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A review of 
Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War by Professor Gerard J. DeGroot
Published by Longman Limited, 1996.
This is not an overly academic piece of work that excludes all but wars’ big guns; it is aimed at and written for the student.  It may not appeal to the strategist or a student of politics, but it does offer a sign post for those who are unsure of which way to go.  As Gerard DeGroot says in the introduction, it is a ‘social history’ of Britain during the Great War, looking at every-day lives of every-day people.  It gives a relatively up to date analysis of the decades preceding, and years during and after the Great War 1914 – 1918.  Like Adrian Gregory’s The Last Great War: British Society and the First World War it captures the mood of British people placing war in the human theatre rather than on the front line. Gregory digs deeper into the human element but DeGroot gives a better explanation of where Britain stood on the world stage prior to the event. 
The impressive bibliography is a testament to DeGroot’s extensive research and is set out in a format that is simple, straight forward.  It includes more recent journal articles as well, giving a view of the twentieth and twenty first century from the minds of modern academics.  The author pulls from a wide range of sources including poetry and extracts from the memoirs of ordinary people, deviating from the usual record of battles won and numbers killed to one that tells the story of human victories and suffering at home. 
DeGroot appreciates that not all books on the Great War fill the needs of the reader.  He acknowledges Arthur Marwick’s The Deluge as the most dominant and enduring work on the Great War at the time of its publication but says that after thirty years the subject was ready for an overhaul.  While he gives compliment to Trevor Wilson on his The Myriad Faces of War, from which he derives useful information, he felt the sheer size of the book may be off putting for most students.  This book, the author hopes, has enough references to the work of ‘specialist historians’ to encourage a student keen on one topic to more focused study. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  G. J., DeGroot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War (New York: Longman, 1996) Pg. xii.] 

DeGroot argues that in 1914, Britain was not militarily prepared for all-out war and she had no concept of it.  He agrees with Adrian Gregory, the British were fundamentally ‘liberal, Christians’ who had no intention of sacrificing her manpower and intended carrying on as normal, as all good traditionalists do, [footnoteRef:2]  and it was this attitude, says DeGroot that won the war,  [footnoteRef:3]  and in any case, Britain was a peaceful nation, she did not want to go to war. [footnoteRef:4]  [2:  A. Gregory, The Last War: British Society and the First World War (Cambridge University Press, 2008) E-Book, available at https://play.google.com/books/reader [accessed 6th November 2017] Pg. 12.]  [3:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 12.]  [4:  Ibid. Pg. 18.] 

The lead up to the Great War saw a Britain who was not particularly concerned by Germany with whom she had amicable relations; Britain’s worry was Russia, who she feared would involve herself with India and interfere in the middle east. Britain hoped that with Russia and Japan battling it out for imperial supremacy both would stay out of the Persian Gulf. [footnoteRef:5] In DeGroot’s opinion the British felt secure with her mighty Empire bolstering her up, unaware that it was her sheer size that made her vulnerable.  Industrially she was beginning to weaken from threats of the rise of industrialisation in the United States and Germany; she was no longer able to sustain herself either, much of the produce she needed to keep an empire of her size was imported. [footnoteRef:6]  Britain was set in her ways too; she was comfortable in her Victorian shoes and intended putting them back on after the war.  [footnoteRef:7] [5:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 4.]  [6:  Ibid. Pg. 6.]  [7:  Ibid. Pg. 13.] 

While advancements in technology improved living standards and made life more bearable the changes of war were responsible for the huge social shift in Britain merging the classes through the sale of the large estates.  [footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Ibid. Pg. 291.] 



Gerard J. DeGroot.
Born in the United States but lecturing history at the University of St. Andrews, Professor Gerard J. DeGroot has published fourteen books to date, one of which is the prize winning The Bomb: A life. As expected from someone with his credentials, DeGroot draws on the work of the most highly regarded experts in the field of the Great War.  
A country unprepared.
The sheer magnitude of what was occurring shocked mainstream Britain.  Militarily she was weak placing heavy reliance on her powerful navy which is where DeGroot feels problems arose.  It was, he claimed, the fault of her archaic army leaders who felt that Britain would always win through any argument on character alone, so it was unnecessary to change anything militarily.  [footnoteRef:9] It did not occur to anyone that this battle was not going to assimilate the previous colonial wars she was accustomed to winning. [footnoteRef:10]   [9:    DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 30.]  [10:  Ibid. Pg. 17.] 

The army was just too small, a fraction the size of Germany’s, to do anything other than supply token protection to the British Isles, anything more was impossible as the bulk of her manpower was spent policing the Empire. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Ibid. Pg. 14.] 

