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Introduction:
Untold Legacies of the First World War in Britain
Alison Fell and Jessica Meyer

j.k.meyer@leeds.ac.uk

Abstract:

The current centenary of the First World War provides an unrivalled opportunity
uncover some of the social legacies of the war. The four articles which make up this
special issue each explore a different facet of the war’s impact on British society to
explore an as yet untold story. The subjects investigated include logistics, the history
of science, the social history of medicine and resistance to war. Thisarticle
introduces the four which follow, locating them in the wider historiographic debates

around the interface between warfare and societies engaged in war.
Key words: First World War, Britain, historiography, Legacies of War

It is atruism that the First World War had a dramatic impact on 20™-century British
society. The expansion of the British electorate, the greater opportunities available to
women and an improvement of working-class standards of living have al been
defined as legacies of the war which continue to resonate powerfully today. However,
there remain ongoing important historical debates over the extent to which the war
acted asinstigator, accelerator, or even as a brake on social, cultural and economic
change in British society. For instance, the discussions around changes to the British
franchise, women’s place in society and improvementsin living standards and their
relationship to the war are increasingly being qualified.® Whereas the war was often
portrayed, both at the time and since, as a watershed moment,? historical studies have

more recently emphasised continuities as much asradical transformations.*The

L A. Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), pp.1-2.

2 See, for instance, A. Marwick, The Deluge: British Society and the First World War (London: Bodley
Head, 1965); P. Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975);
S. Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (New Y ork: Atheneum, 1991);
E. Leed, No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity in World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1979).

3 Gregory, The Last Great War; G. de Groot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War
(London: Longman, 1996); J.M. Winter, Stes of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in
European Cultural History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); D. Todman, The Great

1


mailto:j.k.meyer@leeds.ac.uk

current centenary of the war years provides an unrivalled opportunity to re-examine
some of these debates. This special issue aims, in particular, to uncover some of the
lesser known legacies of the war that, even a century later, have yet to be fully
explored.

Recent trends in the scholarship of the social history of the First World War have
included re-evaluations of the technological and medical advances made during the
war,* aswell as new enquiries into the relationship between the war and
philanthropy.®> A resurgent interest in the home front during the war has led to
investigations of the place of food and drink in wartime society,® as well as broader
studies of life and morale on the home front.” Such studies extend and complicate our
understanding of the impacts of the war, demonstrating both the extent to which all
aspects of British society were affected and the long-term legacies which could be | eft
in the most unexpected places. Seth Koven’s analysis of the relationship between the
treatment of disabled children and disabled ex-servicemen in Britain, for example,
explores not only the two-way relationship between the two groups but also the
legacies these relationships had for social perceptions of disability in the longer term.®
Similarly, Jeffrey Reznick’s work on wartime hospitals locates medical and
architectura developments in wartime in both the history of medicine in wartime and
theoretical developmentsin medical rehabilitation.’

War: Myth and Memory (London: Hambledon and London, 2005). For a discussion of this
historiographic development, see G. Braybon, ‘Introduction’ in G. Braybon, Evidence, History and the
Great War: Historians and the Impact of 1914-18 (New Y ork: Berghan Books, 2003), pp.1-29.

* J.S. Reznick, ‘A Strange and Formidable Weapon: British Responses to World War I Poison Gas,’
Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences, 64 (2009), 268-269; D. Edgerton, Warfare
Sate: Britain, 1920-1970 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), particularly chapter 3; S.
Biernoff, ‘The Rhetoric of Disfigurement in First World War Britain,” Social History of Medicine, 24
(2011), 666-685.

® P. Grant, Philanthropy and Voluntary Action in the First World War: Mobilizing Charity (London:
Routledge, 2014).

® R. Duffet, The Slomach for Fighting (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012); S. Haslam, ‘A
Literary Intervention: Writing Alcohol in British literature, 1915-1930,” First World War Studies, 4
(2013), 219-39.

’L. Ugolini, Ciwies: Middle-class Men on the English Home Front, 1914-1918 (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2013); C. Pennell, A Kingdom United: Popular Responses to the
Outbreak of the First World War in Britain and Ireland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).

8 S. Koven, ‘Remembering and Dismemberment: Crippled Children, Wounded Soldiers and the Great
War in Great Britain’, American Historical Review, 99 (1994), 1167-1202.

? J. Reznick,[Healing the Nation: Soldiers and the Culture of Caregiving in Britain during the Great
War (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005).
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The essays collected here seek to add to this body of scholarship through their
exploration of four facets of thewar. All four are drawn from projects associated
with the Legacies of War research and engagement hub based at the University of
Leeds. This project involves ateam of researchers focusing on social, cultural and
medical histories of the war, often working from a European, comparative
perspective. The members of the research team have been working not only alongside
other university academics but equally alongside museum professionals, community
researchers and cultural practitioners. They have thereby sought to extend both
academic and public knowledge and understanding of the diverse legacies of the war
in five key areas of study. A central goal has to been to explore less mined primary
sources, and to collaborate with researchers working in different contexts, such as
museums, schools and theatres, or different disciplinesin order to bring new
perspectives to bear on more well-worn interpretations. The four themes addressed
here involve three of the hub’s key themes: science and technology, medicine and

war, and resistance to warfare.

