[bookmark: _Hlk165122132]Has the positive impact of fighting total war on the lives of ordinary Britons been exaggerated by historians of the First World War? Your answer should pay particular attention to the lives of women in Britain.

“Victory at all cost, victory in spite of terror, victory however long and hard the road may have been; for without victory, there is no survival.”
                                              -Winston Churchill

The total war refers to the period of warfare during the twentieth century involving extensive labour mobilisation and actual restructuring of the economy to devote a higher share of resources to the war effort.[footnoteRef:1] These were primarily in the USSR and Germany. France and the UK are often included as well. This contrasts with 'partial' warfare, which does not result in significant mobilization of resources or allocation of entire economic sectors to the war effort. Total wars are characterized by the state's intervention in the economy, enforced conscription, and propaganda and occasionally also eventuate in the total collapse of the social system. Women in this period have been shown to have benefited greatly in terms of access to the labour market and pay, something that would not have happened without the actual events of war. Women at War 1914-1918, a landmark study by Arthur Marwick, offers a thorough examination of the varied roles that women played in the First World War. His insights provide a strong case for the war's revolutionary effect on women's lives. The reason for this is that during times of total war, economies need to reallocate resources generally towards items needed for the war effort. In times when conscription is in place, resources will be redirected away from consumer markets and toward the war effort.[footnoteRef:2] This is shown in the UK during the First and Second World Wars. In regards to pay and the job-loss gap, mass unemployment among men meant that there would be more job opportunities arising for women in the workforce. Even without women's demands for economic equality policy changes were being adopted as a result of women being in employment, it was in the UK during the Second World War, with the boarding of the USA into the war, that equal pay for equal work in the UK began. This was due to the need to maintain production efficiency. [1:  Colin S. Gray, War, Peace and International Relations: An Introduction to Strategic History (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 125.]  [2:  Arthur Marwick, Britain in the Century of Total War: War Peace and Social Change 1900 - 1967 (London: The Bradley Head Ltd, 1968), p. 48.
] 

“War is a fact of life that cannot be ignored.”[footnoteRef:3] Wars brought civilization to destruction. Separated into two most destructive wars in the twentieth century, World War I and World War II, the notion of total war, in its carnage and destruction, affected every single citizen in the nations at war. Despite its destructiveness and horror, every nation that fell into this total war still believes that the best defence is a good offence. British people, as part of the key players in world politics, were affected by both wars and the notion of total war. All the modern wars in the twentieth century are described as total wars.[footnoteRef:4] Total war is a war that is not restricted to purely legal combatants but involves all resources and activities of the nation at war. The notion of total war was first implied in France during the preparation for the Battle of Valmy in 1792.[footnoteRef:5] However, the real implementation of the notion of total war in its modern sense occurred in the last stages of the Napoleonic Era. During the Napoleonic Era, the modern nation-state of France was defeated by the force of a coalition of other European powers that were considered to be stronger and had more numerous resources.[footnoteRef:6] After this event happened, general mobilization and conscription were practised, and some of the resources which later affected modern wars were politics, money, and morale of the civilian population. So the first modern total war was fought and waged by Napoleon Bonaparte. Total war started changing its face during the inception of the Industrial Revolution that occurred in Britain.[footnoteRef:7] With the glory of the British Empire that occurred in the later 19th century, British people felt the worst part of total war during the two world wars. [3:  Quoted in R. B. McDowall, British Conservation, 1832 – 1914, p. 95. Cf. Arthur Marwick, The Deluge: British Society and the First World War (London: Macmillan, 1965), p. 27.]  [4:  Gray, War, Peace and International Relations: An Introduction to Strategic History, p. 11.]  [5:  Gray, War, Peace and International Relations: An Introduction to Strategic History, p. 37 – 38. One of the most important events of the French Revolutionary Wars was the Battle of Valmy, which was fought on September 20, 1792. The Prussian army, under the direction of the Duke of Brunswick, who was commanding a coalition of Prussian and Austrian troops, engaged in combat with the revolutionary French forces, under the command of Generals Charles François Dumouriez and François Christophe Kellermann. ]  [6:  Gray, War, Peace and International Relations: An Introduction to Strategic History, p. 48.]  [7:  Gray, War, Peace and International Relations: An Introduction to Strategic History, p. 57.] 

