Why has the First World War cast such a long shadow over the history of the British Isles, even eclipsing the legacy of World War Two? This exercise can address the political, social, cultural, and psychological impact of the conflict. – Level 6
The Great War has a had long-lasting legacy over history even eclipsing World War Two and other conflicts. Notably now more than ever especially, with the centenary celebrations of the war and the events that occurred before, during and after the war occurred. This can be seen in many things and how we as a society today remember and commemorate the events. This essay will look at total war and the impact that this had on the UK through, recruitment and conscription, Society and Public Health. In addition, to looking at Commemoration over the last hundred years through Remembrance Sunday and the Poppy Appeal. Further, to this looking at Museums in regards to Remembrance and how the National War Museum or the Imperial War Museum has helped to harden the legacy of the First World War.

The First World War being a total war made a huge impact on the British Isles, especially over the legacy and the aftermath of the war as a whole. World War One was one of the first Total War to occur and it was the largest war to occur in history. Total war is a type of war that is unrestricted, in terms of the weapons, civilians and other objects and disregards typical rules associated wars.[footnoteRef:1] This can be seen in the attacks on Hospital Ships and Passenger ships that were hit by the Germans. When war broke out the Government controlled every part of life through Dora, Defence of Realm Act of 1914.[footnoteRef:2] This included complete control over the economy, society and media, and even after the some of the laws weren’t relaxed especially concerning rationing.  [1:  Paul, Saint-Amour. "On the Partiality of Total War." Critical Inquiry 40, no. 2 (2014): 420-49. 420.]  [2:  BBC Bitesize, Domestic Impact of World War One- Society and Culture, 2019, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/ztx66sg/revision/1> [Accessed 14.11.19].] 


Another thing that made a big impact on the legacy the First World War has had over history is the number of men that went to fight and casualties received in the war through the fighting. At the beginning of the war, the British Expeditionary Forces numbered 250,000 men.[footnoteRef:3] Through recruitment campaigns by the end of 1914, 1.1 million men had enlisted.[footnoteRef:4] In January and May 1916, the Government conscripted 19-41 single men than married men, by the end of the war 5.7 million men had served in the armed forces.[footnoteRef:5] As a result of a large number of men going to the front line to a battlefield, there were going to be deaths and casualties. Within the United Kingdom in the First World War 2,365,035 lives were wounded, dead and missing, this is five times the amount of people during the Second World War.[footnoteRef:6] This meant that in every town and village in Britain had lost members of the community. Most families in Britain knew someone that died, even if there wasn’t a death in the family, the loss of lives would have been felt up and down the country and its because of this that Remembrance Day developed, to remember those that died so that they may live on in memory. After the first few years of commemoration, only did public memory look at the war as a waste of lives and fatality, as many people lost their lives.  [3:  Chris, McNab, The Book of the Poppy, (Gloucestershire: The History Press, 2018), p. 30.]  [4:  BBC Bitesize, Domestic Impact of World War One, 2019.]  [5:  McNab, The Book of the Poppy, p. 23.]  [6:  McNab, The Book of the Poppy, p. 27 and 47.] 


With the number of lives lost it also shows why the First World War eclipsed the Second World War and that is due to there were fewer casualties from Britain in World War Two than the First World War. In the Second World War, there were 450,900 lives in comparison to the 3,365,035, this number is five times higher.[footnoteRef:7]  One of the reasons for this might be the different nature of both of the Wars, for example, First World War was more about trench warfare and were closer to the enemy than the Second World War was most of it was fought in the sky and sea where we were further away from the enemy for a few years. Other factors played a role in these numbers, for example, technology and developments in medicine.  [7:  McNab, The Book of the Poppy, p. 27 and 47.] 

Politics itself changed as a whole due to the impact of the Great War which has cast a long shadow of on political parties. In the interwar period, a drastic change occurred with their rise and fall of political parties in the Government. This can be seen in the number of MP’s under the Liberal party in 1906 which was 400 dramatically down to 59 in 1929.[footnoteRef:8] In comparison to this the Labour party rose dramatically in power within the Government from 2 MP’s in 1900, it rose to 30 MP’s in 1906 and then rose to 191 in 1923.[footnoteRef:9] This can also be seen in the Prime Ministers of the UK, as there hasn’t been a liberal prime minister since 1922 with David Lloyd George and in 1924 the first Labour prime minister came about under Ramsay McDonald.[footnoteRef:10] This change happened are repercussion of the war as the lower classes of society became more powerful through fighting and so this reflected in voting after the war but also with the retuning soldiers unemployment was very high and this can be seen in the fighting. [8:  Keith, Laybourn. “The Rise of Labour and the Decline of Liberalism: The State of the Debate.” History, vol. 80/ no. 259, (1995), pp. 207-26. www.jstor.org/stable/24422523. [12.11.19].]  [9:  Laybourn, ‘The rise of Labour and the Decline of Liberalism’, p.207. ]  [10:  GOV.UK, History- Past Prime ministers, 2016, <https://www.gov.uk/government/history/past-prime-ministers>, [14.12.19]] 

