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‘Someone had blundered.’ Consider who is ‘blamed’ for war in the light of Tennyson’s famous line. 

‘Someone had blundered’, the quote in the title asking us a direct question, which is to blame for the war. The quote is from the poem The Charge of The Light Brigade, by Lord Tennyson who at the time was the poet Lauriat at the Court of St James to Queen Victoria. The poem is based on the disastrous charge of the Light Brigade at Balaclava during the Crimean war. Tennyson asks the question who is to blame, and who is? The Crimean War is significant at It was the first modern conflict that Britain reflected on its military disasters and who is to blame for them. In this piece, the investigation will be intrinsically linked to the Crimea and the Charge of the Light Brigade, as well as the social and military hierarchies of the day. Sources to be used to understand who is to blame will be poems based on conflict thought to have influenced Tennyson in the writing of this piece but also analysis of traditional institutions attributed to blame such as the buying and selling of commissions.  The study of some aspects of war will also be investigated to appreciate the larger picture of the organs of state, that an institute and not a person can be blamed for the war.  
As the question is based on a poem and as a poem tends to be the extension of opinions of the Author we learn must learn about their motives for writing the peace. The Charge of the Light Brigade had been published in 1855 while the Crimean War was ongoing[footnoteRef:1]. Tennyson wrote it as a retelling of the Battle of Balaclava and the disastrous charge of the Light Brigade[footnoteRef:2]. He is deliberately ambiguous when it comes to questioning the legitimacy of the cost, and who is to blame for the blunder, Tennyson does not, however, point the finger[footnoteRef:3]. At the time Tennyson was a Poet Laureate, an appointment that permitted the holder to write poetry that reflected the behaviour and outlook of the nation at the time[footnoteRef:4].  The ambiguity regarding blame is a testament to the British Press who demanded that somebody should be held accountable for the disaster[footnoteRef:5]. Papers on the right of the political spectrum demanded that the military leaders be held to account, yet the documents on the left of the spectrum demanded justice for the hundreds of men killed, neither could agree[footnoteRef:6]. As a Poet Laureate, Tennyson wrote poetry that represented the nation, and the Charge of The Light Brigade aptly replicates the feelings felt by the British Press, which in turn increased public demands for accountability[footnoteRef:7].  [1:  E. Francis, ‘Tennyson's Political Poetry, 1852-1855’, Victorian Poetry 
Vol. 14, No. 2 (1976), pp. 113-123, p. 114. ]  [2: Ibid., p. 116. ]  [3: Ibid., p. 116.  ]  [4:  T. Sternberg, ‘A Word On The Sources Of The Light Brigade’, Modern Language Notes 
Vol. 38, No. 4 (1923), pp. 248-250, p. 49. ]  [5:  Ibid., p. 48. ]  [6:  Ibid., p. 49. ]  [7:  R. W. Wallace, ‘Tennyson’, The Journal of Education, Vol. 70, No. 6 (1909), pp. 143-144, p. 143. ] 

The poem is not against the war but does question specific actions within the poem that challenges if they should have happened, and why they as they did. It is noticeable that Tennyson does not ascribe blame but then again as a Poet laureate he could not justifiably protest the government as the appointment was and still is today political and was expected although with significant flexibility to tow the Government line[footnoteRef:8]. This does not necessarily apply to Tennyson as he is merely replicating the existing political situation at the time. Both members of the Houses of Commons and the Lords debated fiercely over who should hold to account[footnoteRef:9]. The government of the day demanded the resignation of Lord Ragland who had commanded the army during the battle, the opposition, on the other hand, required the reform of the military due to the blunders[footnoteRef:10]. Both seemed to absolve themselves of if any blame on their part[footnoteRef:11]. Within the role of the state particularly in the United Kingdom, it is the politicians who make the decisions, and the Crimean War was no exception[footnoteRef:12]. Markovits in her analysis of the poem tackles the ambiguity as a double-edged sword[footnoteRef:13]. Whereas Tennyson as Poet laureate had to follow a political line and as such may not ascribe blame, he does sufficiently show that the issue was by no means clear to his contemporary politicians[footnoteRef:14].   [8:  Francis, Political Poetry, p. 117. ]  [9:  J. Keegan, A History of Warfare, (London: Pimlico, 2004). p. 150. ]  [10:  Ibid., p. 150. ]  [11:  Ibid., p. 151. ]  [12:  S. Markovits, ‘Giving Voice to the Crimean War: Tennyson's "Charge" and Maud's Battle-Song’, Vol. 47, No. 3 (2009), pp. 481-503, p. 495. ]  [13:  Ibid., p. 496. ]  [14:  Ibid., p. 497. ] 

