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The Royal British Legion: Women at War 100 Ceremony 2017

In July 2017, The National Memorial Arboretum hosted a ceremony commemorating the centenary of women at war in the British National Forces. As a daughter of a female officer serving in the RAF in the 1950s, I was invited to attend. At the start of the ceremony all guests were provided with a booklet outlining the order of events. I would like to revisit this event through this source material and attempt to establish how it interprets the heritage being represented. 
The booklet cover announces the ceremony as commemorating 100 years. Here value is arguably being attributed to a practice, place and people. A time scale has been constructed and a moment fetishized (Harris 1995). Dates are mathematical, but they can hold a sense of the mythical too, and 100 years of women at war is suggesting a new modernity by being used as a point of epoch transition. Whilst this is a possible attempt to normalize women at war by dividing the past into periods of time, thereby supressing differences, this western style of understanding could alternatively result in women being almost exoticized (Wilk 1985). By enshrining practices and objectifying people, it is possible to heighten the sense of alienation rather than normalize (Herzfeld 1991). As Herzfeld discusses, the battle over time is a battle over the possession of identity (ibid). I would agree with this assumption in that in this example, women’s identity has been assigned a certain degree of national possession through the use of time.
The booklet’s opening address is by Queen Elizabeth II, showing a photograph of her at Buckingham Palace with the royal crest and the Red Cross emblem. Nationalism is arguably being reaffirmed here by the use of state defining national identities and sites of belonging, taking the Eurocentric view that ‘state’ exists. (Wilk 1985). Emblemising is an exaggerated symbolising, which takes one element and makes it stand for the whole, here the whole nation, and in this opening address, Queen Elizabeth II discusses that she knows first-hand the roles of women in war, suggesting her as the assigned expert, the agent for the nation whose lives and beliefs are ‘interpreted’ through this event (ibid).
Next in the booklet comes a potted history of a century of women at war. Women’s roles evidently changed when they had to step in during WW1, and here we are provided with a succession of female armed forces ranks, corps and their associated dates. Their “vital and very varied tasks” are outlined, culminating in 2016 with the inclusion into “ground close combat” roles. “Within a 100 years, women have been fully integrated into the British Armed Forces” the narrative states. As a story of timeline continuity, this organises the forward course of the history, with national heritage holding strong authority when it comes to constructing a nation’s past and mapping out its future. I would agree with Jacknis that this style of rhetoric transforms the texture of the past, where heritage is “not preserved from development but for it”, (Bennett 1995:18). Whilst it is arguably the existing historical discourse that dictates the heritage communication decisions in this particular heritage source, the future trajectory is being projected as more of the same, and the wider rhetoric also shows the transformation of the views of the nation. MacCannell suggests that heritage draws the boundaries of modernity by exhibiting the past as they decide it, (MacCannell 1976). Through this timeline narrative, the booklet is arguably assisting a nation to constructs itself a collective social memory. However, seeing how much has changed for women in the armed forces laid out across the pages of the booklet reiterates to me that social memory is selective and in flux, with an altering narrative, (Williams 1963). I would suggest that this commemorative event is to reflect more on the journey to the ‘modern’ armed forces woman than on her past.
Following on from the historical timeline of women at war, there is a service, conducted by armed forces women, which includes a Tri Service Military Band, the laying of poppies and the positioning of a drumhead (ceremonial stacking of drums). Images of these events by recognisably uniformed personnel offer potent symbols of nationhood (West, Ansell 2010). This part of the publication held particular resonance with me. The language and imagery both guided and matched the expectations of my visit. Here the use of material culture to reinforce national pride and establish a collective memory was in my opinion well met, as was the attempt to create an authorised heritage discourse, “As in the case of all heritage objects, the practices and performances of people making uses of the objects constitute the real heritage” (Benson and Curtis 2010: 85). According to Boniface, heritage presentation needs to give heightened sensations, to see feel, hear and do, although I would assert here that there is a very fine line, as only if they are authentic will they help the visitor relate (Boniface 1993).
The final part of the booklet contains personal written accounts from women who have served in the armed forces. Letters home from 1918 and 1942, the high drama events in a trauma theatre on a warship in the Falklands war, and the transfer home of an injured female soldier from the Iraqi conflict. Here there is a particular emphasis on relating the authors of these extracts to the reader. The packing up of the injured soldier’s possessions for examples talks of fairy lights, magazines, Tag Heuer trainers, selfies and a pink duvet, against the backdrop of ongoing rifle assault and gunmen. Metaphor and analogies can find parallels making the alien seem familiar, emphasizing the commonalities and cultural universals, so the differences appear to be of degree rather than of kind (Wilk 1985). I would suggest that there a strong editorial narrative saying this belongs to you. Humanizing and homogenizing the past and using first person narratives allows both the past and the contemporary to become more accessible. (Gero, Root 1990). Familiarity makes the message easier to understand, although I sense here that this part of the booklet resonates more with my mother who experienced these events first hand. Her less romanticised view of the pride in attending to war demonstrates to me how meanings communicated through heritage can be contested by different groups, (Radcliffe, Westwood 1996).
At the end of the proceedings, the booklet offers guests the chance to make their own act of remembrance, with poppies given out to place at women’s memorials. With this we are offered the conclusion that heritage representation may be considered as an identity marker and distinguishing feature of a social group, and whilst there is often a subjective element, such ritualised events offer a common social memory and a common social identity. (Bessiere, J 1998). And in this case, I sense that the needs of both the audience of the booklet and the sponsors themselves, the British Legion, have had their needs met. By staying true to type, neither have sold themselves short. 
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