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Q. 5. It has been stated that the process of remembrance and commemoration in Britain was an agent for order and contentment following World War One. Discuss with reference to the political and social situation in the post-war years and the discourse in more recent years between historians of the conflict.

Standing at a local war memorial during the two-minute silence, or watching television coverage of Remembrance Sunday in 2019, would the population of 1919 Britain think us respectful or ridiculous? As the essay title states, some believe the ceremony was just a method for ‘promoting order and contentment following World War One’ (WW1). Or, it may have been the Government’s cynical way of trying to maintain pre-war hierarchies by placating the populace with a few expensive memorials. If the clock could be wound back to ask them, the truth is more likely to be that most people in Britain just wanted to honour and remember their dead, whether in private or with national monuments. The aim of this work is to discuss the promoting of ‘order and contentment’[footnoteRef:1], referring to the social and political climate in the years after WW1. Debate on the subject between modern historians will also be referred to.  For the purpose of this work, only British remembrance and commemoration is addressed. [1:  Pertaining to the essay title.] 

Before the discussion starts, some statistics to illustrate the loss suffered during the 1914-18 war:
· Worldwide - 10 million soldiers dead, 20 million wounded, 8 million severely wounded[footnoteRef:2]. [2: D Reynolds, D, The Long Shadow The Great War and the Twentieth Century (London: Simon & Schuster UK Limited, 2013) P.210.] 

· Britain and the Commonwealth – total casualties 3,190,235, those killed and died of wounds 908,371[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Encyclopaedia Britannica (n.d) Killed, Wounded, and Missing. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-missing ] 

· Influenza killed 140,989 civilians in Britain in 1919[footnoteRef:4]. [4: 
 A. Marwick, The Deluge British Society and the First World War Open University Set Book (London: The MacMillan Press Ltd,1965) p.257.] 

Huge numbers of mostly men, children and women dead, soldiers and civilians; it was inevitable Government intervention would occur[footnoteRef:5]. Great political and social changes had also happened during the conflict, it is these changes that are addressed first. [5:  Today this may be called a national emergency, how a modern Government would deal with the same situation is impossible to say.] 

	On the 11th November 1918, the Allied Powers and Germany signed an armistice in France, the war was over[footnoteRef:6]. King George and family appeared on the balcony at Buckingham Palace, while the crowd sang rousing songs; ‘Tipperary’ and ‘Land of Hope and Glory’[footnoteRef:7]. In Ipswich the church bells rang as the Mayor read a telegram from the balcony of the Swan public house[footnoteRef:8]. The next day despite many of the Liberal MPs in the coalition being opposed to it, David Lloyd George called an election[footnoteRef:9], the Government of almost ten years was at an end[footnoteRef:10]. In February of 1918, perhaps in anticipation of winning votes after the war, ‘The Representation of People Act had been passed. This gave the vote to all men over the age of twenty-one, and women above the age of thirty who met specific property qualifications[footnoteRef:11]. As a result, it almost trebled the franchise in Britain, from 7.7 million to 21.4 million[footnoteRef:12], thus dramatically changing the electoral landscape from that of the pre-war one. Liberal Lloyd George, and Conservative Andrew Bonar Law, issued ‘tokens’ to prospective candidates supporting a coalition[footnoteRef:13]; the election was held on the 14th December with the count delayed until the 28th.       [6:  U.K. Parliament (2018) House of Lords Library Armistice of November 1918: Centenary. Available at: https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/LLN-2018-0112 ]  [7:  Marwick, The Deluge, p.260.]  [8:  Moynihan, M, (ed.) People at War 1914-1918 (London: A David & Charles Military Book, 1973) p.214.]  [9:  J. Paxman, Great Britain’s Great War. (London: Penguin, 2014) p.269.]  [10:  Marwick, The Deluge, p.261.]  [11:  U.K. Parliament (n.k) 1918 Representation of the People Act. Available at: https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/case-study-the-right-to-vote/the-right-to-vote/birmingham-and-the-equal-franchise/1918-representation-of-the-people-act/
]  [12:  A useful piece of background reading from the National Archives. Available at http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/aftermath/brit_after_war.htm ]  [13:  Marwick, The Deluge, p.262.] 

