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A closer analysis of the mood of Britons in the Summer of 1914 suggests a less than enthusiastic response to the impending conflict. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In the early summer of 1914 two shots rang out in the streets of Sarajevo that would propel the continent of Europe and the wider world into the First World War. This short essay investigates the mood of the British people during the summer of 1914 pre and post declaration of war by the British on August the 4th. The common perception is of an enthusiastic, ‘jingoistic’ attitude to the coming storm but new evidence from revisionist historians sheds new light onto these troubled days, which may suggest that the country were less than enthusiastic about the war. As war became inevitable the lack of enthusiasm developed into acceptance and the British people threw themselves into the war body, mind and soul. As Degroot writes, ‘The war that the British didn't want but when it came, they fought with extraordinary courage and dedication’[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  DeGroot. Gerard, Back In Blighty, p4 ] 

Britain early summer 1914
It has been almost 100 years since British troops fought on mainland Europe and within this period Britain has led the world with its industrial output and had amassed the largest empire the world had ever seen. The British navy was the largest and most powerful force on the world stage and was the key to British power, protecting the sea-lanes, which allowed Britain to flourish. Although its navy was mighty, its standing army was a 1/10th the size of Germany’s[footnoteRef:2] in August 1914 and the British had to navigate the European political landscape carefully. Although Britain had an aggressive outlook with their overseas territories, they considered themselves a peaceful kingdom on the continent and the initial response to the assassination of the heir to the Austo-Hungarian Empire was an inclination to not intervene. The whole idea of war seemed a disaster and opposite to the idea of a civilized world, British liberals and intellectuals had great cynicism about the war and these feeling touched all regions of the society. [2:  Degroot, Gerard – Back In Blighty - P25] 

The mood of vast swathes of the British public, press and segments of the government was passivity and an almost unwillingness to not get involved.  The British public was encouraged to continue their bank holidays as if nothing was occurring on the continent; business as usual was the cry. Thousands flocked to the coast to enjoy the bank holiday, possibly to mitigate the anxious news spilling out from Europe, war was coming, and it was inevitable. The difference between the popular memory of this period and the historical understanding has now been highlighted by revisionist historians. The popular believe of the British people and its overseas holdings being jingoistic to the extreme and full of enthusiasm for the conflict may not be as accurate as first thought. There certainly was war enthusiasm from certain segments of British society, historian Arthur Marwick seems to contribute to this theory, “British society in 1914 was strongly jingoistic and showed marked enthusiasm for the outbreak of war”. This essay will challenge this view, which I believe has been misrepresented to account for this attitude stretching across the social and regional divides. I would like to point out that while the war enthusiasm may not have been as widespread as initially reported, the British people certainly accepted the situation once war was declared on August the 3rd.
The popular memory of thousands of people lining the streets with flags waving and waving troops of at train stations across the country was certainly factual and attempting to establish the numbers present has been very difficult. Adrian Gregory’s research has shown from London ticket receipts on August the 3rd only a marginal increase in sales with estimates ranging from 6,000 Evening standard to 10,000 The Star attending Buckingham palace that day. To put into perspective, a city of 7 million inhabitants these numbers seem small and there is no indication of mass jingoistic behavior. In contrast upon the news of the armistice in 1918 estimates of 100,000 Londoner's travelling to central London on multiple days after armistice[footnoteRef:3] shows us the marked number of attendees celebrating peace rather than war.  We can also see support for war in the colonies as the Mail and Empire in Toronto reported ‘Crowds of people lined the streets to anxiously wait for the announcement of Britain’s position in the current conflict...’ ‘Groups of men sang Rule Britania and God Save the King.’ Although the report has no fixed numbers of people it certainly attended and were enthusiastic. [3:  Gregory, Adrian – The Last Great War, p14] 

Norman Angell’s pacifistic book ‘The Great Illusion’ was a popular book and bestselling from its release in 1909 and helped to expand pacifist ideas not only to the elites and intellectuals but also the working classes. It essentially argued that ‘War is economically absurd.[footnoteRef:4]’ and who would disagree with him? [4:  DeGroot, Gerard – Back In Blighty - p9] 