A key reason that the First World War is remembered is the impact on society and everyday life. This can be seen in the role reversal of women and the impact of total war on society. With men fighting on the front line, jobs were left empty, to solve this, women took up these positions doing varied jobs like ammunition workers, bus conductors and administrators.[footnoteRef:11] Women went from staying at home or having a domestic job to heavy labour, a complete turn-around in gender roles. This can be seen in the fact that by 1918, 90% of all ammunition workers were women.[footnoteRef:12] Through this in 1918 women over the age of 30 gained the right to vote,[footnoteRef:13] this was a stepping stone for Women’s rights but this showed a clear change in society as a direct impact of the War as the reasons that were used before the war were all disproven during the war.  [11:  BBC Bitesize, Domestic Impact of World War One, 2019.]  [12:  BBC Bitesize, Domestic Impact of World War One, 2019.]  [13:  BBC Bitesize, Domestic Impact of World War One, 2019.] 


Public health as a result of the Great War changed society making a lasting impact. The war made the government realise the need for men to be fit and healthy as many people were turned down due to poor health and it led to an increase in the desire to improve the standard of living.[footnoteRef:14] With this and returning soldiers from the front in 1919, David Lloyd George created the Housing Act, which would allow the government to build 500,000 in 3 years (only completing 300,00), however by the start of the Second World War there were over 1 million council homes.[footnoteRef:15] This provided a better standard of living for everyone showing a clear change in society as the working class had access to electricity and running water, something that wasn’t largely available in homes of the poor in the early 20th century.[footnoteRef:16] This is another reason why the Great War had such a large impact on Britain and why it is remembered more as if it wasn’t for the war then the government wouldn’t have wanted to change the lively hood of people in the UK. [14:  BBC Bitesize, Developments in Publich Health and Welfare, 2019, < https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9924qt/revision/5> [Accessed 14.11.19].]  [15:  BBC Bitesize, Developments in Publich Health and Welfare, 2019.]  [16:  BBC Bitesize, Developments in Publich Health and Welfare, 2019.] 


One of the main reasons that the First World War has been remembered in history for a long time, is down to Collective Memory and Remembrance Day. With the first world war, collective memory is particularly important, as it is the public recollection of events that is public knowledge. This is seen in that the men that were killed in combat or on the front line are more remembered than deaths that occurred due to the fact that their deaths were passed into collective folk memory.[footnoteRef:17] Another thing, with collective memory, is that it is taught in schools when learning about the First World War, as certain everyone knows about the War. For example, the dates 1914 to 1918 and that the armistice was established on November 11th, 1918.  [17:  Fussell, Paul, The Great War and Modern Memory, (New York: Oxford University Press	2013). Saunders, Nicholas, ‘Material Culture and Conflict- The Great War, 1914-2003’, in Matters of Conflict: Material Culture, Memory and the First World War, ed. By Nicholas J. Saunders, (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2004), pp. 5-22. 
Scarre, Geoffery, ‘Lest We Forget: How and Why We Should Remember the Great War’. Ethical Perspectives. Volume 21 No. 3, (2014). 321- 344
] 

Remembrance of the Great War is hugely important in why the First World War has had such a long shadow over conflicts that have occurred since. This is because every year on Remembrance Sunday and Armistice Day are huge national events that occur in every town and are broadcasted on live TV to the Nation. Remembrance Sunday occurs the second Sunday in November and Armistice Day occurs on 11th November. On these days, a 2-minute silence is performed by the entire country on these two days, with a Constant saying of ‘We will remember them’.[footnoteRef:18] This hugely important as this has lasted 100 years, this year, as the first remembrance service was held in 1919. To accompany this in every town and church, memorials dedicated to the First World War with this is a list of names of the people that died at war. The most famous memorial is The Cenotaph, in Whitehall, London, every year the royal family and the Government attend the service and lay their poppy wreath on the monument.[footnoteRef:19] Remembrance Day over the last hundred years at first was used to remember the Sacrifices of the first world war but it has evolved beyond that to other conflicts since, like the Second World War, Falklands, Gulf War and current conflicts. But to also remember the men and women in the armed forces today. These dedicated days are a huge reason why the First World War has had a long shadow on history since it transpired.  [18:  McNab, The Book of the Poppy.]  [19:  G, Scarre, ‘Lest We Forget: How and Why We Should Remember the Great War’. Ethical Perspectives. Volume 21 No. 3, (2014). 321- 344.  McNab, The Book of the Poppy.] 


