How Long Before the Sunset ? British attitudes to war, 1871-1914
British attitudes to war in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have frequently been described as ‘jingoistic’. This term, which originated in 1878 from a music hall song supporting British intervention in the Russian-Turkish war, is helpful in depicting an increasingly bullish and popular imperialism which was a feature of the period. However, the paradox of late imperialism was that its swagger and bombast were accompanied by deep insecurities. Many contemporaries feared that the British Empire had reached its zenith and was destined to collapse, and that the security of Britain itself was also in doubt. A stream of popular ‘invasion’ literature highlighted the threat which other European powers, particularly the newly formed Germany, posed to mainland Britain. The ruling classes worried about the ‘degeneration’ of the British population, fearing that Britain would not have the military strength to vanquish its enemies in the ‘war to come’, a conflict which was increasingly seen as inevitable.
Britain needed men to volunteer for its army, and public opinion became increasingly important to politicians as the electorate increased. The historian John Mackenzie has described Britain as being awash with imperial propaganda, which permeated popular culture and the press, disseminating the ‘dominant ideology’ of militarism, monarchism, and social-Darwinism.
Undoubtedly, imperial imagery was commonplace in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Soldiers were proudly depicted on advertisements for whisky and cigarettes. There were spectacular military reviews, such as the 1897 Fleet Review to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. Rising literacy rates followed the 1870 Education Act, and by the turn of the century a new type of newspaper had developed to cater to the large lower middle class market. The Daily Mail was founded in 1896 and the Daily Express in 1900, and both were decidedly jingoistic. The Express declared in its first leader: ‘Our policy is patriotic, our policy is the British Empire’. In the music halls, a tremendously popular form of entertainment at the time, performers sang songs about Empire and national pride.
Michael Paris’ study of children’s fiction found that it was steeped in imperial adventure and the ‘warrior hero’ archetype of masculinity. G.A. Henty wrote dozens of stories in the imperial setting, such as The Tiger of Mysore (1896) and With Kitchener to the Soudan (1903), which typically featured a very young male protagonist who saved the day. Rider Haggard’s African adventure stories, notably King Solomon’s Mines (1885), were also extremely popular with schoolboys. However, Paris showed that even the authors of such jingoistic tales were also haunted by fears of imperial decline. Henty wrote in 1885: ‘The courage of our forefathers has created the greatest empire in the world around a small and in itself insignificant island; if this empire is ever lost, it will be by the cowardice of their descendants.’
Henty’s aim was thus to ensure the continuity of the Empire by inspiring boys to fight for it. Many new magazines for boys were started in the latter part of the nineteenth century, and most of these carried war stories which linked virility with the defence of the Empire. Chums magazine, founded in 1892, published military accounts such as ‘Fighting for Empire’ and ‘The Bugle Call: a thrilling story of the Zakka Khel War’ (1908). Similarly, in many schools the imperial mission was woven into assemblies and history lessons. Nowhere was this more evident than in public schools, where generals frequently addressed public school pupils at prize-givings and speech days.
‘Muscular Christianity’, the idea that boys should develop physical strength in order to use it to advance the cause of Christianity, had developed in the 1860s and had been one cause of the emphasis on sport in public schools. The language of sport was often used by writers in their descriptions of war, to emphasise the continuity between school and the army.
Paris quotes the novelist Stuart Cloete to show the impact of popular imperialism on a boy at the turn of the century; ‘Everything was glory to me … I was taught to recite “The Charge of the Light Brigade” … I used to play with my father’s sword and he would tell me stories of campaigns. Of Kaffir Wars and rebellions, and colonies … Only glory.’
Ironically, sporting and chivalric ideals were the cloak for a new imperialism which carried with it an increasingly unbalanced death toll. At the Battle of Omdurman in 1898, the use of the recently developed machine gun allowed the British to kill 11,000 Sudanese with a loss of only 28 British soldiers.
As military participation in Britain depended on volunteers, social attitudes to war became ever more important. The alumni of public schools were expected to fill the top positions in the armed forces, and as a result the Officer Training Corps (OTC) was set up in schools to inculcate military attitudes and train pupils in drill and shooting. However, all levels of society needed to be prepared for war. On returning from war, Robert Baden-Powell set up the Boy Scouts, providing healthy outdoor activities for boys, in a militaristic context. Although Baden-Powell always maintained that the Boy Scouts were ‘peace Scouts’, and did not include military drill in their activities, this was to ensure that the movement had as broad an appeal as possible. He openly admitted that the Boy Scouts were a ‘potential recruiting ground’, and claimed that 70 per cent of scouts went into the army. Baden-Powell aimed to combat the perceived degeneration in society by teaching boys from all classes to respect the social hierarchy and preparing them to defend the Empire – or, as he put it in Scouting for Boys, to ‘be a brick’ in the ‘wall of Empire’. The tenacity with which both Roberts and Baden-Powell dedicated themselves to increasing Britain’s military strength is evidence of the degree of anxiety within the military elite.
The sense of foreboding was nowhere more obvious than in fiction. Invasion literature had remained popular, and from the 1890s Germany’s growing naval power meant that it was consistently depicted as threatening to invade. As the Entente Cordiale developed it became obvious that Germany and Britain would be on opposite sides of a war which was largely seen as inevitable. William Le Queux’s The Invasion of 1910 (published in 1906) depicted a German invasion, and sold a million copies. The Invasion of 1910 had been commissioned by Alfred Harmsworth, owner of the Daily Mail, who was keen both to sell papers and to campaign for a stronger military. Several different newspapers used invasion stories to promote increased defence spending as Britain competed with Germany in the naval race. This process culminated in the Dreadnought campaign, which received widespread public support with its slogan demanding more Dreadnought ships: ‘We want eight and we won’t wait’.
Militaristic organisations like the NSL and the Scouts set out to target the working class, and the invasion literature and soldier-hero genres were ubiquitous in the years immediately preceding the First World War. The rush to volunteer in 1914 is evidence that a sense of duty had been instilled in the general population. Themes of glory and masculinity had been used to create a society which was ready for war, from the men who eagerly enlisted to the women who taunted civilian men with white feathers. However, fear had also played a crucial role in creating an atmosphere in which militarism was seen as essential.
As the war began in 1914 the government would use crude atrocity propaganda to harness public anxiety; the ‘rape of Belgium’ inspired men to enlist to prevent their women from suffering the same fate. However, these fears dated back to the Franco-Prussian War, when Germany first revealed a deadly military efficiency. The fear of invasion combined with the understandable concern that ‘the Empire on which the sun never sets’ might be unsustainable, and the pervasive fear that the British race was in long term decline. The Boer War was a trigger for action; a justification for the introduction of social reforms and the inspiration behind a more active form of popular militarism. The men who volunteered in 1914 were thus motivated partly by fear, and the sense that they had to act to avert a catastrophe. One seventeenyear- old volunteer described the trip to the cinema which caused him to enlist: ‘they showed the Fleet sailing the high seas and played “Britons Never Shall Be Slaves” … And you know one feels that little shiver run up the back and you know you have got to do something.’ Years of exposure to imperial propaganda, invasion literature, militaristic organisations, and popular songs had combined to produce ‘that little shiver’.
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