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Britain and the Great War: Portfolio
Book review: K. Jeffery, Ireland and the Great War, (University Press Cambridge: Cambridge, 2000).
Keith Jeffery’s book, Ireland and the Great War, is based on his Lee Knowles Lectures of 1998, and examines Ireland’s experience of the First World War and the impacts the conflict had upon Ireland itself. The lectures, which are traditionally delivered by leading academics on subjects of military history undoubtedly took the theme of Irish issues due to the Good Friday Agreement being reached in the same year. The focus of the book lies not solely in the military actions of the Irish forces however, but instead in Ireland’s relationship with the conflict and its significance in Irish history. Unlike in the rest of the British Isles, Ireland was never subject to conscription, which makes the country’s political, social and cultural interaction with the war more complex. The years during and directly following the First World War were a time of significant change in Ireland which saw it gain its independence from Britain and plunge into Civil War. This has resulted in political issues becoming intertwined with the conflict, from initial attitudes, through to ways in which the war is remembered today. This review will discuss the book’s overall structure and key ideas, provide an in depth analysis of specific arguments presented throughout the book, and finally an assessment of this source as an academic aid. 
The book is divided into the following four chapters: Obligation, which primarily discusses motivations for joining up and the attitudes of different political factions to the conflict; Participation, this details the actions and battles of the Irish regiments along with how the 1916 rebellion interacted with the conflict; Imagination, an examination of the ways in which the war was represented by Irish artists, musicians and writers and the impact the war had upon both individuals and artistic styles; and Commemoration which discusses a variety of national and local methods of commemoration and highlights the way in which this has been a politically sensitive issue. The main chapters are followed by a biographical essay which discussed other scholarship on the topic of Ireland and Great War which is useful for expanding upon the information and views of this book. 
The author’s main argument regarding the importance of the First World War, is that by viewing events in Ireland alongside the war, as opposed to as separate issues, has the effect that ‘the Great War itself becomes the single most central experience of twentieth-century Ireland’. The course of the argument draws on a variety of events within the conflict, and the impact this had upon the changing Ireland is discussed. Examples of this include the Easter Rising of 1916, which was complicated by Ireland’s involvement in the Great War, since people felt that ‘there were far too many Dubliners fighting with Irish regiments for the population to feel that this was the right moment to embarrass England’. Lee supports and expands upon this suggesting that ‘the most prevalent rumour in Dublin was that the Rising was part of, or the immediate prelude to, a German invasion’, demonstrating how the war was influential in altering people’s attitudes to the developing nationalist movement.
 Furthermore, in referring to the death tolls, the Great War is indeed the most significant event in this period of Irish history, with ‘49,000 Irish dead of the Great War’ compared to ‘the War of Independence and Civil War, whose combined death toll was less than one-sixth of that number’.
 It could be regarded to some extent however that the author is manipulating events to fit his viewpoint, since the war was evidently connected to these events, but to make a direct link of causation and effect is possibly a presumption too far. Regardless of whether or not the war represents ​the defining moment of Irish history however, it did undeniably have a long impact in Ireland shown by the lengthy debates on memorialisation which will be discussed later. In some ways the Great War retained a position of high significance in Ireland longer than in Britain, since although the rest of Britain suffered from the Second World War, Ireland continued to remain in its shadow.
A controversial topic and the primary focus of the first chapter of the book, Obligation, describes the extent of Ireland’s involvement in the war, along with the tension caused by the ongoing struggle between nationalism and duty. This topic was thorough in its assessment, encompassing both political and individual motivations and reservations about joining the war. Both political groups saw the Great War as an opportunity to gain British support for their cause, with Jeffery asserting that ‘both leaders were intent on using their volunteers to exercise pressure on the government in their own favour’.
This is supported by Boyce who states that ‘for Carson, the prime consideration was a settlement, so that the war effort would not be hampered by continuing unrest in Ireland; for Redmond, a settlement was essential, not only for the sake of the war, but for the survival of his own party’, demonstrating it was a co-operation in the pursual polar aims through a common means.
 Belgium was another key feature, since it was a small, independent Catholic nation and it was believed that in defending such a country it would help Ireland’s bid for independence. Jeffery quotes Nationalist MP O’Brien: ‘in fighting England’s battle in the particular circumstance of the war they were fighting the most effective battle for Ireland’s liberty’. These sympathies with Belgium were likely held both as political viewpoints as well as personal opinions. The multitude of Irish propaganda material which make reference to Belgium, suggest it was believed that such an approach would be popular. Many other factors were also significant in prompting men to volunteer, and Jeffrey argues that economic difficulties and youthful naivety were causes along with the fact that ‘some nationalists appear to have joined the British army to gain if not experience, at least arms’.
 This is a particularly interesting example and demonstrates how the First World War may have been significant in the increased militarisation of Ireland. It is supported by Tom Barry’s assertion that he volunteered ‘to get a gun’. 
 Going on to become a key player in the Anglo-Irish conflict, his training in the British Army was undoubtedly significant. 
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A further issue which the book raises is commemoration. A difficult process regardless of country or conflict, due to the plethora of affected parties, the nature of memorialisation as a symbolic and shared grave or shrine, and the physically and mentally central place that commemoration took post-war, the situation was only further complicated Ireland’s taut political atmosphere. Jeffrey analyses these difficulties in the Irish context: ‘a decision had to be made…as to whether a memorial should be practical or purely ornamental and symbolic’. This conflict was common and is reflected in post-war Aberyswyth, where lengthy discussions on commemoration revolved around the ideas of ‘facilities for the living young men and women of the town’ or ‘a statue or monument worthy of the heroism and sacrifice of our fellow townsmen’.
 The situation in Ireland was further complicated by commemoration plans being frequently described as ‘a political movement of an imperialist nature and view it with resentment’.
 Jeffery examines how these factors resulted in lengthy delays in memorialisation, with the Irish National War Memorial only finished and first used during the Armistice Day Ceremony of 1940.
 Furthermore, the Island of Ireland Peace Tower, at Messines, Belgium, Ireland’s overseas memorial to the conflict, was only dedicated on 11th November 1998. Not only had it taken so many years, but even its design, ‘a traditional Irish round tower, selected specifically because it dates from before the Reformation’, reflects the ongoing significance of the Great War in Irish politics and society.  In this section of the book the author mused on the placing of memorials at sites of either victory or defeat, stating ‘victory might appeal to only a part of the community, while defeat can evoke a ready response across the whole spectrum of political and ethical opinion’, which is a thought provoking statement and is applicable to the social impact of memorials and the variety of ways in which countries commemorate. 