Viewed as a complete disaster for European culture, the Great War set the tone for most of the history of the 20th century's interwar period. According to Marwick, “Britain was prosperous and heavily industrialised.”[footnoteRef:8] Europe as a whole had reached the height of civilization just before the war,  and many believed that this was what had been lost and that it would take another twenty-one years to reclaim. The years following World War I, spanning from 1919 to 1931, are commonly known as Europe's “lost generation.” In the years immediately after 1918, the overwhelming cruelty of the war left a lasting shadow, and both the survivors and the relatives of the dead were largely disillusioned with their respective nationalist movements. This is evident from data showing the exceptionally low birth rates in many of the war's most devastated nations during the 1920s.[footnoteRef:9] The aggravation and further sentiments of disenchantment were exacerbated by high unemployment and inflation.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Arthur Marwick, The Deluge: British Society and the First World War, p. 17.]  [9:  Arthur Marwick, The Deluge: British Society and the First World War, p. 290.]  [10:  Arthur Marwick, The Deluge: British Society and the First World War, p. 271 – 272.] 

It is an often repeated truism that the First World War dramatically altered the status quo for women in the early twentieth century. Yet it is important to remember that not all women's lives were affected in the same ways and that traditional roles and attitudes did persist despite changes during the war.[footnoteRef:11] Pre-war British society was built on a very clear sexual divide in terms of work and home life. The government, labour market and women themselves all had very clear expectations of what was considered women's work and men's work.[footnoteRef:12] It was characterised by working-class women doing menial jobs and on the other end of the scale middle-class women were expected only to marry and be housewives.[footnoteRef:13] During the war however, it became clear to the government that they would need to make some exceptions to what was considered women's work if they were to emerge victorious. [11:  Arthur Marwick, Women at War, 1914-1918 (London: Croom Helm [for] the Imperial War Museum, 1977), p. 11.]  [12:  Arthur Marwick, Women at War, 1914-1918, p. 11.]  [13:  Arthur Marwick, Women at War, 1914-1918, p. 16. ] 

Women living in Britain during the First World War had always been considered second-class citizens. They were not allowed to vote and were limited in their job choices, and they were expected to look after the home, children, and the husband who was the main breadwinner. At first, there was a great deal of social pressure on single men to enlist; this was also felt by married men once conscription was brought into force in 1916.[footnoteRef:14] Women began to take on the role of the breadwinner and head of the house, and the campaign for equal pay dates from this time.[footnoteRef:15] At the end of the war, there were calls to go back to the pre-war system, but it was clear that in many cases this was not possible. In his book, Women at War 1914 – 1918, Marwick quoted Emmeline Pankhurst’s[footnoteRef:16] comment, “After this war many things can never again be as they were before it broke out”[footnoteRef:17] It was also difficult for the women themselves who realized that they had abilities and could earn money in a way that was not possible before. Significant changes were seen in the type of employment for women. With many men away at war, there were new opportunities for women in the paid workforce. Some were engaged in industries such as Manufacturing and Industry, Agriculture, Government and administrators, Voluntary organisations, Medical services, and munitions factories, which had previously had a “men only” clause.  [14:  Arthur Marwick, Women at War, 1914-1918, p, 73.]  [15:  Arthur Marwick, Britain in the Century of Total War: War Peace and Social Change 1900 - 1967 (London: The Bradley Head Ltd, 1968), p. 108 – 109.]  [16:  Emmeline Pankhurst was a prominent British political activist and suffragette who played a pivotal role in the campaign for women's suffrage in the United Kingdom. She founded the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU), and was instrumental in the passing of the Representation of the People Act 1918, which granted voting rights to certain categories of women in the UK. (see Arthur Marwick, Britain in the Century of Total War, p. 46).]  [17:  Arthur Marwick, Women at War, 1914-1918, p. 158.] 

Further, women who were working in munitions became known as munitionettes and suffered numerous health problems as a result of their efforts.[footnoteRef:18] TNT poisoning was the most common illness, caused by the ingestion of explosive particles from handling the shells. Symptoms of the poisoning were vomiting, nausea, weight loss, and nosebleeds.[footnoteRef:19] TNT poisoning caused anaemia and jaundice, and in extreme cases, it was fatal. Skin contact with the chemicals used to make explosives often resulted in prolonged skin complaints and ulcers.[footnoteRef:20] Those women were ostracized for their supposed promiscuity, and some men would not associate with women who had done such work. [18:  Jeremy Paxman, Women at work in WW1|History: Britain’s Great War [video]. 2016 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YBeIDO2gqew> [accessed 25 April 2024].]  [19:  Arthur Marwick, Women at War, 1914-1918, p. 68.]  [20:  Arthur Marwick, Women at War, 1914-1918, p. 68.] 