The comfort of Victorian living.
Britain enjoyed her Victorian lifestyle.  However, DeGroot feels that while up until now she had done a sterling job as a peace-keeper, relying on diplomacy for getting her out of trouble, she had no desire to get into a scuffle with any of her neighbours because she realised she just did not have the power to overcome any of them on a battle field.  Even when the time came, she had such confidence in herself that she believed that as a ‘just war,’ justice would prevail, seeing a return to her pre-war Victorian morals, where she felt most comfortable. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid. Pg. 13.] 

A country at war.
When the realisation of what was going to happen had sunk in, Britain was not ready, and an army was cobbled together.  However, when it became apparent that this would not be enough, the country experienced a massive surge of volunteers in the late summer of 1914.  This encouraging display was something DeGroot puts down to national pride [footnoteRef:13]  and Gregory to persuasion, even from the pulpit.  [footnoteRef:14] [13:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 49. ]  [14:  Gregory, The Last Great War (2008) Pg. 43.] 

The establishment was decidedly naïve when it came to matters of the military, thinking that the type of war in which she was about to become embroiled in would be like a gentlemanly game of cricket. DeGroot feels that some of the problem was that military leaders were made up of well-educated men from the upper classes of society; while well trained, they had not experienced this type of warfare for nearly a century. [footnoteRef:15]  In addition to this, he says, the attraction of deviation from the complexities of home issues such as the Irish question was a welcome distraction. [footnoteRef:16]    [15:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 3.]  [16:  Ibid. Pg. 2.] 

Resistant to change.
DeGroot believed that one of the problems that Britain was averse to, was that war was going to change the system that had kept her going for the last century.  By adopting the ‘business as usual policy’ she thought that she could avoid what was staring her in the face.  Business could not go on as usual because man-power was needed in Europe on the front, depleting the workforce at home.  Men could not be in two places at once meaning that the employment of women to replace them would be necessary, recognising the value of women in industry. [footnoteRef:17]  The business of women in meaningful employment, supporting the war effort did not fit with the ‘business as usual’ ethos; even women activists were surprised by the response, seeing women in a supporting role only.  [footnoteRef:18] [17:  Ibid. Pg. 127.]  [18:  Ibid. Pg. 127.] 



Peace on the streets.
DeGroot agrees with some that war was good for the country as it heralded an era of relative calm at home.  The crime rate went down, something that could be attributed to conditions on alcohol sales and the new-found employment of criminals as soldiers.  Living conditions improved for the poor with women now being wage earners.  The country found its streets being cleaned up, although people were now under the glare of the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) thereby losing their right to freedom so to speak; Stricter control was placed on the people of Britain to ensure the police had as little to do as possible on the domestic front.  It did mean that Britain was a safer place to live even though one could now find themselves in trouble for such heinous crimes as throwing rice at weddings. [footnoteRef:19] [19:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 141.] 

War was not for everyone and the country saw a peace rally in Trafalgar Square with large numbers of pacifists, socialists and feminists among the crowd but DeGroot argues that when the chips were down the country united except for some extreme hardliners.  The trade unions who had previously been actively anti-war, backed down, lending support to the government.  Some however, managed a compromise: The Union of Democratic Control for example gave support while making moves towards peacetime negotiations. [footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ibid. Pg.143 – 144.] 

Strength and weakness.
This book neatly chapters the whole episode from pre-war Britain to the aftermath, legacy and what the author sees as a decline in the traditions that Britain before the war relied on to see her through.  [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Ibid Pg. 333.] 

The strengths of this book show the human element and he manages to pick out some anecdotes that leave you wondering whether it is because of his wry sense of humour or whether he is being sarcastic.  The author, in his introduction eludes to research of a human nature with tantalising stories that he was unable to or had no room to publish.  Despite the enormity of the politics behind the war, while they are in no way overlooked, it is a refreshing read for someone more interested in people than politics to read about the lives of the ordinary British person at war.  Not only the human element but the condition of the country and how its industrial and empirical history evolved, being intricately woven into Britain before the war.
As a social history DeGroot could have made better use of the newspapers as did Adrian Gregory, because love them or hate them, newspapers gauge the mood of the country even when the mood is controlled by those same newspapers. [footnoteRef:22] This book left no question about the political leanings of the author: The last chapter of the final paragraph was disappointing as he launched himself at the reader, suggesting that the state of the country in 1996 was the fault of the Briton, due to their own ‘cultural superiority.’ [footnoteRef:23]  Admittedly he addressed this in his introduction of back in Blighty: The British at Home in World War One, putting it down to the ‘emotion’ he felt at the political uncertainty of the time. [footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Gregory. A., The Last Great War (2008) Pg. 52 – 78.]  [23:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 333.]  [24:  G. J., DeGroot, Back in Blighty: The British at Home in World War One (London: Vintage Books, 2014) E-Book, available at https://play.google.com/books/reader [accessed 10th November, 2017] Pg. 8.] 

