Felix Whiteley-Bristow (1901619) 
‘A Closer Analysis of the Mood of Britons in the Summer of 1914 Suggests a Less Than Enthusiastic Response to the Impending Conflict.’ Discuss, With Due Attention Given to Regional Comparisons and Contrasts.
The concept of pacifism during a long and brutal military conflict may appear to be a contradiction. Yet, the commencement of the European war in August of 1914 swiftly expanded around the globe, eventually involving twenty nations, and the unrelenting and merciless combat resulted in 37 million casualties, with about 9 million deaths.[footnoteRef:1] Yet there was indeed a significant amount of pacifism during World War One. In this essay, I will be assessing the degree to which pacifism represented the mood of Britons on the eve of the war and the very beginning. Pacifism will be defined as an objection to the war; this includes a range of positions from anti-war groups, conscientious objectors, and resistance to the war on the Home Front. My use of ‘pacifist’ will also include, for simplicity, pacificism, although there are differences between the two (pacificism allows for war if it leads to peace). The essay will develop the idea that Britons were sceptical and largely unenthusiastic at the beginning of the war. Throughout, I will use regional examples to show that Britain was broadly divided on its enthusiasm for the war and that responses were divided along regional and class lines. [1:  John Graham Royde-Smith, "World War I - Killed, Wounded, And Missing", Encyclopedia Britannica, 2022 <https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-missing> [Accessed 6 February 2022].] 

In the years post World War One, the popular view of 1914 was that Britain went to war because the people wanted to. Arthur Marwick states that “British society in 1914 was strongly jingoistic and showed marked enthusiasm for the outbreak of war.”[footnoteRef:2] Scenes like the vast crowds outside Buckingham Palace and Trafalgar Square, as well as stretching lines outside of recruitment centres, dominate the British psyche concerning the advent of war. In his autobiography, famous philosopher Bertrand Russel writes that he “spent the evening walking the streets, especially in the neighbourhood of Trafalgar Square, noticing cheering crowds, and making myself sensitive to the emotions of passers-by. During this and the following days, I discovered to my amazement that average men and women were delighted at the prospect of war.”[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Arthur Marwick, The Deluge (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2006), pg. 309.]  [3:  Bertrand Russell, The Autobiography of Bertrand Russell, 1872-1967 (London: Allen and Unwin, 1967), pg. 16.] 

After the Second World War, there arose a tradition to show the Great War as the wholesale slaughter of a complacent populace in a war with no real purpose, in contrast to the necessary and morally good conflict against the Axis Powers. Most scholars following the war were pacifist Revisionists and helped develop the narrative of a generation lost to a preventable war. Adrian Gregory in The Last Great War explains that the tendency to remember 1914 as jingoistic serves the purposes of the post-war pacifists. For the pacifist, the war was irrational, so depicting themselves as the wise minority makes them appear almost heroic and above those around them. This is best seen when Bertrand Russell describes his amazement at the excitement of ‘average’ men and women.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and The First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pg. 2.] 

The portrayal of the masses being enthusiastic for war also served the interests of those in power at the start of the war to shift blame when public opinion started to view the war as near criminal. Politicians' autobiographies lent credence to this notion of 'war fever.' The decision to go to war in 1914 was made by a small group of individuals. Still, the idea that the people backed it became a helpful myth for distributing guilt and avoiding unpleasant questions of individual accountability. An excellent retrospective account of 'war fever' was given by David Lloyd George:
“[The theory that the] Great War was engineered by elder and middle-aged statesmen who sent young men to face its horrors, is an invention ... I shall never forget the warlike crowds that thronged Whitehall and poured into Downing Street… whilst the Cabinet was deliberating on the alternative of peace or war.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  David Lloyd George, War Memoirs (London: Odham, 1936), pg. 39.] 

This chapter should be approached with extreme scepticism. Lloyd George justified his own war decision by implying that the people forced the war declaration. The term "war enthusiasm" is intended to refute the charge that "old men" sacrificed the youth. However, the reality remains that the Cabinet, not the crowds, declared war against Germany, and Lloyd George himself played a pivotal role in convincing Liberal Britain to support the conflict.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and The First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).] 

Post-war revisionism has been quite destructive to the popular and scholarly history of the Great War. Anecdotal evidence, like that of Bertrand Russell and David Lloyd-George, in addition to photos of Buckingham Palace and Trafalgar Square taken out of context, are some of the few pieces of evidence given for a great deal of war enthusiasm in the summer of 1914. These pieces of evidence lose a great deal of value if they are criticised cynically, as shown by scholars like Adrian Gregory.
To speak of the reaction of ‘Britons’ to the declaration of war in 1914 is counterproductive as it compounds all of Great Britain into one mass, where in actuality, there were striking differences of enthusiasm between not just different nationalities but also across gender and an Edwardian class system that was very dividing at the time.
Wales, for example, was a hotbed for anti-war sentiment in the years leading up to the First World War, so it would not have been surprising had it also presented significant opposition to the war declaration in 1914. Then, just an MP for the Liberal Party, David Lloyd George became a charismatic rallying point against the Boer War. It’s the domination of pacifist Liberals in the north, and the rule of labour unions in the south meant that it became a key area of opposition to the war in South Africa. The standard revisionist view, as expounded by scholars like Kenneth Morgan in his history of Wales, Rebirth of a Nation, is that upon hearing of the call to war against Germany, both labour and Liberal pacifists pushed away from their ideals of peace and instead took up arms in the act of patriotic zeal.[footnoteRef:7] However, this claim that the Welsh civilians immediately put aside their lives to support the war effort is not entirely valid. On both the third and the fifth of August (the day after Britain joined the war), the government requested that workers cut short their holidays and return to work to assist with the war effort. Of the eleven-thousand workers asked to return to work, only about a hundred actually did! Despite not being a pacifist protest, it does bring into discussion the validity of that view of the Welsh as being so overcome with patriotism they would sacrifice even a holiday to defeat Germany.[footnoteRef:8] Kenneth Morgan’s claim that: “the overwhelming mass of the Welsh people cast aside their political and industrial divisions and threw themselves into the war with gusto”[footnoteRef:9] was not a comprehensive narrative. [7:  Kenneth O Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales, 1880-1980 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1981), pg. 159.]  [8:  Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and The First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).]  [9:  Kenneth O Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales, 1880-1980 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1981), pg. 159.] 