In today’s political establishment which has not changed since the Crimean War, the military is beholden to civilian politicians for their instructions, not their command structure[footnoteRef:15]. As armed forces are considered organs of the state then it is a civilian government who proposes the military plans for campaigns, the military enacts such orders[footnoteRef:16]. Carl Von Clausewitz defined war as a mere extension of politics, a means of extending a nation's interest through force rather than diplomacy[footnoteRef:17]. The Crimean War was started by Britain and her allies as they perceived a Russian fleet in the Crimea a threat to Mediterranean supremacy as the Russians would gain access to the Mediterranean if they seized the Crimean Peninsula, among other reasons[footnoteRef:18]. In effect, it is the civil powers, the politicians who start wars for the mere intention to achieve their interests.  White believes that the state should be treated as a living entity, with the military as one of its organs[footnoteRef:19]. To secure its benefit, this residing being may take steps to achieve it, which includes war[footnoteRef:20]. In a liberal democracy such as the United Kingdom, it is the civil politicians in parliament who have the power to control this organ and interests[footnoteRef:21].   [15:  Keegan, A History of War, p. 154. ]  [16:  Ibid., p. 341. ]  [17:  K. Clausewitz, On War, (London: Wordsworth Editions, 1997). p. 27. ]  [18:  Wallace, Tennyson, p. 144. ]  [19:  M. Wright, ‘War of Fear, Gain and Doctrine’, in War, ed. by Lawrence Freedman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p.90.  ]  [20:  Ibid., p. 91. ]  [21:  Ibid., p. 91. ] 

The mere act of making war in ones’ interest does not necessarily ascribe blame to that of a group within society who decide to make war. Blame is only ever ascribing the applicable organ of state or interest group if either the war is unpopular, dependant on the reason for war, or if the war has grounds in the first place[footnoteRef:22]. The general theorem of establishing a just war relies on the Just War Theory[footnoteRef:23]. First, a nation needs a reason for war and one that its established on rational thinking[footnoteRef:24]. If the focus is temporarily shifted to ancient Rome, Cicero is the source for a just war, however, to him, a state may go to war if it has a reason, not necessarily on justifiable grounds[footnoteRef:25]. In other words, any reason would do. The Geneva Conventions of 1910, however, stipulate that under international law nations may only go to war if they have justifiable grounds, there must be a factual pretext to open hostilities[footnoteRef:26]. Under the Convention, it gives the common example of one nation acting aggressively towards another or impinging on each other’s interest[footnoteRef:27]. Efraim Kash suggests that for war to be it must conform to the just war theory and international law but accepts however that even though a war may be considered just, it can be individual actions that may be viewed as a blunder[footnoteRef:28].  [22:  J. Phillips, Holy Warriors: A modern history of the Crusades, (London: Vintage, 2009), p.22.]  [23:  Ibid., p. 23. ]  [24:  Ibid., p. 23. ]  [25:  Ibid., p. 24. ]  [26:  Efraim Kash, ‘The Causes of War’, in War, ed. by Lawrence Freedman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 65. ]  [27:  Ibid., p. 66. ]  [28:  Ibid., p. 67.] 

