
Conclusion

In addition to a dawning comprehension of what had occurred, the chief legacy
of the Great War was change. On 2 September 1914 The Times printed for the
first time Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘For All We Have and Are’ in which the
nation’s poet lamented that, ‘Our world has passed away/In wantonness
o’erthrown’, the only solid things remaining being ‘steel and fire and stone’. If
the realities of war focused attention on the basic elements of existence and
survival, the well-spring of grief and self-examination that characterised the
post-war world did not allow this attention to lapse.

Throughout this book we have encountered opposition to the Great War
which emanated from individuals who, motivated by aesthetic, humanistic and
moral concerns, reacted against this reduction of life to its basic – and, they felt,
baser – constituents. This cultural abrasion was comprehended by some during
the period of reflection following the war. The social analyst Caroline Playne in
her Society at War (1931) stated that:

Thoughtful people, people of artistic temperament, felt the war years to be a long-
protracted, acute form of nightmare. They felt themselves held up from constructive
tasks; and, at the same time, falling apart from civilised standards, divided, estranged
from their own ideals. The goodness they might have pursued evaded them, whilst
regard for beauty vanished, as it seemed for ever. The faith that might have upheld
them, being constantly trampled in the mud, ceased to function. Instead of help
when they cried aloud, they must endure the perpetual trumpeting of falsities – the
war for freedom and justice, the war to end war.

Playne concluded – and we have observed – that the experience of thinkers and
artists who had languished under the conflict was just as real as that of the
shattered soldiers:

Just as the nerves, the minds of the strongest soldiers broke down under their endur-
ance of the continuous noises, vibrations, shocks of intensified bombardments, so
whole-hearted followers of mercy and truth broke down under the prolonged moral
shock and disappointment.1

Bloomsbury, perhaps typically, reacted to the Great War on an individual
basis. Other people also based their objection to the conflict on aesthetic or
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humanistic grounds and did so from a wider cross-section of the cultural land-
scape. Although most of these people were from the educated middle-classes,
similarly linked anti-war reactions occurred throughout the war and beyond
and emanated from differing contexts; from the equally well-known to the ob-
scure, from male to female, from those who fought to those who did not. As
early as 1 August 1914, the Manchester Guardian carried a letter from one
Louis Kletz, who declared that Great Britain should remain neutral in the ap-
proaching conflict, ‘first and foremost because war at the best of times is not
only a calamity, but an outrage on humanity’.2 Bloomsbury were not exclusive
in their response to the Great War and, in fact, could be viewed as merely the
‘tip of the iceberg’ of aesthetic or humanistic opposition.

As we have found, though not the totality of anti-war feeling, occurrences of
individualistic aesthetic, humanistic or moral opposition were both varied and
widespread. To a certain extent, this was due to cultural legacies from the pre-
vious century – a period which had witnessed the solid individualism of entre-
preneurial endeavour, entrenched notions of self-help and, in culturally influential
circles, a growing appreciation of aesthetics. In an address during his tenure as
President of the Royal Academy (1879–93), Lord Leighton had offered a phi-
losophy of the ideal. The source of all art was, ‘the consciousness of emotion in
the presence of the natural phenomena of life and Nature’.3 This advocacy of a
life lived through the senses was similar in concept to that proffered by Walter
Pater in his aesthetic championing of, ‘the cult of beauty in everything [and] the
pursuit of pleasure’.4 The Victorian Romantic movement had sought to afford
to the individual a higher perception via the imagination, and Pater had not
only defended this power of imagination but advocated its extension. His cru-
sade had been embodied, in the words of one of his undergraduates, in a drive
to ‘cultivate the art of vivid sensation’.

The essential attributes of the Romantic movement had been a ‘vibrant indi-
vidualism striving to emancipate itself from the false conventions of the age’,
coupled with ‘the belief in the higher perception afforded by the imagination’
and a certainty that, ‘ultimate truths belonged more to the heart than the head’.5

Humanistic and aesthetic links between the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries were strong; the Red House of William Morris at Upton near Bexley
Heath foreshadowed the Charleston of Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant. Paul
Levy, in his biography of that ‘father’ of Bloomsbury, the Cambridge philoso-
pher G.E. Moore, has pointed out that:

Among … general attitudes that have become to be associated with Moore were
several that were common to ‘Cambridge Humanism’, and which were shared by
Apostles such as [Harry] Sedgwick, [J.E.] McTaggart and [Goldsworthy] Lowes
Dickinson. A belief in rationality and the power of reason was the chief of these. All
these philosophers believed that men’s minds could be changed by rational argu-
ment, and that belief could affect action, so that it was in the power of mankind to
decide rationally to follow a certain course of action.6

Conclusion 225
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It was when mankind refused to act rationally in a collective sense (and went to
war) that the individuals of Bloomsbury and their circle felt the need to follow
independent and, to them, rational courses of action. According to Bloomsbury
authority J.K. Johnstone, that circle of individuals desired ‘understanding rather
than power’, and both Johnstone and Levy draw attention to a ‘Cambridge
Humanism’ that was, ‘even more important to Bloomsbury than Moore’s phi-
losophy’. These ‘Victorian’ tenets formed the basis not only for Bloomsbury’s
response to the Great War but that of others also – all of them, ‘individuals in a
world in which individualism [was] threatened daily’.7

The individualism of the Victorian period had had to vie with the new col-
lectivist approach of movements such as Guild socialism, feminism and the
more abstract impulses of patriotic imperialism. With the advent of the Great
War, conflicts of morality ensued, as some individuals who were used to subli-
mating themselves in work for the common good found the call of individual
conscience hard to ignore. Those who volunteered for military service in the
early months of the war voluntarily laid down individualistic claims for a vari-
ety of reasons, not least due to the pull of pre-war collectivist patriotism and a
resulting sense of moral duty – this was, after all, in H.G. Wells’s famous phrase,
the ‘War that Will End War’.

