In 2014, Michael Gove asserted that the First World War has been “misrepresented” in popular culture. Do you agree or disagree with his assessment and why/why not?
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In this essay I intend on looking at the opinion that Michael Gove gave in 2014 about the First World War and his argument about misrepresentation. I then intend on exploring in some depth the first world war, and particularly how it is presented in popular culture today. I also intend on collecting evidence of these representations to give my own opinion on how it has been represented before making a conclusion on whether I agree or disagree with Michael Gove. I intend on reflecting on the sources to come to what I see as an appropriate decision on Gove’s opinion and whether or not I believe the First World War has been misrepresented.
[bookmark: _Hlk508817118]When considering the First World War and keeping the fact that it will shortly be one hundred years since the war came to an end in mind also, the next thing that I personally considered is the wealth and numerous representations that are available, also the huge differences in the way they are represented. I would imagine that even before I begin to research how the First World War is represented or Misrepresented as Michael Gove has suggested, that there is no cause for concern with lack of evidence to support either side of the argument. When considering the representations that are available of the first world war, one must consider the different approaches that have been taken towards remembering the First World War, these being a ‘Modernist’ approach and a ‘Traditional’ approach that Jay Winter reminds us in his book Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History. These approaches are taken when people recall history, however, they could influence on how the First World War is represented in some cases and each of these approaches defines one another in some way, shape or form. And according to Winter these differences in approaching the matter were present throughout the war not merely after it ended. 
The first way that the war is represented in that I would now like to refer to is through tv and film, a form of representation that has become an extremely popular way of representation to any type of history this being tv and film. However, Michael Gove in his argument that the history of World War One has been misrepresented attacks this form of representation, particularly the tv series Blackadder and series and films of the same calibre. Just below the picture which features Blackadder stars in the article by the Daily Mail that Michael Gove speaks about his thoughts and feelings on remembering the First World War there is a couple of words to do with the matter in question. What it reads is very interesting, it gives a description of who the people that are in the are and the fact they star in the sit-com but what follows reads, “which Education Secretary Michael Gove blames for distorting attitudes about the first world war.”[footnoteRef:1] Granted, the sit-com does not give an accurate and clear representation of the First World War, I mean to represent the battle of the Somme would be rather difficult, but can one go as far to say it is misrepresenting it? In my honest opinion I think that Gove is behaving completely irrationally and the blaming of the series is blowing things out of proportion. I would be inclined to agree with Michael Gove in the respect it is not completely accurate throughout, otherwise inclined to disagree in the respect that the series is merely for entertainment as a sit-com, I have not yet come across any indication which claims that the series is anything other than that or trying to be an academic source which represents the First World War. Having watched several episodes of the sit-com which is based on the period that Gove has turned his attention towards I nor any other student would not be likely to believe that this is a completely legitimate representation of the First World War. Having said this, if one listens to the sit-com, there are numerous occasions where there are referrals to certain places, people, tactics and so on, as there are shown in the series also. For example, in Blackadder Goes Forth of the differences between the soldiers that were fighting and those officers who merely observed and planned it. I do appreciate that as Education Secretary at the time the article Gove’s concerns are directed towards the interests of school children and from a government point of view, but having been a child that was shown episodes of the sit-com in history lessons I can honestly say I knew at that time as I do to this day that the series did not represent the events of the First World  War in and accurate and academic manner. What I did realise is the fact that having been taught the history for several weeks being showed something as amusing as this sit-com was certainly worth it. As I previously mentioned it did not affect one’s judgement of what happened during the First World War and as I and many would agree I imagine, the watching of something entertaining would make certain points about World War One stick in a child’s mind. Gove also says in the article in the daily mail that academics are supportive of the changes that the government were making to the curriculum, which quite frankly does not surprise me at all. One, being the fact, they should support any change that could result in children having an interest in history, and two if the academics work is possibly going to be included in children’s education then they obviously would support. [1:  Gove, M, ‘Why does the left insist on belittling true British heroes? The Daily Mail, January 2nd 2014 (http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2532930/MICHAEL-GOVE-Why-does-Left-insist-belittling-true-British-heroes.html#ixzz3m69ehnXh) {Accessed 14/03/18}] 