This is a book that should be read by anyone with an interest in the social history surrounding the Great War.  Professor DeGroot was asked to write specifically for the undergraduate student and it is easy to see why.  His writing style is unstuffy, informal, readable and frank, making the book appealing to anyone let alone the student.  The use of primary sources offers a peak into the actual lives of the people who lived this drama and the hardships they endure, encouraging further and deeper research.  It goes a great way to educate the uneducated on what condition Britain was in at the time, and how it reacted to total war in Europe.  It is this type of work that could sway a student, unsure of where their interests lay, to further exploration and to question what most people assume to be an actuality; that the general-public were hugely supportive of war at the outset but by the end were heartily sick of it.  
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A successful weapon?  
Today the use of advertising is mainstream on television, radio, in the press and in social media is the backbone of business worldwide.  The intense bombardment of the use of propaganda was so successful during the Great War that it’s use shaped the future for advertising as a marketing tool.  [footnoteRef:25] [25:  C. Moore, Propaganda Prints: A History of Art in the Service of Social and Political Change (London: A & C   Black, 2010) Pg. 113.] 

As almost all people across the classes were literate by 1914,[footnoteRef:26] posters were an effective means of conveying a message during the Great War. It was a successful form of weaponry deployed by both sides and all over the world.  [footnoteRef:27]   [26:  M. Sanderson, Education and Economic Decline in Britain, 1870 to the 1990s (Cambridge University Press, 1999) Pg. 4.]  [27:  G. J. DeGroot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War (London: Longman, 1996) Pg. 175.] 

On 5th August 1914, the day after Britain declared war on Germany, Lord Herbert Kitchener accepted the post of Secretary of State for War.  As an experienced military man, Field-Marshall Kitchener knew that the war was not going to be short lived, predicting that it would take several years for peace to descend over Europe once again.  He understood that although the British Army as it stood, was made up of well-trained men, the numbers would be incapable of withstanding the total war that Britain was about to find herself in. [footnoteRef:28]  [28:  ‘Women of Britain say “Go!”’, British Library, World War One [online] available at https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/women-britain-say-go [accessed 3rd November, 2017.] 

The Question of Recruitment 
Issues of manpower had long been a matter of debate; troops were needed in Europe while labour was needed on the home front. The government wanted to avoid conscription while Kitchener was calling for more volunteers.  The numbers coming forward were proving unreliable.  Figures between September 1914 and July 1915 peaked and troughed dramatically. [footnoteRef:29] [29: 
 I.F.W Beckett, The Nation in Arms, 1914 – 1918 (Manchester University Press, 1985) Pg. 8. ] 

To skirt around compulsory enlistment the government formed the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee (PRC)  [footnoteRef:30] who had at their disposal several methods by which they could encourage people to volunteer rather than be forced to enlist.  [footnoteRef:31] The PRC as well as private organizations used widespread production of posters designed to appeal to men, women and businesses. [footnoteRef:32]  [30:  C. Moore, Propaganda Prints, (2010) Pg. 106.]  [31:  DeGroot, Blighty. (1996) Pg. 176.]  [32:  J. Taylor, Your Country Needs You: The Secret History of the Propaganda Poster (Glasgow: Saraband, 2013)         Pg. 10.
] 

However, there were powerful calls for conscription from within the establishment.  On 16th August 1915, the owner of the Daily Mail, Lord Northcliffe published a manifesto calling for a national service where every fit man should automatically be enlisted for work abroad or at home; [footnoteRef:33] This did not echo the mood of the entire country  [footnoteRef:34] many of the Liberal government including the Prime Minister Herbert Asquith were resisting conscription.  However, a partial compromise was agreed with the introduction of the National Register [footnoteRef:35] calling for men and women between the ages of fifteen and sixty-five to register their status.  [footnoteRef:36]  The next stage in the recruiting effort was the Derby Scheme, rolled out by Lord Derby himself in his role as Director General of Recruiting. Men between the ages of 18 and 41 were invited to and placed into groups according to their age, profession and marital status; the men would then await the call when a place was available. [footnoteRef:37] The pressure to enlist was beginning to raise eyebrows in organisations where the workforce was predominately male.  Employers were concerned about how they would manage if their entire staff were to leave in one go, while wishing to be supportive of the war effort.  [footnoteRef:38] [33:  ‘A Manifesto’ , Daily Mail,  August 16th 1915, Pg. 5 [online] available at http://find.galegroup.com/dmha/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId=DMHA&userGroupName=nlw_ttda&tabID=T003&docPage=article&searchType=BasicSearchForm&docId=EE1865907568&type=multipage&contentSet=LTO&version=1.0 [accessed November 4th 2017].
]  [34: ]  [35:  R.J.Q, Adams, Asquith’s Choice: The May Coalition and the Coming of Conscription, 1915 – 1916’ Journal of British Studies, Vol. 25, No. 3 (July 1986), 243 – 262 [online] available at http://www.jstor.org/stable/175463 [accessed November 3rd 2017].]  [36:  Ibid.]  [37:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 94.]  [38:  Internal memo of William’s Deacons Bank dated 17th November, 1915, RBS Remembers 1914 – 1918, RBS Remembers, The Derby Scheme [online] available at  https://www.rbsremembers.com/remembers/our-people/on-active-service/the-derby-scheme.html [accessed November 3rd 2017].] 