A coalition of Lloyd George’s Liberals and Bonar Law’s Conservative and Unionist Party became the new Government of the day. Asquith’s Liberals were in the minority and the Labour party Her Majesty’s opposition[footnoteRef:14].  Paxman in his 2014 book ‘Great Britain’s Great War’, calls this election the ‘khaki election’ [footnoteRef:15] [footnoteRef:16], an apt analogy; its main premise was to build ‘a country fit for heroes to live in’[footnoteRef:17]. Lloyd George would be a celebrity orator today: [14:  Marwick, The Deluge, p.265.]  [15:  J. Paxman, J, Great Britain’s Great War (London: Penguin, 2014).]  [16:  Although not an academic book, this is well researched and gives an easy to read general history of the war.]  [17:  J. Paxman, Great Britain’s Great War, p.270.] 

He could talk the esoteric code of political intrigue, but, far more importantly, he was fluent in the language of sacrifice. It distinguished him from his colleagues and rivals ………..a full throated orchestra rehearsed in Welsh revivalism[footnoteRef:18]. [18: A.  Gregory, The Last Great War British Society and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) p.152.] 

School leaving age was now fourteen rather than twelve, a new Education Act had been pushed through just before the election, 1919 a Ministry of Health was created. A Housing and Town Planning Act, also passed in 1919, was going to build half a million homes in three years, this was never achieved[footnoteRef:19]. Not of particular relevance to the discussion, but still a good quote, the Government’s lack of cash after the war could have been different says Paxman:  [19:  J. Paxman, Great Britain’s Great War, p.270.] 

If only he devoted to it the energy he had bought to the war effort and to selling off peerages and baronetcies through his swindler friend Maundy Gregory[footnoteRef:20]. [20:  J. Paxman, Great Britain’s Great War, p.270.] 

A new Government with many problems to address; how to pay for the war, what to do with three and three quarter million demobbed men needing employment and prevent inflation[footnoteRef:21] to name a few. Demobbed men needed work, the factories needed the men, the men were slow in being released from the Forces, no men and the factories were unable to return to non-war production quickly enough, inflation happens. Plans for demobilization began in 1916, it was to be orderly as prescribed by the ‘Demobilization Sub-committee of the Cabinet Reconstruction Committee.[footnoteRef:22] It had not started until three weeks after 11th November and was somewhat haphazard, leading to a disorderly release of men. Churchill became head of the War Ministry to sort out the problems of some minor rioting by British troops, and the mutterings of unhappy industrialists[footnoteRef:23].  There were letters to The Times as early as January 1919 with Birmingham City Council complaining about: [21: G. DeGroot, Back in Blighty The British at Home in World War 1 2nd Ed. (London: Vintage, 2014) p.327. ]  [22:  Marwick, The Deluge, p.266.]  [23:  G. DeGroot, Back in Blighty, p.330.] 

The incapacity, circumlocution, and general disorder with which the question of demobilization is being dealt with by government departments, leading to general dislocation of business and great disadvantages to the men[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Marwick, The Deluge, p.270.] 

The women who had ‘soldiered’ at home in the factories, on public transport, civil service, education, and working as land girls would have to leave their employment for the men to return to; resentment was common.[footnoteRef:25] Many of the women had previously been employed in domestic service, it has been estimated that by the end of the war 400,000 less were working in private homes[footnoteRef:26]. Strikes by civilian workers, (most of the information relates to the miners and shipbuilders), in 1918 was estimated at six million days[footnoteRef:27]. Reynold’s gives figures of just under 35 million days in 1919 and 29 million in 1920; he states it was due to the increased membership of Trade Unions, 8.3 million by 1920, close to 50% of all workers[footnoteRef:28]. In 1919 Lloyd George’s coalition Government, during a period where the economy was shrinking, reduced working hours by half a day – six and a half hours. Pay rises were given the go ahead, ‘workers were demanding not revolution but recompense for victory’; strike action rather than politically motivated, was economic[footnoteRef:29].  [25:  I am unable to reference for this statement as there is a dearth of reliable evidence. I have used recollections from Grandmothers, elderly Aunts and friends who talked about it during the 1960s.]  [26:  A.  Gregory, The Last Great War British Society and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) p.289.]  [27:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.288.]  [28: D. Reynolds, The Long Shadow The Great War and the Twentieth Century (London: Simon & Schuster UK Limited, 2013) p.60.]  [29:  D. Reynolds, The Long Shadow, p.60-61.] 

