is a great deal of sources that disagree with Marwick's statement on war enthusiasm. One of the main sources that disagrees with Marwick on this point is The Last Great War. In this book, Gregory actually quotes the very sentence Marwick uses in The Deluge.[footnoteRef:18] Gregory makes it clear that he completely disagrees with Marwick, and that the idea of war enthusiasm is a myth. Gregory states the idea of war enthusiasm is the 'predominant interpretation of the war', providing some explanation as to why Marwick came to his conclusion.[footnoteRef:19] However, Gregory explains that the idea of war enthusiasm was propagated by people at the time who had obvious reasons for attempting to do so. Gregory quotes a speech made in the House of Commons by Arthur Ponsonby in 1914, when he talks of how the "war fever" had begun.[footnoteRef:20] Gregory also uses the autobiography of Bertrand Russell, who talks of delight "at the prospect of war" which was shown the "average" people in London in 1914.[footnoteRef:21] [18:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p9.
]  [19:    A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p10.]  [20:    A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p10.]  [21:    A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p10.] 

Gregory goes further to say that most of the descriptions of war enthusiasm come from the accounts of politicians, who were keen to defend themselves after the war over.[footnoteRef:22] This was almost an attempt to share the blame of the war with the entire population. Gregory says that the best example of this is a description of war enthusiasm that was made by David Lloyd George after the war.[footnoteRef:23] Gregory argues that Lloyd George's description of war enthusiasm should be treated with a great deal of caution.[footnoteRef:24] He warns that Lloyd George was attempting to defend himself after the war, particularly from accusations that 'old men sacrificed the young'.[footnoteRef:25]  [22:    A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p10. ]  [23:    A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p10. ]  [24:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p10. ]  [25:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p10. ] 

Gregory makes the argument that the descriptions concerning mass war enthusiasm do not cover the whole country, in fact most of the country does not provide any descriptions of this apparent enthusiasm.[footnoteRef:26] Gregory supports his argument by providing evidence of events around the country that display a complete lack of enthusiasm for war with the rest of Europe. One of the best examples used by Gregory is the events around the mines in South Wales just after Britain had declared war on Germany.[footnoteRef:27] The government had asked the miners to return from work from their holidays, however, Gregory points out that only one hundred of the eleven thousand workers actually returned to work.[footnoteRef:28] Gregory also points out that many of the Welsh newspapers were glaringly anti-war in their headlines.  [26:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p11.]  [27:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p11.]  [28:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p11. ] 

Gregory makes every attempt to disagree with every aspect concerning war enthusiasm, providing no argument to support the idea. As a source, The Last Great War can be treated with a great deal of respect. Gregory uses a wide variety of primary and secondary sources to back up a well-reasoned argument. 
Another more modern historical work that disagrees with Marwick's statement on war enthusiasm is The pity of War by Nial Ferguson.[footnoteRef:29] Ferguson argues that there is a myth concerning war enthusiasm, and that it exists for almost all of the European nations that joined the war that summer, not just for Britain.[footnoteRef:30] Ferguson argues that war enthusiasm did exist to some extent, but it was not nearly as wide spread or common as has come to be believed.[footnoteRef:31] He acknowledges that crowds may have existed when war was declared, 'but to describe their mood as simply one of enthusiasm or euphoria is misleading.'[footnoteRef:32] Ferguson also makes points that are not made in The Last Great War. He argues that many of the politicians that publicly supported the declaration of war, privately had grave misgivings about the declaration.[footnoteRef:33] He quotes private accounts from both Grey and Asquith, both of whom seemed deeply troubled and upset about the declaration of war.[footnoteRef:34] The Pity Of War is a far more modern piece than The Deluge, as it was first published in 1998. Ferguson makes some good arguments that have been backed up by sources. In this argument at least, Ferguson appears to be accurate and reasoned.  [29:   N Ferguson, 1914-1918. ‘The Pity of War’ (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1998).]  [30:   N Ferguson, 1914-1918. ‘The Pity of War’ (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1998) p177.]  [31:   N Ferguson, 1914-1918. ‘The Pity of War’ (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1998) p177.]  [32:   N Ferguson, 1914-1918. ‘The Pity of War’ (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1998) p177.]  [33:   N Ferguson, 1914-1918. ‘The Pity of War’ (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1998) p177.]  [34:   N Ferguson, 1914-1918. ‘The Pity of War’ (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1998) p178. ] 