The main strength of this book was its non-linear attitude to Ireland and the Great War. As opposed to detailing the country’s role in various battles, although this was duly covered, the chapters explored what the author regarded as key issues and themes. This move away from a generic timeline based history towards narrow analyses was highly effective in conveying to the reader how the war served to refract events in Ireland. How artistic styles were impacted by the war is not a central aspect of Ireland’s role in the conflict, but by analysing this it gave an insight into a largely civilian viewpoint, along with how war can change a country culturally. The weakness of the text however was in its brevity. Less than two hundred pages long, with four chapters, a more substantial book would have been able to further explore windows into the Ireland and the Great War. The limited scope of this source probably lies in its original form as a short series of lectures, but possibly to have adapted this and made additions of other aspects, such as the home front and the disappointment at the post-war settlement’s exclusion of Irish issues at the Treaty of Versailles would have made a more comprehensive, but stylistically similar source. 
As an academic aid I felt the main value of this book is increased by the relative lack of further scholarship on the topic. Although there are vast amounts written and researched on the topic of Irish independence, such as Boyce’s The Revolution in Ireland, along with Britain’s role in the Great War, which frequently ignore or merely mention Ireland’s involvement such as Simmonds’ Britain and the World War One, and Winter’s The Great War and the British People.
 For the majority therefore, either Ireland’s political issues or involvement in the war remain outside the scope of the text. As opposed to discussing events separately, which occurred simultaneously, this more fluid and inclusive method of analysis is useful in assessing the interaction between these two strands. Thus it is a book for expanding the discussion of Ireland and the War, through topics such as conscription, the war’s influence on the arts, and the struggle of appropriate memorialisation. Furthermore, the usefulness of the text in relation to these topics is not limited to Ireland specifically, but enables greater consideration of these factors across Britain and the rest of the world, not only due to the similarities, but also the discrepancies and what this can reveal about a country and its attitudes and experiences of war. 
In conclusion, this source blends the key strands of Irish history into a form which offers insight into specific dilemmas and changes faced in the country. Offering an insight not only into events during the war, Jeffery expands the scope of the book to include the impacts the conflict had upon Ireland for generations to come. Created at a time when Ireland has become pensive about its history and future, the issues discussed in the lectures in this book stimulate the reader to consider the same themes with regards to how Britain and the rest of the world has reacted and handled the events and legacy of the First World War. 
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Document Report: Your First Duty is to Take Your Part in Ending the War… Join and Irish Regiment Today, (1915), National Library of Ireland, accessed at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000019673, accessed on [21/10/17].
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The document selected is an Irish First World War recruitment poster produced in 1915 by the Central Council for the Organisation of Recruiting in Ireland.
 It depicts John Redmond, an Irish Nationalist politician, in a Kitchener-like pose. War service in Ireland remained voluntary, and service in the British Army was a controversial issue due to the changing political situation in Ireland at the time. 