	As a result of the carnage in the worlds’ theatres of war, many men from middle class backgrounds had risen rapidly through the ranks. The rate of attrition amongst officers was high, most of them were from the upper echelons of society, educated at public schools to serve the country and Empire[footnoteRef:30]. During the war they were officers but perhaps not quite gentlemen, after demobilization what was their status to be? They could either go back to old employment, if the job was still available, shrug shoulders and get on with life; or become bitter and get on with life. An interesting statistic given by Paxman is that ‘by 1918 four out of ten officers came from working- or lower-middle-class backgrounds………. warehousemen and porters, fishermen and former miners’[footnoteRef:31]. Gregory bluntly explains the loss of the sons of upper class thus, ‘In broad terms, the greater the wealth and status of an adult male in 1914, the greater his chances of dying in the war’[footnoteRef:32].  The higher the social strata the higher the chance of death, Oxford and Cambridge graduates had the highest chance, over ‘double the national average’[footnoteRef:33].  These stark figures had the effect of changing the face of some branches of the aristocracy; death duties and no son to inherit led to some estates being broken up and sold off[footnoteRef:34]. It’s possible that the close contact between men from all social classes in the conflict, gave them a better understanding of each other. Not all officers were merely ‘toffs’, working class men were not all uncouth and many had survived brutal poverty and working conditions at home. Obviously, this is only conjecture and cannot be proved one way or the other, but maybe some residual respect remained after the war. There was some redistribution of wealth between the top and lower rungs of the class ladder during the conflict; those who made money through renting lost money. Industrial workers’ wages increased when women could not fill vacancies. Demobilized men also came home with a small gratuity briefly enhancing the income of those at the lower end of the class system. De Groot reminds us that despite the subtle shifts in the redistribution of money, it did nothing to erase class barriers or making it easier for the ‘common man’ to pursue jobs at the top. Instead, ‘the gains and losses of various groups instead led to heightened consciousness among all classes. The conflict this engendered inhibited progress for society as a whole’[footnoteRef:35].  [30:  Although not referenced from an authority on this area, many films and books seen and read over the decades have left an impression about this. Also my Grandfather, a working class regular soldier, finished the war an officer due to ‘all those stupid sods with no common sense getting blown to smithereens’.]  [31:  J. Paxman, Great Britain’s Great War, p.283.]  [32:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.289-290.]  [33:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.289-290.]  [34:  My maternal grandfather worked as a labourer on a farm purchased by a farmer who acquired his land at auction, the vendor was unknown to grandfather.]  [35:  G. DeGroot, Back in Blighty, p.327. ] 

	Women’s position in society had been changed during the war as discussed earlier, during a national emergency they were good enough to replace men at work and act as nurses and medics behind the front line. Most of the Suffragist movement joined in the war effort, billeted men were looked after by the wives and mothers of those fighting. Post war life for most would resume to a version of their pre-war life. Although many had, as propaganda of the time stated, ‘the invaluable contribution, the ‘small case’ sacrifices, women were making to the national effort’; very few had made ‘The Supreme Sacrifice’[footnoteRef:36]. Lives were complex, it is difficult to appreciate how women of the era were categorized outside of the daughter, wife and mother role. Reading Gregory[footnoteRef:37] De Groot[footnoteRef:38], Paxman[footnoteRef:39] and Reynold’s[footnoteRef:40] more recent histories, compared to older works such as Marwick[footnoteRef:41], there is obvious differences in attitude to women. None of them can accurately comment how the women of 1918 felt at the sudden reversal of lifestyles.  [36:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.289-291.]  [37:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War.]  [38:  G. DeGroot, Back in Blighty.]  [39:  J. Paxman, Great Britain’s Great War.]  [40:  D. Reynolds, The Long Shadow.]  [41:  Marwick, The Deluge.] 

	The country appeared unstable; massive debts, a new coalition government, unemployment, the role of women and the class system was being questioned, lack of housing, the poverty of some of the working and non-working class needed to be dealt with[footnoteRef:42], Gregory likens conditions to ‘a contemporary third world slum[footnoteRef:43],  ripe for revolution perhaps? To suggest that remembering and commemorating the dead could bestow order and contentment on the population seems unlikely when first considered, but this assumption should be questioned. There was celebration at the cessation of war, but not for all; the war had ‘left upon too many hearths and homes its ineffaceable shadow’[footnoteRef:44]. Winter in his 2014 edition of ‘Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning’, believes that after the war, there was a worldwide preoccupation with putting the dead to rest by remembering and commemoration[footnoteRef:45]. Britain was just one of many countries trying to do the same, Gregory appears to disagree, as he thinks that ‘the institutions of commemoration which became so dominant in the inter-war Britain were responses to the needs of the bereaved……is a flawed logic……..a considerable majority of families were untouched by the loss of a close relative’[footnoteRef:46].  Fifty-two ‘Thankful Villages’ of England and Wales testify to this[footnoteRef:47], but at the same time they also illustrate how many were affected. ‘Grief is a state of mind; bereavement a condition’[footnoteRef:48], so it’s possible all the families who were grieving could not be consoled by the act of commemoration or a name on a war memorial[footnoteRef:49]. [42:  The poverty of some is difficult to comprehend in our society, to try and understand look at Maud Pember Reeves book compiled in 1913, it is not easy reading. Reeves, M, P, Round About a Pound a Week. (London: Persephone Books, 2008). (Facsimile of 1913 edition published by G. Bell & Sons).]  [43:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.278.]  [44:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.252.]  [45:  J, Winter, J, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p.28.]  [46:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.252.]  [47:  G. DeGroot, Back in Blighty, p.347.]  [48:  J. Winter, Sites of Memory, P.29.]  [49:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.253.] 