The admission by Kash establishes the ambiguity of the idea of blunder[footnoteRef:29]. Tennyson in Charge of the Light Brigade does not necessarily argue against who is to blame for, but the individual events. The Charge of the Brigade as an event has been recognised as a blunder, yet the Crimean War has been established as a success of British Foreign Policy[footnoteRef:30]. Within literary circles, poetry ranges from the glorification of war to the futility of war. In contrast to The Charge of the Light Brigade, Ode to the death of the Duke of Wellington also written by Tennyson glorifies war almost to that of divinity[footnoteRef:31]. Mainly the poem acts as an adoration of the Duke of Wellington whose funeral had occurred earlier in the year[footnoteRef:32]. Talking of his battles, Tennyson presents them as feet of arms worthy of the man who has died, that the war was an episode that Great Britain had to win at any cost[footnoteRef:33]. In the light brigade, he is much more critical of war yet does not describe it as a blunder, instead although the poem is more rational still venerates war as a grand event[footnoteRef:34]. Due to the ambiguity of the concept of mistake in the verse, the focus will move to consider individual considerations such as institutions and people as discussed.  [29:  Ibid., p. 67. ]  [30:  Keegan, A History of War, p. 120. ]  [31:  C. Dahl, ‘"To Fight Aloud" and "The Charge of the Light Brigade": Dickinson on Tennyson’, The New England Quarterly Vol. 52, No. 1 (1979), pp. 94-99.  P. 96. ]  [32:  Ibid., p. 96. ]  [33:  Ibid., p. 97. ]  [34:  Ibid., p. 98. ] 

As referred to earlier in the essay there is a question of blame being attached to the leadership, no matter how far removed from the blunder itself. Indeed, after the Charge of the Light Brigade Lord Ragland, officer commanding the British Forces in the Crimea was dragged through the mud as the man who ordered the fatal charge[footnoteRef:35]. Lord Lucan, commander of the cavalry on the day also suffered but like his direct subordinate Lord Cardigan escaped blame due to influence at Army Headquarters in London[footnoteRef:36]. At the time of the Crimean War, military leadership was not judged on merit and experience, but by mere financial prosperity, a man from a good background could merely purchase a commission for a great some and become and an army officer, a leader[footnoteRef:37]. Lord Ragland had indeed received his promotions by purchase but had seen service in the Peninsular War of 1809 to 1814[footnoteRef:38]. Cardigan and Lucan, on the other hand, had never seen war yet reached the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in eleven and twelve years respectively[footnoteRef:39]. How could such inadequate commanders be on the field that day at Balaclava? William Russell, a war correspondent in an article about the charge, blamed such inadequacy of leadership for the disaster[footnoteRef:40]. He suggests that if the commanders had gotten over their zealousness for action and glory, then perhaps the blunder may not have occurred[footnoteRef:41].  [35:  B. Farwell, I. For Queen and Country: A Social History of the Victorian and Edwardian Army, (London: Penguin Books, 1981). p. 72.]  [36:  Ibid., p. 72. ]  [37:  Ibid., p. 73. ]  [38:  Ibid., p. 73. ]  [39:  Ibid., p. 74. ]  [40:  A. Lambert, ‘Crimean Illusions’, in War, ed. by Lawrence Freedman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 264. 
]  [41:  Ibid., p. 264. ] 

Leadership, however, is not necessarily central to the argument of who is blamed for the war, let alone military blunders. There are many examples of military mistakes led by competent if not revered commanders of the day.  Operation Market Garden executed in 1944 designed by Field Marshall Montgomery was intended to allow the allies an avenue of advance across the Rhine[footnoteRef:42]. The well-organised operation fell apart due to a variety of reason, the most pressing of all that a set of operation plans fell into enemy hands[footnoteRef:43]. Ray Vickers in 1945 published Arnhem, which describes the climactic battle of the operation, the Battle of Arnhem, the gallant defence laid down by allied forces[footnoteRef:44]. Although he expresses the event as a defeat, he almost venerates them, just like Tennyson in Charge of the Light Brigade and Ode to the Duke of Wellington[footnoteRef:45]. It is almost as if both absolve the military leadership of blame for both disasters. If the spotlight is then moved back to the role of the state organs and politicians should they be exempted from these blunders as well, in effect should all leaders not be held accountable for war?  [42:  Keegan, A History of War, p. 182. ]  [43:  Ibid., p. 199. ]  [44:  Farwell, For Queen and Country, p. 122. ]  [45:  Ibid., p. 123. ] 