Personally, I believe the way that history is represented, displayed, portrayed, written, whichever way it may be is down to completely one significant thing, the interpretation. The way that an individual or individuals interprets history will decide on how other people to come or the interpreter’s themselves will represent history. As I previously mentioned when Gove says the history of World War one is being misrepresented, I would imagine that some sources of information really do misrepresent the history and really do get it wrong. However, one thing that the sit-com achieves in my opinion is the fact that the tactics that were being used were extremely ineffective, and completely useless. I mean it puts a very big question mark on the abilities of these so-called military educated people that oversaw tactics and so on. I mean Gove also criticises the well-known historian Sir Richard Evans in the article and says how he “attacked the very idea of honouring their sacrifice as in ‘arrow tub-thumping jingoism’”[footnoteRef:2]. Well one thing is true they really did sacrifice their lives, as Blackadder represents, they were sending large numbers of men out of the trenches merely to be shot down, even “Left-wing academics”[footnoteRef:3] could realise that. In another article that I have read on the matter Gove says, “only undergraduate cynics would say that the soldiers were foolish to fight”[footnoteRef:4], the fact that those soldiers gave their lives, fought courageously and were one hundred percent committed to fighting is beyond reproach, those men were most certainly of a noble calibre, the foolish ones or the fools were the generals, colonels, field marshals and other high ranking officers. One thing that is certain field marshals such as Douglas Haig who is mentioned in Blackadder leave a lot to be desired also the fact that nobody asks the question why all these men were being killed. Gove seems to agree with the analysis of a Professor Gary Sheffield of Douglas Haig who represents him in the light of a “patriotic leader grappling honestly with the new complexities of industrial warfare”[footnoteRef:5], I would imagine that many would argue with this analysis, and I am certain if Gove had been in the soldiers shoes he would have had something to say. Apart from criticising Douglas Haig, Blackadder also gives facts about the war as it refers to a magazine named “King Country”[footnoteRef:6], from what I can gather the purpose of this magazine was to inform the troops of the happenings and the truths of the war whilst in the trenches. However, Rowan Atkinson’s character dismisses this claim and suggests that it is a magazine of fiction. From what I can establish from research I have done about the magazine it was full of propaganda, no doubt it helped maintain morale as the sit-com also suggests. Granted the sit-com does exaggerates and belittles the excitement that the men felt about going over the top, I doubt that they looked forward to it at all, rather they felt it was their duty to do so. From what I can see, the reasons Michael Gove see’s the First World War being misrepresented is because there is not enough blame put on Germany, he seems to think that’s what is lacking.  [2:  Gove, M, ‘Why does the left insist on belittling true British heroes? The Daily Mail, January 2nd, 2014, {Accessed 16/03/18}]  [3:  (Ibid)]  [4:  Shipman, T, ‘Michael Gove blasts ‘Blackadder Myths’ about the First World War spread by televisions sit-coms and left-wing academics’, January 3rd 2014 ( http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2532923/Michael-Gove-blasts-Blackadder-myths-First-World-War-spread-television-sit-coms-left-wing-academics.html) {Accessed 16/03/18}]  [5:  Gove, M, ‘Why does the left insist on belittling true British heroes? The Daily Mail, January 2nd, 2014]  [6:  Roelofs, K, (2016) (Blackadder Goes Forth) {Accessed 16/03/18}] 

I would now like to turn my attention to contrast with what Gove has been saying about the First World War being misrepresented and look at the other forms of representations that are available beginning with the world of art, and how there is a wealth of material available through the grand work of artists which represent the First World War. 