The design of the poster, depicting Redmond and headed by the phrase ‘Your first duty is to take your part in ending the war’, was likely intended to encourage nationalists to join up. Redmond was a popular figure within the nationalist movement. O’Day states ‘Home Rule was an ideal or aspiration to which Parnell and Redmond gave voice, a constitutional formula that would grant Ireland autonomy’.
 Despite this he was a strong advocate of Irish participation in the conflict, and the assertion that ‘your first duty’ was to take part in the war demonstrates this. Keen to encourage those striving for Irish independence the poster emphasises that participation in the conflict was not an abandonment of Irish nationalist aims, but implies that the fight for independence should be delayed until the conflict is concluded. In addition, although not explicit on the poster, Redmond believed involvement of Ireland’s nationalist sector in the conflict would help to win over the British and help secure their aims. Redmond’s attitude to Irish involvement in the war is also shown by his speech at Woodenbridge in 1914, where he declared ‘our duty is at all costs to defend the shores of Ireland from foreign invasion’, in addition to the need for ‘Irish valour to prove itself on the field of war’ since ‘the interests of Ireland are at stake in this war’.
 These sentiments were not taken up by all nationalists, and some were strongly opposed to his views. This is demonstrated by the anti-recruitment postcard below, which was produced in response to Redmond’s policies by Sinn Fein. The previous poster is pointed at accusingly by a multitude of skeletal figures, interspersed with graves and white crosses, the union jack flying in the background.
 Thus Redmond’s placement on the propaganda poster is indicative both of his significance in Irish politics at the time, and an example of how the war was divisive to the political movements in Ireland.  
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The poster is recorded as being created in September 1915. Although possibly part of routine propaganda, the fact that the number of recruits in the period from February to August 1915 was 25,235, compared to 50,107 between August 1914 and February 1916, demonstrating a near halving of recruit numbers may have prompted an increased recruitment drive.
 This is supported by Fitzpatrick who suggests such campaigns were successful, stating ‘the peaks of spring and advent I9I5 reflected major recruiting campaigns, employing ever more sophisticated propaganda, methodical planning and effective deployment of public figures’.
 It is difficult to ascertain the exact circulation figures for propaganda posters, and the extent to which they were popular or well known during the war, although an Irish newspaper claims 10,000 copies of this particular poster were made by the Central Council for the Organisation of Recruiting.
 This statement is unsubstantiated within the article, but its topic – the creation of two commemorative stamps to mark one hundred years since the start of the First World War by An Post, with the above poster selected as one of them, suggests that the poster was popular and has remained significant. Furthermore the previously discussed anti-war poster used this poster. It could simply have been because it was intended as a direct attack on Redmond, but in order to make the poster effective, it would need to have been widely recognisable. The intervening one hundred years has arguably done little to decrease the contentiousness of the poster, with many calling for the stamp design to be repealed. The impact that an image can still have many years later when reproduced with different motives and context is astonishing. 
This particular poster does not fit the stereotype of other Irish propaganda materials. The majority include themes of Belgium, traditional Irish motifs and specific colour schemes. Posters such as one below make reference to the German attack on Belgium and its plight in the war. Belgium is likely to have been a powerful incentive to possible Irish volunteers, especially in the south, due to its position as a small independent, nation, which nationalists were striving to become. The war is frequently referred to as a war for small nations and many undoubtedly hoped that their involvement would guarantee Irish freedom. Furthermore, Belgium was a Catholic nation, like Ireland. Posters which stated ‘Cathedrals and Churches have been violated in Belgium’ would have been produced in the hope that such statements would have prompted men to join up out of feelings of religious duty. Irish motifs varied from music to symbol of the harp and traditional dress. These were probably likely to encourage national fervour in addition to associations with traditional gaelic symbolism. The colour schemes, largely green also tie into this. The poster selected contains none of these key symbols, although with the focus of Redmond the nationalist sector of society may have been believed to be encouraged by this and too many different factors would cause confusion and detract from a more simplistic design which is more visually effective. The use of Redmond’s image or speeches were themselves themes of Irish Propaganda however, with speeches printed on posters for example.
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The selected propaganda poster does however have some similarities to British propaganda posters, most obviously the famous depicting Lord Kitchener, entitled ‘Britons. Join Your Country’s Army’.
 This design, although now debated as to its circulation and popularity at the time, was replicated in multiple countries.
 Other themes which are shared between Redmond’s poster and the British archetype mention of ‘duty’. This however was a theme of many Irish posters too, and is more a general tool for recruitment as opposed to a British style. Similarly, the depiction of women is common across both countries although admittedly the representation of Irish women is feistier in its nature, which is interesting to note.
 Furthermore reference to other men at the front is a theme with British posters stating ‘there is still a place in the line for you’ and similarly in Irish materials ‘Your pal in the trenches is waiting to shake hands with you’.
 The key difference that exists between posters of the two countries is the exclusion of the words ‘Britain’ and ‘British’ in most Irish material. Although the wording is frequently similar, the term is exchanged. This is demonstrated by the following posters, where the word Britain has been substituted for Ireland to make it more likely to appeal to the Irish population.
 This may be surprising given that Northern Ireland was keen to maintain a union with Britain, but in posters that seem aimed towards this section of society the words Irish or British are not used, but Ireland’s connectedness with Britain is emphasised. Either way, a feeling of national pride is likely to have been popular with both sides. Some recruitment posters appear to have been aimed specifically at those in Northern Ireland, and were generally more similar to British styles, and in order to further encourage unionists, Ireland was depicted alongside Welsh, Scottish and British counterparts. This may have been effective at emphasising cultural individuality, but political unity. This is particularly evident in the poster entitled ‘Who can beat this plucky four?’.