If we cannot blame the state nor people for war, then we must move into the theoretical and hypothetical of War Theory. Adolf Hitler in Mein Kampf advocated that for a nation to survive, it must wage war to expand and remain strong[footnoteRef:46]. To be achieved through force or arms rather than diplomatic means, the means of the peaceful[footnoteRef:47]. Under same ideology now identified as Fascism was is the only thing that can maintain strength[footnoteRef:48]. Indeed, within the opposition to Fascism, Communism can also be wanting war. Leon Trotsky in 1921 in one of his political monologues envisaged a world revolution that saw all nations becoming communists[footnoteRef:49]. He sought to achieve this through conquest during the Russian Civil War by invading countries that had declared independence from the now-defunct Russian Empire[footnoteRef:50]. The 1921 Communist Manifesto proclaimed that the enemies of the Revolution were to be crushed by the bullet, although such imagery never became a reality. After the Red Armies defeat at Warsaw in 1921 by the newly created Republic of Poland such images of war evaporated. It became clear that battle could not be won by patriotism alone[footnoteRef:51]. Benedict Murat argues that ideology can be actual causes and can be blamed for the war, he reminds the reader that ideological differences started the second world war and led to the deaths of millions[footnoteRef:52].     [46:  A. Vagts, ‘Military and Politics’, in War, ed. by Lawrence Freedman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 128.]  [47:  Ibid., p. 129. ]  [48:  Ibid., p. 128. ]  [49:  Ibid., 128. ]  [50:  Ibid., 128. ]  [51:  Keegan, A History of War, p. 125. ]  [52:  Ibid., p. 98. ] 

From the establishment of ideology, it is easy to ay then after that come the persons of those who follow such ideas then should take the blame for the destruction caused by their ideology. In many cases, so-called people often described as war criminals are let off by victorious powers. Whereas war may be started by people and by doctrine, it is an action that defines their fate. Karl Doenitz after the suicide of Hitler in 1945 became the new leader of Germany, he the man who ultimately surrendered to the Allied Forces[footnoteRef:53]. At the Nuremberg Trials, he was accused of war crimes, unrestricted warfare, mass murder, but most importantly being an advocate for Germany to go to war in 1939, in effect blame for starting the war[footnoteRef:54].  At his trial, he was defended by a Barrister; paid for by the British Establishment[footnoteRef:55]. The heads of the Royal Navy, the First Sealord included advocated that he should be let off as a professional courtesy[footnoteRef:56]. Nimitz, Commander in Chief of the combined Pacific Fleet, stated that even though Doenitz was a Nazi, he could not be held accountable for the war as many of his tactics were used by the allies[footnoteRef:57].  Ian Kershaw points out that even though ideologically Doenitz was responsible for war, the Allies did not hold him to account the allies had also done as many of his actions. They deliberately did not want to be practising double standards and attract blame to themselves as the conquering powers.  [53:  M. Doyle, ‘Liberal States and War’, in War, ed. by Lawrence Freedman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 106.]  [54:  Ibid., p. 106. ]  [55:  Ibid., p. 106.]  [56:  Ibid., p. 106.]  [57:  Ibid., p. 106.] 

Regarding who is blamed for the war, that is not an easy question to answer, at least in such short a piece as this. In the words of Tennyson’s Charge of the Light Brigade ‘Someone had Blundered’, it is an open statement. It reflects the ambiguity of the situation that Tennyson himself admits someone had blundered but does not point the finger. Most likely due to his appointment as Poet Lauriat. The essay then moved onto discussing certain themes within the blame for the war. Regarding Leadership, people can be blamed for war through their actions, yet leadership it not necessarily ascribable for blame as the best leaders can be undone by holes in a perfectly laid plan. Since then is the basis of ideology. Through ideology ideas usually within the realms of fascism ascribe to values that advocate war such as the views of Adolf Hitler in Mein Kampf, and those who follow with these sought of ideologies blame war. As we see in the case of Grand Admiral Doenitz that even though they can be blamed for war due to their ideology. However, due to the actions of such individuals, the victors may decline to ascribe blame due to actions within the war. For every cause for blame, there is a reason that this cannot be applied in some shape or form. It returns to the issue of ambiguity as shown by Tennyson in Charge of the Light Brigade. For even he does not ascribe blame but creates an unanswered question, one that is ambiguous, who has blundered. And that it is just it, can be we say who or which factor is to blame for the war. So, in light of Tennyson’s famous line, it difficult to say at this stage which is to blame for war due to this very ambiguity. 
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