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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.
The contents of this essay could contain a vast number of different reasons as to why the First World War has cast such a long shadow. The way in which the country has changed the way in which it commemorates and mourns its fallen troops could have been addressed to an endless degree. It was those early methods of memorialisation that are still being used to this day to commemorate the fallen of every conflict Britain has fought in since the Great War. We can also look at the higher number of live births that followed after the War when compared to the end of 1945, and how there were more deaths at home during 1914-18 than in 1939-45.
 We as a nation are currently commemorating the centenary of the outbreak of the conflict, allowing more and more people becoming interested in learning and trying to come to grips with why the war was fought and over what. Although all these points are worth more than an honorary mention, I would stand by my points as being the more prominent in casting such as long shadow over British culture, politics and the future lives of British men and women. In this essay I will be looking at how the impact of women in the workplace would change the face of British politics forever, and how the Treaty of Versailles played such a prominent role in causing another world war, when its signing was to bring about an end.
One significant impact that came about from the First World War was the role that women had played during the conflict. This can be seen by the many hundreds of women entering factories and farms whose positions were “previously the sole preserve of men” as described by Gary Sheffield.
 We know that women had held jobs in industry well before the war, yet what was so significant was in fact the vast number of women that had taken up new roles following the outbreak of war, roles which would have been well out of “acceptable feminine behaviour” by many social conservatives prior to 1914.
 However, it would be incorrect of me to portray a false image that there was an overwhelming majority of women working in industry full stop. 68% of the total work force in Britain within metal and chemical trades were still men by the end of the war.
 It is in these industries where we see many photos of both men and women forming round casings and explosives,
 but what is surprising is that most observers will easily glance over the faces of men, as they are not as much of a surprise as the presence of women handling the explosives. What that figures shows us is that positions made vacant by men joining the army, around 32%, were in fact held by women. Although this figure may not suggest that women had played as much of a predominant role in the war effort, an image that can easily be portrayed by many historians and books, there was in fact a 31% increase in women workers from July 1914.
 On the one hand, we do not know how credible these figures are but we should assume that some degree of research was done, in order to check their credibility before publishing. Yet, it still allows us to see that women had in fact taken up around a third of jobs in British industry that would be otherwise left vacant, which could have in fact decided if Britain could stay in the war for as long as it did. So indeed, we can still argue that women were an integral and essential part of the war effort, because it was how they stepped up to prove that they were capable and they were willing to serve their country. However, it would be inaccurate to paint a picture that they held far more jobs than was the case.
There were also subsequent issues with women being treated unequal to that of their male co-workers, with women still being paid less than men who were in the same jobs as themselves. Research student Gail Braybon has addressed the fact that “many commentators, then and now, have been cynical about the praise heaped on women… pointing out that women were still paid less than men”.
 The gender pay gap is still an issue that is debated and criticised one hundred years on within modern-day employment, highlighting how much of a shadow has been cast from the War to today. One such recent example was the revealing of the Gender Pay Gap by the British Broadcasting Company (BBC) of July 2017. It was found that a third of the BBC’s top 96 highest earners were female, yet the top seven highest earners were all men, according to The Guardian.
 The fact that it has been one hundred years plus since the presence of women in the workplace has increased, it is hard to see why they are not paid equal to that of their male colleagues for the same work. So even though the War broke the previous labelling of women as ‘home makers’, changing the face of Britain’s workplaces to one of more feminine complexions, it has in a way failed to break all of the previous stigmas around women.
Furthermore, there are debates that emerge when studying the subject of women in the aftermath of the war that argue the role of women in industry was one which was short lived. Robson would argue that “the war had less impact on society than the British thought at the time or we might think now… the increased participation of women in the workforce… were regarded as temporary and were rolled back in the Twenties.”
 Although Robson does make a fair assumption, in regards that most women were removed from their jobs for the men returning from the war, I cannot agree with the entirety of his statement. I would argue that by allowing women to get their foot into the door of the more male-prominent roles as it were, it was indeed of major significance that they were able to do so in the first place, plus then again during the Second World War. If it was not for need of female workers in factories, or indeed the outbreak of war, then one does not wish to think how long it would have taken for women to do it on their own. 
Historian Robert Pearce makes the point that 1918 had marked “a vital turning point in British political history… we can properly talk of ‘democracy’ in Britain… The Representation of the People Act of February 1918 gave the vote to women over the age of 30 and to those men over 21 who had not already been enfranchised”.
 This statement may be deemed significant in terms that it was an issue that had not been previously acted upon in politics, i.e. giving women the vote, and was only successful in its passing through the governments acknowledgement and deeming it an advantage to allow women to vote. This can also be seen as proving to men that women could indeed work just as hard as they could, and as mentioned above, broke all original conceptions of women in the role of men. It can also be deemed as of significant importance as it would begin to pave the way towards a more equal and more balanced voting majority, with more and more people being able to have their personal say on who should run their country. Pearce supports this importance by acknowledging it would be “rule of the people by the people”,
 which could not be more right. On the other hand, however, there were still some pretty clear limitations that faced women within the political sphere, and that I would have to disagree with Pearce. He noted above that “we can properly talk of democracy in Britain”, but this was indeed far from the case. The male electoral group was still larger than that of the women’s, made even larger thanks to the Representation of the People Act, which extended the franchise to men over 21, whereas women had to be above 30 in order to vote. This issue was in fact not addressed for another decade until the Equal Franchise act of 1928.