The final historical text that will be used to counter Marwick's statement concerning war enthusiasm is A Kingdom United: Popular Responses to the Outbreak of the First World War by Catriona Pennell.[footnoteRef:35] Pennell supports Gregory's argument that the idea of war enthusiasm was spread by certain people who needed to defend themselves after the war. Pennell states that David Lloyd George defended himself by saying that 'he believed that it was these hysterical masses that had demanded war against Germany whilst British statesmen did their best to keep the country neutral.'[footnoteRef:36] Pennell also supports the arguments made by Ferguson when she admits that crowds supporting the declaration of war did exist.[footnoteRef:37] However, she also points out that they were few, and there were also many crowds of people that opposed the war declaration. Pennell does conclude by stating that there was overall support for the war across Britain. But it was not the mass war enthusiasm that has been propagated, but rather a carefully thought out support of a people that believed there was no other option.[footnoteRef:38] Pennell gives a thought provoking opinion that supports the arguments made by both Gregory and Ferguson, however, she fails to fully support her arguments with primary sources.  [35:  C Pennell, Popular Responses to the Outbreak of the First World War in Britain and Ireland. 'A Kingdom United' (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).]  [36:   C Pennell. 'A Kingdom United' (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) p3.]  [37:   C Pennell. 'A Kingdom United' (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) p3.]  [38:   C Pennell. 'A Kingdom United' (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) p4.] 

One of the main arguments that frequently comes up in opposition to the idea of war enthusiasm is the behaviour of the trade unions during the war. In Home Fronts by John Williams it is mentioned that the people of Britain made an effort to 'banish internal differences and unite dissenting elements in a common bond of loyalty'.[footnoteRef:39] However, in the case of the trade unions, this appears not to be true. In the book The First World War in British History it is mentioned that the Munitions of War Act suspended trade union rules in all munitions factories for the rest of the war.[footnoteRef:40] In Britain and the First World War an explanation of this is given.[footnoteRef:41] There was a growing discontent throughout the working class of Britain during the war. This discontent came about due to many issues such as wages, working conditions and the use of women in factories. In The Last Great War Gregory mentions how the government made strikes in the workplace illegal, however, they still happened.[footnoteRef:42] This is not the sign of a country showing a great deal of war enthusiasm. This shows a people suffering and unhappy with the conditions handed to them by the war. [39:    J Williams. ‘The Home Fronts’ (London: Constable and Company Limited, 1972) p18.]  [40:   Arnold E. ‘The First World War in British History’ (London: Hodder Headline PLC, 1995) p54.]  [41:   Turner J. ‘Britain and the First World War’ (London: Unwin Hyman Ltd, 1988) p94.]  [42:   A Gregory. ‘The Last Great War’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p32.] 

In conclusion, it is clear that the theory of war enthusiasm in Britain at any point in the war is a myth. Marwick is a well-respected historian and his work in The Deluge shows a great deal of knowledge in this subject. Marwick's theory comes from primary sources and is supported by the views of other historians. However, many more contemporary historians completely disagree with Marwick over the issue of war enthusiasm. Gregory, Ferguson and Pennell all provide varying views to the counter argument. They point out how war enthusiasm was present throughout the country, and Gregory in particular uses a great array of primary sources that completely back up this argument. They also prove that certain politicians pushed the war enthusiasm idea as much as they could, in order to protect themselves from accusations after the war. Ferguson perfectly proves that even the politicians themselves did not show enthusiasm for war when in private. It can be argued that some enthusiasm for the war did occur in Britain when war was first declared. Crowds cheering in support of war did exist (although many protests also took place). Pennell sums up this fact by stating that throughout Britain there was a grim determination in Britain to fight this war, as they deemed there was little other option. However, there certainly was not any 'marked enthusiasm for the outbreak of war'.[footnoteRef:43] Overall, it is clear that while Marwick did use some primary source data to support his statement, he failed to look deep enough. Marwick supported the traditional idea of war enthusiasm, without fully exploring the not so traditional idea of war enthusiasm being a complete myth.  [43:  A Marwick. ‘The Deluge’ (London: The Bodley Head Ltd, 1965) p309.] 
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