Aswith all scholarship, they seek to uncover original, previously untold stories. In
two cases, Chris Phillips’s article on Francis Dent’s attempts to organize British
military transportation at Bassin Loubet and Dominic Berry’s exploration of the
foundation and work of the Seed Testing Service (STS) during the war and in its
immediate aftermath, the untold story isthat of the event or institution itself. These
are historical moments and organisations that have not, as yet, received significant
scholarly attention, and it is only now that their stories are starting to be told and their
legacies explored.”® In telling them, Phillips and Berry not only uncover the histories
of their subjects, but also their legacies for civil-military relations and the history of

agricultural science and its place in society.

Superficially, the subject matter of the other two articles, Jessica Meyer’s examination
of the British Red Cross and the Friends” Ambulance Unit (FAU), and Cyril Pearce’s

discussion of patterns of conscientious objection to war, are more familiar, with

19 The only previous discussion of Dent’s work at Bassin Loubet occurs in .M. Brown, British
Logistics on the Western Front, 1914-191 (London: Praeger, 1998). The Seed Testing Station as an
organization has, as Berry notes, not been explored at all by historians.
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studies of both already in existence.™* Yet by applying new methodological
approaches in one case, and bringing the fruits of long-term quantitative research and
analysisto bear on the subject in the other, both shed new light on seemingly familiar
topics. In doing so, they are able to illuminate not only the topics themselves but also
the social legacies they had for wartime voluntarism and resistance to war as a

community stance respectively.

What unites these articles, moreover, is not ssmply the originality of topic or
approach, but rather the fact that each, in its own way, expresses the complex
interface between warfare and the society engaged in war. This provesto be an
interdependent relationship: whereas more typically war is seen to be the active agent
in the relationship, leaving its traces on the society in which it takes place, these
essays also show the existing structures, organisations and modes of thinking in
British society had a crucial impact upon the ways in which the First World War was
fought, organised, understood and responded to. Phillips’s article, dealing as it does
explicitly with civil-military relations, provides the most obvious example of this two-
way interplay between war and society, but the social importance of the questions
raised is evident in the other three articles as well. Pearce’s uncovering of
unsuspected pockets of resistance to war through his analysis of the CO database
provides important insight into the variations of attitude towards the war that existed
across the country, as well as into the significance of pre-existing socia and regional
networks. This complicates our understanding of war enthusiasm at the local level,
giving perspective recent analyses of war enthusiasm at the national level.*
Conversely, Meyer’s article on medical voluntarism problematizes both reading of the
FAU as a space of resistance to war and medical voluntarism as a humanitarian
endeavour. These moral nuances continue to inflect understandings of the role of

voluntary medical caregiving in conflicts today. Finally, Berry’s analysis of the work

1 Official histories of both the Friends Ambulance Unit and the British Red Cross Society contain
descriptions of their role in wartime, although these tend to be fairly uncritical . See, for example, J.
Ormerod Greenwood, Quaker Encounters, Volume 1: Friends and Relief (Y ork: William Sessions
Limited, 1975) and B. Oliver, The British Red Crossin Action (London: Faber & Faber, 1966). More
analytic histories of the Friends Ambulance Unit often overlap with more genera histories of
conscientious objection in Britain, such as L. Bibbings, Telling Tales About Men: Conceptions of
Conscientious Objection to Military Service During the First World War (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2011) and F. Goodall, We Will Not Go To War: Conscientious Objection During the
World Wars (Stroud: The History Press, 2010). See aso C. Pearce, Comrades in Conscience: The Story
of an English Community’s Opposition to the Great War (London: Francis Bootle, 2001).

12 Gregory, The Last Great War; Pennell, A Kingdom United.
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of the STS demonstrates how scientific endeavour both drew on and informed
contemporary debates about eugenics, the role of women in the workforce, and the
place of disabled ex-servicemen in postwar society to shape both the direction of the
institution itself and the society in which it was located.

Read together, these four articles depict the relationship between the First World War
as waged by Britain and the society engaged in waging it as a complex series of
interactions between alarge number of stakeholders. Many of the individuals
discussed cannot be categorized simply as military or civilian, militaristic or resistant
towar. All the actors and institutions discussed were negotiating their relationships
within asociety redefining itself in light of total war. For some of them, this involved
anew application of pre-war skills, experiences or ideologies to a wartime context;
for others, it involved amore radical re-thinking of pre-war norms. The compromises
and accommaodations that they made, or resisted making, to do so have left legacies
for British society today, ranging from understandings about the role of medical aid in
conflict to discussions of the roles of women in scientific laboratories. Nor isit only
the legacies of the historic subjects that these articles demonstrate. The CO Register
complied by Pearce, now hosted on-line by the Imperial War Museum’s Lives of the
First World War project,*® is a historic legacy in its own right as a source of
information for future generations of social and cultural historians. In both exploring
and creating legacies of the First World War in Britain, these articles show how much
the untold legacies of the First World War still have to inform us about that much-
discussed conflict.

3 Lives of the First World War is an ‘innovative, interactive platform will bring material from
museums, libraries, archives and family collections from across the world together in one place,
inspiring people of al agesto explore, reveal and share the life stories of those who served in uniform
and worked on the home front.” Lives of the First World War <http://www.iwm.org.uk/centenary/lives- |
|of -the-first-world-warp [accessed 23 June 2014].
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