One of the more interesting findings established in Gregory’s book, ‘The Last Great War’ he establishes the disproportionate number of Scottish people who not only supported the intervention but also actively volunteered. This surprised me due the complex history of Scottish and English relations and I would have expected to see a more objectionable opinion common to the Welsh and Irish. 700,000 Scots participated in the war and the highland regiments were only second to the Lancashire regiments in terms of recruits, showing a higher level of enthusiasm for the conflict. We can factor in the religious picture to the disproportionate support for intervention from Scotland, religion and military service went hand in hand with a great sense of duty and sacrifice running themes, as DeGroot puts it, a form of ‘Muscular Christianity’.
Essentially the war seems to have been decided by a few men in power and the endorsement by the population a slight embellishment of the truth that the public was not keen on war. The British cabinet declared war not by the people on a consensus; I can draw similarities to the Iraq war of 2003, which also had overwhelming opposition from the broader society. Prior to the declaration of war Labour and the socialist movements were some of the most vocal supporters of non-intervention and the common view was that the conflict was driven by capitalist interests and imperial ambitions rather than a just cause. This sentiment was echoed by pacifists, conscientious objectors, liberals and the women's peace movement and large antiwar campaigns ran up until August the 4th throughout the country. The very real fear was the collapse of trade as Britain relied heavily on the free flow of trade throughout her empire. Without free access to shipping lanes Britain would collapse, war should be averted at all costs. The population was not so ignorant to the advances in technology and any conflict against another industrialized nation would bring mass death and destruction. Opposition to the coming conflict came from many varied segments of society with local councilor's holding rallies in their constituencies across the nation, councilor Hallem stated, ‘War would not make capitalists or workers any better off.’
Large segments of the British press from both left and right leaning pushed their cases for non-intervention even after the outbreak of hostilities. What certainly assisted the acceptance of war were the external actions of the German army as they moved through Belgium. Although many had opposed the war the vast majority rallied and untied to fight this common cause and the population were bombarded with anti German propaganda, which eventually fueled the acceptance if not support for the war. The liberal press and politicians who opposed intervention were quick to support the war once declared and although an anti-war sentiment remained it was marginalized after the outbreak of war. The country came together in the face of an external threat, and this may have united people and put aside the internal struggles of the time, the issues of the suffragette movement, trade unions and the Irish question. The war provided a useful distraction to all of these pressing issues and gave a steely determination to come together in the face of the uncivilized Germans. This seemed antithetical to the core of British values that resonated long after 1918.
The work from revisionist historians has helped to pose several important questions around the mood of the British people currently. Did the mood of the people force the liberal government into war or more likely was it the decisions by the policy makers that influenced the people? Britain had no obligation to go to war, the entente cordiale signed with France was not an anti-German alliance as such although the French and Germans may have viewed it as such and neither was the treaty signed with Russia. What these treaties did was drag Britain into European affairs making an invention almost for gone conclusion after Germany attacked Belgium. As Lord Asquith stated, "Britain was under no obligations which compels us to take part in any war", although this was mentioned a year previously his attitude clearly changed with the attack on 'little Belgium'. This action I believe was the spark to finally arouse the righteous indignation of the British people to war, the defense of neutrality. This made the declaration of war far easier to swallow.
During the summer of 1914 the cabinet knew that public opinion was strongly against intervention and as no public opinion polls were around at the time we must look at the vast evidence and reports from sermons, speeches, demonstrations and other primary sources like the London rail tickets. We can see that the population pre august 4th were not keen on war, but we have evidence of a brief spell of genuine war enthusiasm after war was declared. A sort of ‘war fever’ gripped the nation as people united to the cause. A stark upturn in volunteers came forward post declaration but we must be careful as there were huge social pressures on the men to step forward, calling it volunteering is a stretch. We can see though that throughout all the objections to conflict the population overall turned from a latent to a more active form of patriotism as the magnitude of what was to come hit home. 
The mood of the British people clearly changed during those few months of summer 1914 and the press played their devil's advocate role, first building and supporting the non-intervention position and then supporting the war after war was declared. The role of the press cannot be underestimated, primarily in supporting a neutral position pre august 1914 and secondly providing the propaganda to help arouse the passions of the people to stand and fight. The media has the power to turn public opinion and support the government's decisions even if the general population is against war. This reminds me of the 2003 Iraq war when Tony Blair released a dossier around Iraq's possession of weapons of mass destruction only for later press headlines to state ‘weapons of mass deception’. My point is that the press, up until the outbreak of war in 1914 were generally supporting non action on the continent, any conflict would be disastrous for the country as a whole and there was no mass support as suggested by some historians. The press and propaganda machines played their role effectively after August 1914 supporting the government and sidelining objectors, which wasn't hard to do given the actions of the Germans in Belgium. Even though we can safely say atrocities were carried out by the Germans, the propaganda machine went into overdrive and published half-truths and plain falsifications to the public to gain additional support for the war.
Conclusion
The onset of revisionist history has enabled us to look at this period with renewed eyes. This period was a defining moment in British and world history and the commonly perceived view of an enthusiastic nation ready for war the summer of 1914 in my opinion has been quashed. The work undertaken by historians such as Gregory, DeGroot and Ferguson have shown British society at this time to be cautious, anxious and even as far to say as overwhelmingly antiwar during the buildup to the conflict. The vast primary sources from all walks of life show us that the British population was not keen on this conflict and the majority was antiwar. What we must be careful of is assuming this antiwar sentiment carried on to a high degree throughout the war, in fact it seems that as war was declared the population resigned themselves to their duty to the country and put aside general objections and unwillingness to join the war. We must also take into consideration the lack of public opinion polls to conclusively show us the true mood of the nation at this time and so we must view it with a balanced and an objective outlook. There were jingoistic and enthusiastic segments of society that supported intervention pre 4th August and they seem to be in the minority, this changed post August the 4th. The social classes and political opposites untied at a time when the country need unity rather than division and the British people answered the call honorably.  The economic distress caused by the war was the best recruitment for the forces. There was a period of war enthusiasm in the days and weeks after August the 4th as the realization of a conflict with an industrial powerhouse like Germany came about. We see the changes from spectatorship to participation and from volunteering to compulsion during this Great War which few welcomed. The war seemed distasteful to most of the population and with a particularly British outlook stoically endured what was to come in the defense of Britain, its past and its future.
By Matthew Simpson            
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