Historians' perspectives referencing to total war during the 1940s and its impact on British society are often sprinkled with the notion that despite all the hardships, privations, and disruptions that the war brought, it had a cleansing and revitalizing effect upon the nation. All would agree that Britain emerged from the war fundamentally altered, the debate centres on the degree of change and its positive or negative effects. Besides the sociopolitical changes had a significant shift in the attitudes and perspectives of the British population. Suggestions that new hope emerged for the generation who fought through the war and the idea that a faulty social system had been purged and was in the process of substantial reformation are commonly associated with the concept of the positive impact of total war. Essentially, it is suggested that these changes represented a “new beginning” for the British people. The notion of a positive impact on the working class is particularly noted. Marwick argues that the notion of the positive impact was founded on the idea of a “collective war effort” for the first time in modern British history, all classes had come together to contribute to the war in some form and this was seen to symbolise the beginning of the welfare state and a new sense of citizenship in working-class people,[footnoteRef:21] especially women. [21:  Arthur Marwick, The Deluge : British Society and the First World War, p. 300.] 

Although the evidence is not as cut and dried, it is certainly the case that in recent years various interpretations of the impact of total war have emerged. These have gone some way to challenge the notion that total war has been a wholly negative experience for the people swept up in it, and to encourage a re-examination of wartime motivations, differentiated experiences and the long-term consequences of the years of violence. Interpretations which are loosely termed 'revisionist' have sought to depart from the interpretation of military conflict as an unmitigated disaster for civilians, instead seeing it as a time of social and political progress in which people strove to improve their conditions. For the people of Britain at the opening and closing of the 20th century, the experience of war was always controlled by the state and never did it achieve the all-pervasive criteria that define total war. It has been argued that the most passionate and pervasive statement about the experience of total war by civilians is that it was ‘total’. However, this was not the view of the majority of historians or those who lived through the conflicts. The discrepancy between historical fact and the myth of ‘total war’ was succinctly summarised by P. M. H. Bell:
“In any study of the impact of wars on civilians, it is necessary to examine evidence about what happened to them. Economists’ studies and quantitative data give some indication, but for a more rounded view, it is essential to turn to historical sources, giving detailed descriptions of what life was like for ordinary people. The evidence here suggests that the effects of total war were often less severe than the rhetoric would suggest.”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Philip M. H. Bell, The Origins of the Second World War in Europe, 2nd ed. (London: Longman, 1997)
] 

To completely comprehend the effects of war on civilians, P. M. H. Bell highlights the significance of looking at historical sources. Bell contends that in-depth accounts of the lives of common people during times of war can lead to a more thorough understanding, even though economists’ studies and quantitative data are valuable sources of information. Researchers can obtain a more profound understanding of the realities encountered by citizens by consulting historical texts that provide firsthand accounts and vivid depictions of experiences during times of war. Additionally, Bell raises the possibility that the consequences of total war, in which whole communities are enlisted for combat, may not necessarily be as dire as popular belief or rhetoric would have us believe. This viewpoint casts doubt on the idea that civilian life throughout the war was always bleak or disastrous. While Bell's statement encourages a nuanced analysis of the varied experiences and outcomes for various individuals and communities touched by warfare, wars unquestionably cause tremendous hardships and disruptions.
Post-First World War British society is one that historians and social scientists have puzzled over for decades. It proved difficult to define and measure the total effects of the war years on individuals. In conclusion, while the First World War undeniably catalysed profound changes in the lives of ordinary Britons, particularly women, it is essential to approach historical narratives with nuance and critical examination. The war's impact on women's experiences in Britain was undoubtedly multifaceted, marked by both advancements and limitations in their social, economic, and political roles. The war provided unprecedented opportunities for women to enter the workforce and participate in industries traditionally dominated by men, fostering a sense of empowerment and newfound independence. Moreover, the war effort shifted societal attitudes towards women's capabilities and contributions, laying the groundwork for subsequent advancements in women's rights and equality.
However, these advancements were tempered by persistent gender inequalities, including wage disparities, limited political representation, and societal expectations that women would relinquish their wartime roles and return to pre-war domesticity. Despite the strides made during the war years, achieving lasting gender equality remained an ongoing struggle that extended well beyond the conflict's conclusion. Historians have focused on the revolutionary social changes brought about by total war, but it is crucial to acknowledge that these changes came with a great deal of difficulties and hardships for common Britons. The massive disruptions and human costs of war frequently masked the changes in societal views and opportunities brought about by the war effort, including larger roles for women in the workforce and advances in science and industry. The dissolution of families as a result of conscription and deployment, along with the high rate of poverty in the UK, are glaring reminders of the damage that total war inflicted upon British society. It is impossible to undervalue or ignore the important parts of the wartime experience, such as the trauma caused by battle, the economic challenges suffered by many, and the upheaval and misery endured by families. Therefore, while historians have highlighted the transformative impact of the First World War on the lives of ordinary Britons, including women, it is crucial to interrogate and contextualize these narratives. By acknowledging both the progress and the challenges faced by women during this period, we can gain a more comprehensive understanding of the complexities of their experiences and the ongoing quest for gender equality in British society.
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