In conclusion, the use of political figures and cultural motifs was frequently used in Irish propaganda material, along with heroic language and female figures. Subtle differences between the styles of Irish and British propaganda posters are indicative of both the differing attitudes to and requirements for military service. In agreement with Jeffrey’s book, the use of the political figure of Redmond on the poster demonstrates how interconnected Irish politics and the First World War were and still are, and it seems that the First World War refract the events in Ireland. 
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Recruitment posters depicting Irish or religious symbolism.


Figure 4: (Left-hand image) depicts the ruins of Rheim’s Cathedral, burned in Belgium by the Germans and the image of St Patrick. 


Can you any longer resist the call?, (1915), Imperial War Museum, accessed at http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/31635, accessed on [21/10/17].


Figure 5: (Right-hand image) utilises a variety of Irish symbolism, including the national symbol of a harp.


Will you answer the call?,(1915), National Library of Ireland, accessed at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000019642,  accessed on [21/10/17].





Figure 3: Anti-recruitment postcard featuring skeletons of Irish Volunteer soldiers who have died, pointing skywards at an image of the famous recruitment poster featuring John Redmond, (1915), National Library of Ireland, accessed at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000509837/Holdings#tabnav, accessed on [21/10/17].














Figure 1: An appeal to gallant Irishmen! ... join an Irish Regiment to-day so as to become fit to accompany your brave countrymen in Belgium, (1915), National Library of Ireland, accessed at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000250463, accessed on  [21/10/17].








Figures 6 & 7: Posters depicting a Boy Scout son questioning his father on his war service. Identical except for the exchange of ‘Ireland’ and ‘Britain’. 


(6) What will your answer be when your boy asks you, "Father, what did you do to help when Ireland fought for freedom in 1915?" Enlist now., (1915), accessed at http://www.ww1propaganda.com/world-war-1-posters/irish-ww1-propaganda-posters?page=4, accessed on [21/10/17]. 


(7) What will your answer be when your boy asks you, "Father, what did you do to help when Britain fought for freedom in 1915?" Enlist now., (1915), Imperial War Museum, accessed at http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/28445, accessed on [21/10/17]. 
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