A huge part of the remembrance of the Great War which as had a major impact on it is the Poppy appeal. On remembrance and armistice, day poppies are worn across the country and poppy wreaths laid at the bottom of War memorials in the country. The Poppy appeal is run by the Royal British Legion, set up in May 1921.[footnoteRef:20] The aim is to help current soldiers and their families but also veterans of war. The Poppy Appeal is the Charity major events as it raises the money to support the Soldiers and the Veterans’, this isn’t just occurring now, but it was set up to help the First World War Soldiers.[footnoteRef:21] The red poppy is a flower that’s a form of opiate used in medicine as a pain killer especially from its sister poppy, the white poppy, which is stronger and is used to make opium. The symbol of the Poppy was made popular, through a few reasons, which has allowed the Symbol to represent war and conflict in the UK and the First World War itself. The poppy was one of the main flowers that grew around the Battlefield and after the war had ended. One of the main things is through poems and literature which included imagery of the trenches with the Poppies growing there, the most famous poem is the McCrae Poem from the Punch magazine called ‘In Flanders Field’.[footnoteRef:22] The flower in the trench is seen as a symbol of hope and beauty in area of destruction, especially with the contrasting colour against the mud.[footnoteRef:23] The poppy is also a very clever image of the war as it makes the public and individuals to look at the consequences of war and conflict in the past, present and the future.[footnoteRef:24] The Poppy is one of the main symbols when it comes war and the First World War and it’s because of this iconic symbol that has allowed the first world war to remain in the English collective memory. [20:  McNab, The Book of the Poppy, p. 79. Scarre, ‘Lest We Forget’, p. 324.]  [21:  McNab, The Book of the Poppy, p. 79.]  [22:  McNab, The Book of the Poppy, p. 68-69.]  [23:  Scarre, ‘Lest We Forget’, p. 324]  [24:  Scarre, ‘Lest We Forget’.321-324.] 


 Material Culture and Museums are paramount to why the Great War has had such a long impact on history. As the War passes through the edge of current living memory, the materiality of the war becomes more important and allows for information and the legacy of the war to carry on.[footnoteRef:25] During and after the First World War collecting of items from the war became very popular, especially with national Museums. This is due to objects are given a meaning or a memory now hold agency, this then further influences the shadow the war casts on history. As these objects then have these memories and information attached to that item. These are then displayed in exhibitions in museums. [25:  N, Saunders, ‘Material Culture and Conflict- The Great War, 1914-2003’, in Matters of Conflict: Material Culture, Memory and the First World War, ed. By Nicholas J. Saunders, (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2004), pp. 5-22. ] 

 
	Museums have also influenced the legacy of the war dramatically, in particular, the Imperial War Museum. Founded during the war in 1917, it was set up for two reasons; chronicle the conflict but to also boost morale at home.[footnoteRef:26] Due to this and the Museum collecting during and after the war it amounted masses of objects, due to this it was seen as the Nation’s official memorial to the War before the Cenotaph and Remembrance Day existed.[footnoteRef:27] This can be seen in the 82,000 people and the queen went to see the Women’s at Work exhibit in October 1918.[footnoteRef:28] The museum is important with the legacy of the war as it is a symbol of military glory for winning the war but is also a record of loss, toil and sacrifice.[footnoteRef:29] This also can be seen in the 2.5 million visitors that visited in the first year that it opened at the official site, the Crystal Palace in 1920[footnoteRef:30].  In addition, the Imperial War Museums collection of World War One artefacts is one of the most extensive in the world and is one of two main archives on the Great War, highlighting the Museums impact on the Legacy of the War and Why the war as remained a prominent topic within history and the study of history. Especially, with centenary of the war. [26:  S, Malvern, ‘War, Memory and Musuems: Art and Artefact in the Imperial War Museum’, History Workshop Journal, Volume 49. (2000). 177-203. (p.177).]  [27:  Malvern, ‘War, Memory and Museums’, p. 77. ]  [28:  Malvern, ‘War, Memory and Museums’, p. 77.]  [29:  Malvern, ‘War, Memory and Museums’, p. 77.]  [30:  Malvern, ‘War, Memory and Museums’, p. 77.] 


The centenary of the War also impacts on the legacy especially through modern commemoration and the museums. This is due to the fact 100 years have passed since these events occurred and this amount of people died. National events and televised events have also impacted on this through TV documentaries, films and local events, especially in Museums. These events bring to the forefront of social life from hundred years ago solidifying its place in history and collective memory.

In conclusion, there are many points that impact on why World War One had such a long legacy. These factors aren’t just about the time straight after the War but Modern Times, and how the war is commemorated. The Modern memory of the commemoration is perhaps the most important with the Poppy symbol as when we hold remembrance service for the First World War, only then has it lasted the time since.
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