However, to say that Wales was a pacifist nation at the start of the war would also be untrue. Especially in the north, Welsh Liberals supported the war effort out of loyalty to the government. They recently fulfilled the Welsh Liberals main goal of disestablishing the Welsh Church, so they were in good graces with Westminster.[footnoteRef:10] On the other hand, there would be some resistance from the working-class labour factions before aligning with the war effort. Just four days after the holiday incident, the government and mine managers asked that the miners labour an additional hour every day. In response, the request was met with widespread opposition for a whole month. The controversy was eventually resolved on September 1st when a South Wales Miners Federation conference was put in session to address the issue. In the end, the South Wales Miners Federation’s decision to support the extra hour would be upheld. However, in exchange, the SWMF urged troops to be paid more and given greater separation allowances. In the context, it’s possible that the SWMF was expanding its jurisdiction to defend its members who had joined the war rather than switching to an abstract zealous patriotism posture. Incidents like this show the power of workers’ unions in Britain at the time and how effective they were at inspiring enthusiasm for the war. It's also true that the military situation had drastically shifted by the end of August. Britain looked to be on the verge of defeat, and the SWMF's decision to 'rally' coincided with a drastic rise in war enthusiasm.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and The First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).]  [11:  Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and The First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).] 

Wales as a region would eventually turn quite jingoistic. Still, the discontentment of workers having to sacrifice for the ‘war at home’ would remain a point of agitation right throughout the war. The heckling of pacifist politician James Keir Hardie in Aberdare is an excellent example of Welsh jingoism in the summer of 1914. Hardie would return later; however, after editing his speeches to accommodate the shift in public opinion, there was great anxiety to support the troops as Britain appeared to be losing the war, where he would be met with cheers.
As shown in the first section of this essay, there is a tendency to associate the whole of Britain under the scope of what’s happening in London. Arguments for Britain’s jingoism seem to argue very heavily on scenes outside Westminster and Buckingham Palace on the 4th of August, despite it not being representative of the whole nation, as it was incredibly divided at this time (across regions and classes especially). And, indeed, I do not believe it is evidence for the British public having a high war enthusiasm in the summer of 1914 even in London.
Adrian Gregory cites a description of the crowd to display how the misconception of vast crowds cheering for war came about. Firstly, he shows the account of a newspaper at the time: 
“Thousands of holidaymakers who in other circumstances would have been only too happy to get out of town made their way to Whitehall in the hope of catching a glimpse of Ministers as they arrived. Quiet and orderly, this typical English crowd, obviously comprising all classes of people bore itself well. There was no feverish excitement. Downing Street itself was kept clear by Police – a duty easily managed by a handful of men, so correct was the behaviour of the crowd ...  suddenly the sound of military music was heard from the direction of Wellington Barracks. Immediately there was a stampede. Fathers packed up their children, mothers gathered the bottles of milk, bags of cake and fruit and there was a general rush in the direction of the Palace.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and The First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) pg. 5-6] 

This contemporary account contradicts the notion that London was filled with protesters jingoistically celebrating the war. Instead, it presents the crowd as mere groups of contented tourists who happened to be out at the same time and place. The swarms of patriots chanting for German blood are just curious observers with their families. This description is in stark contrast to David Lloyd George’s account. As Gregory argues at the beginning, it is essential to view his descriptions cynically as retrospective attempts to minimise his involvement:
“I shall never forget the warlike crowds that thronged Whitehall and poured into Downing Street, whilst the Cabinet was deliberating on the alternative of peace or war. On Sunday there was a great crowd. Monday was a Bank Holiday and multitudes of young people concentrated in Westminster demonstrating for war against Germany.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  David Lloyd George, War Memoirs (London: Odham, 1936), pg. 39.] 

In August of 1914, the general view seems to be of shocked scepticism, as shown by letters published in The Times a few days war was declared.[footnoteRef:14] Wales would take well over a month to conform to the war effort after its mining industry was plagued with worker agitation like the refusal to return to work and the controversy over the workday being extended an hour. The crowds baying for war against the Kaiser that appears in accounts by people like David Lloyd George were described in sources at the time as little more than curious bystanders. Scholars like Adrian Gregory have dismissed the myth of the naïve Briton blundering into a terrible war with a smile on his face and instead have presented a version of Britain that was relatively unenthusiastic to the concept of war with Germany. [14:  Arthur Marwick, Wendy Simpson, ‘War, Peace and Social Change’ – Documents 1 1900-1929 (Open University Press, 1990), PP.3-4.] 
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