 You can argue that women over 21 received the vote quicker than that of men in terms of when they were enfranchised till they all received the vote. Men did not begin to receive enfranchisement until 1832 during the Great Reform Act, and subsequently completed in 1918, a period of 86 years compared to the decade women had to wait in total from beginning to end.
To summarise, from own personal reflection I cannot recall any form of policy to come out of the Second World War that has held as much of a political impact as giving women the right to vote. I am not saying that women did not play as much of a crucial role in the Second World War as the First, in fact quite the opposite, yet women building bombs and ploughing land was not so much of a shock but more of a tried and tested plan that was merely brought back into service.
There was also another political agreement that came out of the Great War, one which caused such a long lasting impact that it dwarfs most major policies and acts just by the mention of its name. It was a Treaty formulated by the victors, forced upon the victims, and rued by many on both sides for what it did and what it can be argued to have brought around. I am of course referring to the Treaty of Versailles, which I would argue would affect the British Isles and colonies far more than anything else. It was in fact the roles and decisions made by politicians and leaders that were to decide the future of the world itself. 
The Treaty of Versailles is heavily debated on whether it was too harsh upon the German people, and whether it was with this anger of the German people was what led to a rise in fascism and of the Social Democratic party. For example, if you were a French citizen, who had been uprooted from their home by the oncoming German armies, and faced a great deal of loss in the family at the hands of Germany, then it would be indeed understandable that you would wish for their people to suffer like they had. It is the pain of France that can be seen personified in George Clemenceau’s attitude towards Germany at the Paris Peace Conference, almost wishing to seek revenge, regain territory and strip Germany of an army so there would be no repeat of 1914.
 On the other hand, you have the likes of Britain and America wished for more lenient terms, with the British almost sympathizing with France to an extent, perhaps this is due to how much they [Britain] suffered, and could see benefit and chances to regain and establish a stronger power. America however could foresee and almost predict what such harsh terms could lead to within Germany that could impact the whole world once more.
 However, historian Stuart Robson argues that little had changed permanently in Germany following the war, he goes on to mention that the German people wished to seek continuity and stability in the Old German Order under Ludendorff, something that was internally supported by the Social Democrats and Liberals of Germany.
 I can somewhat understand Robson’s point, as Ludendorff had manages to hold onto his power for a considerably long length of time following the war, a period spanning almost two decades, it was with this stability within one form of leader that provided a somewhat stable government regardless of issues arising around most corners. Where I would argue differently, the war did change many things permanently within German society, it changed their borders, where once German families are now a part of new countries such as Poland and greedily merged into countries such as France and Denmark.
 It would be issues like these, plus those mentioned above and of course not mentioned, that would be responsible for changing people’s ideologies and opinions. It would be in this stage of weakness within the population of Germany that would allow the Social Democrats to rise from a measly few members to establishing a dictatorship under Hitler’s charismatic rule, a rule that was birthed out of voicing what the people wanted, someone to blame for the war.
 
Robson later remarks that Hitler was just a “delayed time bomb in German History”.
 What we can take from this quote is that the war had affected men who fought in many different ways, some mentally and some physically, but men were still fighting this conflict well after it had ended. Hitler continued to fight for Germany on the political front, it was a dangerous combination of his bitter resentment of the Treaty and his far-right views that drove him to undo the terms of the treaty and essentially try and change the outcome. This further proves that the actions of the First World War were to cast a shadow so long and so dark that it would blot of life as well as light in the coming of the Second World War.
We can ask ourselves many questions as to how the Second World War could have been avoided. One answer, I would argue, could be if the terms of the Versailles treaty were not as harsh as they were, then could it have removed itself as a fuel of hatred from the German people which Hitler so easily ignited. Unfortunately, it will be a question we will never know the answer to. It is interesting to consider that it could have been the terms of a peace treaty that shattered everything its purpose was to avoid merely two decades onwards. The Second World War was a conflict that dragged Britain in on a moral duty to attempt to put down an evil that had festered and grown out of war itself. Ultimately, A.J.P. Taylor judges that “Germany fought to specifically in the Second War to reverse the verdict of the first…”.
 It was this war that Britain and the rest of the world powers could have prevented, and this quote sums it up superbly.
In conclusion, the First World War has cast such a long shadow over the British Isles because it had changed a great number of things that Britain, as a country and as a people, had learned by this point. No one said that a shadow had to be one that held negative implications, but can be issues and areas which have developed in a more positive way. In pre-war Britain there existed a society, one could argue a culture, that believed women should know their place and that it was at home, there were few numbers of women working and were often judged for doing so. It was because of the Great War that had played an influential factor in allowing women to prove their worth to king and country, and to their fellow men, by holding down hard grafting and dangerous jobs. Following the War, it allowed women their right to finally vote, one which had been fought for over many years, with women laying down their lives for the cause. It was this right to vote that had given women more equality than before, earning respect and some holding onto their jobs in industry. This later allowed more and more women to take up permanent roles within industry, and if we look at women today, it has allowed them to pursue the career that they want rather than settling down to start families, when compared to their previous generations.
 All of this because the country called upon them for help, and the women answered. There is also the impact that the end of the war held on the next few decades. How one ‘peace’ treaty can cause another war because individuals and nations desired revenge against a nation who were also dragged into war by the alliance systems. I am not arguing that they should have been more lenient for the sake of the future, as the benefit of hindsight is one we all wish to possess but can never be certain over, as there would be no evidence to support either. Yet if it was not for this harsh treaty then there would have been a possibility that the Second World War may not have come about the way that it had, meaning that the shadow projected by the Second World War was one that was an extension of the First.
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