A subtle call to arms – Be Honest with Yourself
As the poster was a useful and successful tool in the recruitment process, many designs were published and distributed. [footnoteRef:39] The intention was to engage with the public and deliver a message, usually to encourage volunteering by influencing the viewer with carefully chosen words and pictures. [39:  DeGroot, Blighty (1996) Pg. 176.] 

Many accredit the ‘Be Honest with Yourself’ poster to V. Soutril, the apparent signatory on the poster although there seems some doubt about it as the signature is illegible.  This example was published by the Parliamentary Recruitment Office. [footnoteRef:40] Because the text quotes Lord Kitchener’s recruiting speech at the Mansion House on 9th July 1915  [footnoteRef:41]  it can be dated in the last half of 1915. [40:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Be Honest with Yourself’ Collections [online] available at http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/25057 [accessed 4th November 2017].]  [41:  H.D Davray, Lord Kitchener: His Work and His Prestige (London: T.Fisher Unwin Ltd, 1917) Pg. 88. ] 

This poster shows four soldiers in silhouette, positioning a gun which is possibly aimed at the plane flying overhead.  The scene implies that the soldiers are working together with a common cause.  The tilt of their hats suggests the cheery disposition that the British Tommy was associated with.  One of the soldiers is saluting presumably to demonstrate pride. The background is an attention grabbing blue sky with white clouds, depicting a perfect day.  This poster however, was published after the second battle of Ypres when vast amounts of liquid gas were released by the Germans. [footnoteRef:42]  A poster showing men dying from poisoning, unable to breathe while being enveloped by a green mist, would not have enticed men to join up; they may have been influenced by pressure at home to stay there.   [42:   Imperial War Museum, ‘Podcast 13, Gas Attack at Ypres,’ War and Conflict [online] available at http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/podcasts/voices-of-the-first-world-war/podcast-13-gas-attack-at-ypres [accessed 4th November 2017].] 

This poster was aimed at an audience of men who had not yet enlisted.  Whilst being visually appealing it was designed to prick the conscience with the use of guilt and doubt inducing words.  It asks men to be “honest” with themselves, accuses them of being “selfish” and doubts the authenticity of their reasons for having so far avoided signing up. There was nowhere that the propaganda cannon did not set its sights, women and children were subjected to its power also.  ‘Women of Britain say “Go!” published by the Imperial Maritime League in 1915 depicts a woman, stoically wrapping her arms around her children while watching father marching away, through a window. [footnoteRef:43] No one is pretending to her that life at home is going to be easy, but she is needed there to hold it all together.   [43:  The British Library, ‘Women of Britain Say “Go!”,’ World War One Collections [online] available at https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/women-britain-say-go [accessed 5th November, 2017].] 

There is no doubt that despite some claiming that the use of propaganda did not win the war it did nevertheless provide a platform for the future of advertising by ‘manipulation.’ The power of the newspapers acknowledged its war time success by championing its post war utilization at the ‘Paris Peace Conference.’ [footnoteRef:44]  We are unwitting victims to propaganda every day of our lives, from newspapers, television, magazines and social media, whether it be in advertising or fake news.  The more cynical of us may flick through without a second glance but there is no doubt for the majority it is still a powerful method of brainwashing. [44:  Messinger, G.,’An Inheritance Worth Remembering: The British Approach to Official Propaganda During the First World War’ Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, Vol. 13, No. 2, June 1993, Pg. 117 [online] available at http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/detail/detail?vid=0&sid=dd150ff3-9067-4968-91a8-f0326c305c72%40sessionmgr120&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=9511060884&db=hus [accessed on 4th November, 2017].] 
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