[image: ]                                                                                                          [footnoteRef:7]                                      [7:  Neilson-Grey, N, ‘Scottish Women’s Hospital in cloister of Royamount Abbaye showing Dr Frances Ivens inspecting a French patient (1920)’ (IWM PST 14972) First World War (https://www.britishlegion.org.uk/remembrance/what-we-remember/first-world-war/) (2018) {Accessed 16/03/18}] 






 The painting above is one example amongst many of the war effects, one might not get a sense of military life, however what this painting does represent is that the war affected everybody. The description that was given about the painting was a patient being treated in a hospital based in an abbey, so it is possible to take away from this painting how even the tranquil and peaceful surroundings of abbey life were affected by the war and everyone had their part to play in it. There was an article that I read by the BBC, which states that the paintings created during World War One took people back because of the emphasis on total war, from what I can gather this was displayed plainly in the paintings and was something they had never seen before. Well these paintings can obviously represent the war to us, how the nature of war had changed and developed from previous battles.

Secondly, I would like to look at another type of representation that depicts the First World War accurately is the art of photography. Photographs and the imagery within them are representations that are possible to keep and preserve for several years. The way photographs present the war is extremely useful due to the fact its there, it can not be changed and cannot lie, however numerous photographs do seem to be staged. Take this example below:
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                                                                          [footnoteRef:8] [8:  ‘The Withdrawal of German troops from the Hindenburg Line (March/April 1917)’, (IWM W005100), First World War ( https://www.britishlegion.org.uk/remembrance/what-we-remember/first-world-war/) (2018)  {Accessed 16/03/18}] 

This photograph depicts the German trenches, and what can be seen from this representation of the war, how awful the conditions these men were fighting in. I mean this photograph is once again one of many and one can plainly see how much barbed wire there was in the battlefield, how crowded these trenches were, claustrophobic even. Also, how there was no such thing as bulletproof equipment in those days. Although the photographer is most likely staged this photograph it does represent the war far better than the Blackadder sit-com if one was to compare, however, as I previously mentioned Blackadder is no more than a sit-com whereas this is a useful historical representation. I mean if you compared this with Blackadder the cast are living in luxury. And personally, when I think of the First World War an image like the photograph above is the first image that I would visualise, possibly soldiers in worse conditions. Going back to the question in hand, although both the painting and the photograph are extracted from a website created by the British Legion I understand that they can also be found at the Imperial War Museum. The museum has dedicated an exhibition to the First World War, and although I have not been there personally from research and what I have been told there is a wealth of materials, sources, artefacts and displays that represent the war there also. When considering the representations, I have included and the representations that are available in the Imperial War Museum, one does question the argument that the war has been misrepresented. When considering the material that is available in the Imperial War Museum or any other Museum with a dedicated section to the First World War it is possible to collect plenty of information, whether it be from letters, poetry,  propaganda, uniforms, weapons, aircrafts displays etc, you need not look any further if you take the time to research.
To conclude I would like to take myself right back to the beginning of the essay and refer once again to Michael Gove and his argument that the First World War has been misrepresented in popular culture. In my opinion, good representation of history or misrepresentation of history is completely a personal preference. If Michael Gove chooses to criticise the works of sit-coms such as Blackadder that is entirely up to him, however as I mentioned earlier I see it only as entertainment and that there is a volume of representations that represent the war adequately. Me personally, I would look deeper into the more reliable and academic representations rather than use sit-coms and other media of entertainment. In an article by The Guardian, Tristram Hunt’s opinion of the matter is “the government is using what should be a moment for national reflection and respectful debate to rewrite the historical record and sow political division.”[footnoteRef:9] Whether or not this is true I suppose we shall never know, however there are plenty of representations in the Imperial war museum, a vast number of paintings and photographs, other tv programmes and films which represent the First World War correctly. I agree that some representations likely do misrepresent some aspects of the war in some way, shape or form, but I do feel if one take the time to interpret and analyse it there will also be some form of representation that is correct and realistic. One thing I also believe is that one’s approach will affect how one represents the First World War, it also effects on the interrupter and how the read the representation, here I am referring once again to Jay Winter’s suggestion of a ‘Modernist’ and ‘Traditionalist’ approaches. Depending on which one of these a person is then will they decide whether they believe it is a misrepresentation or not. [9:  Hunt, T , ‘Michael Gove, using history for politicking is tawdry’, The Guardian, January 4th 2014 (https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/04/first-world-war-michael-gove-left-bashing-history) {Accessed 17/03/18}] 
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