	Remembrance and commemoration ranges from private thought and devotions, through to the monumental statements of the Cenotaph, Thiepval, Tyne Cot and the Menin Gate. Plaques were placed in churches, schools, workplaces, on village hall walls, on hospital walls, money was raised to build memorials for the fallen all over the nation. Gregory as a modernist writer may well have been correct in his assumption that the Government were not acting on behalf of the bereaved[footnoteRef:50] after all. Before looking at this statement in greater detail, a look at Winter’s work on war memorials is relevant. During the war, memorials were put up where the dead had fallen (where they could mourn their dead), later in church and civic sites and finally into war graves. He sees this as a progression from ‘the heroic images of war’ to ‘ecumenical elements emphasizing the universality of loss’, finally embodying a more universal language and enduring achievement’[footnoteRef:51] [footnoteRef:52].  Private grief and the expression of it may have been difficult to express in a nation with a reputation, as now, for keeping a stiff upper lip. By its very nature each person had their own way of expressing grief, not sharing it with the nation. A person with money would expect to bring home their loved one, those without unable to countenance it. Back to Winter again who this time suggests; ‘The main dynamic of post-war commemoration was not therefore a straightforward product of familial grief but rooted in a concern for the proper acknowledgement of the losses of others[footnoteRef:53] [footnoteRef:54]. The dichotomy of private/public grief and memorialization is succinctly summed up by Catherine Moriarty’s in her essay; ‘Public remembrance was dependant on private memory, yet its ultimate objective was to mould and control the latter as a specific stabilized narrative which served to unify national memory[footnoteRef:55]. It is possible then, the Government were not trying to impose order, or make Britain’s population more content; but genuinely felt the need to acknowledge the sacrifice made by all.  [50:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War, p.252.]  [51:  J. Winter, Sites of Memory, P.79.]  [52:  I have paraphrased Winter’s words here for brevity.]  [53:  J. Winter, Sites of Memory, P.253.]  [54:  Winter’s book is the most useful research tool for this part of the discussion, well researched hence the frequent quotes.]  [55:  M, Evans, and Lunn, K, (eds.) War and Memory in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Berg, 1997) p.125.] 

	Huge amounts of money were spent on erecting monuments to commemorate the dead by the Government. The foremost architects and writers of the day were employed to design them, there is no record whether the survivors or bereaved were involved. In London the temporary wooden Cenotaph that was the centre of Armistice Day celebrations in 1919, was replaced with one of Portland stone for 1920, along with the addition of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. The gravestones of all British troops were accorded the same treatment, beautifully designed fields of rest, all ranks buried together, equality in death if not life. Money spent to assuage guilt at the horrific loss of life, a method to impose control, or just straight forward remembrance? The answer depends on whose book you read and your own political persuasions. Ferguson[footnoteRef:56] and Gregory[footnoteRef:57] tend to have less tolerant views about the loss of life, and rights and wrongs of the war than earlier writers such as Mosse[footnoteRef:58] and Marwick[footnoteRef:59].  [56:  N, Ferguson, The Pity of War (London: Penguin, 2009).]  [57:  A. Gregory, The Last Great War.]  [58:  G, Mosse, Fallen Soldiers Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990).]  [59:  Marwick, The Deluge.] 

	In conclusion, it is possible to argue the statement in the question for this essay either way. Depending on the reading list chosen, Britain did use ‘remembrance and commemoration as an agent for order and contentment post war’[footnoteRef:60]. It was an era of instability with a changing social and political climate which needed to be controlled. But, reviewing books written across four decades, this view should not be justified. If the first view is correct, why is Remembrance Day still broadcast, and many observe a two-minute silence? Inherited memory of the respect owed to those who died in WW1 is strong, respect for Government is not. [60:  See question at the beginning of the essay.] 
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