With the coming of war, a new moral order was established. ‘The present
War is a conflict which admits no truth or reconciliation, between two concep-
tions and ideals of life’, declared the Quarterly Review. ‘Liberty, democracy,
and the moral law are ranged in battle order against physical force, militarism
and the claims for universal domination.’8 Moral battle-lines were drawn, but
as we have seen, not everyone rallied to the same standard. The Manchester
Guardian warned that:

These will be times to try men’s souls. Those who have from pulpit platform and
press, have prated so lightly of war as a moral purge, a discipline, a tonic, will have
a chance to show how much their faith in war is worth … it will not be only the men
who go to the front who will have to drink of that purge and who will find it a bitter
draught.9

The men and women in this book found the war a ‘bitter draught’. To some,
accepted standards of morality had been corrupted and independence of char-
acter forcibly reduced by the war. ‘The fact that men of character and moral
strength were forced down to primitive levels fixed such levels for the general
mass’, Caroline Playne later commented. It was these men, she continued:

… possessing powers of original thought and intellectual initiative who would in
former times have maintained their independence of judgement, exercise of reason –
it was these men who were badly broken in the course of being shaped to the military
pattern by rude and brutal methods.10

We have observed how the conflict was perceived by some as, in Henry
James’s phrase, ‘the great interruption’ in human progress. In some quarters,
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this interruption was seen as the herald of positive change, and this was to be
celebrated rather than condemned. In September 1914, the English Review trum-
peted that ‘This war will be the great clearing house of civilisation.’11 Despite
the Manchester Guardian’s warning to all those who had talked of the coming
of war as ‘a moral purge’ or ‘a tonic’, Edmund Gosse, in an article entitled ‘War
and Literature’, described the conflict as, ‘the sovereign disinfectant . . . the
Condy’s Fluid that cleans out the stagnant pools and clotted channels of the
intellect’. To Gosse and others, the war was a ‘refreshment of the spirit’ and a
chance to sweep away Edwardian lethargy, both physical and mental. How-
ever, even Gosse was forced to admit that the conflict was ‘the great scavenger
of thought’.12

It is clear that while not all those viewing the war from an educated aesthetic
or humanistic standpoint necessarily regarded its effects as disastrous, a signifi-
cant proportion did so. Henry James clearly saw the war’s adverse effect upon
human progress. ‘The plunge of civilisation into this abyss of blood and dark-
ness’, he wrote to a friend,

is a thing that so gives away the whole long age during which we have supposed the
world to be, with whatever abatement, gradually bettering, that to have to take it all
now for what the treacherous years were all the while really making for and meaning
is too tragic for words.13

The thoughts and feelings of the people described in this book reflect both
private and public concerns, and the Manchester Guardian publicly voiced
James’s private lamentation. In an article entitled ‘On the Brink’, the paper
warned that Britain should not make itself ‘an accessory to the crime against
reason and human happiness that is now beginning’. Entering the war would
be to ‘throw away in a wild gamble the accumulated progress of half a century,
to starve every hope’.14

Gilbert Murray, the Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford, mused upon the
paradoxical nature of the conflict. He highlighted the necessarily ‘hideous’ char-
acter of the activities of war – ‘so hideous, indeed that at times it seems strange
that we carry it out at all of this war of civilised men against civilised men, against
our intellectual teachers, our brothers in art and science and healing medicine,
and so large a part of all that makes life beautiful’.15 The Great War was not only
a paradox; George Bernard Shaw described it as a ‘monstrous triviality’. While
Shaw was driven largely by his scepticism concerning the motives of government
and public morality, Bertrand Russell described the conflict as ‘trivial for all its
vastness’. We have witnessed both Russell’s despair for mankind and his hope
that the lesson of the conflict would produce (via individuals) a ‘different spirit’:
a calmer, creative state of mind in contrast to the destructive ‘fiery conviction’ of
the war years. In addition, Russell’s concerns were echoed, often independently,
by other individuals, whether celebrated or obscure.

The ground was being laid for the organised voice of historian Martin Ceadel’s
‘humanitarian pacifism’ of the 1920s and 1930s.16 It is clear that aesthetic and
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humanistic anti-war feeling was not simply an inter-war ‘innovation’, but ex-
isted much earlier during the actual conflict and emanated from differing sources
on an individual basis in its expression.

The inter-war years and especially the early 1920s were potentially a time
for reflection and reassessment on what had gone before. However, the accred-
ited war correspondent Philip Gibbs noted in 1921 that the period since the
Armistice, instead of being one of peace and analysis had been, ‘three years of
blundering, moral degradation, and reaction to the lowest tradition of national
politics’.17 It seemed as if the fears and warnings of humanity being jolted from
the path of progress by the force of the conflict contained some truth. Victory
celebrations had been muted and short-lived, and the post-war period was a
time of uncertainty and instability.

Gibbs had revisited the notion that the war had effected a ‘rapid decline in
ordinary morality’ and a ‘lowering of spiritual ideals’ amongst individuals. In
his memoirs, he cited reprisals carried out against those who had supposedly
been pro-German in occupied Belgium and the all-consuming desire of the French
for revenge as examples of the human spirit brought low by the war.18 He had
perceived an attitude amongst intellectual and aesthetic observers during the
war; namely that the conflict had ‘demoralised and spiritually weakened’ hu-
man nature, thus enabling ‘a coarseness and cruelty of mind’ to evolve in the
vacuum thus created. This, in turn, Gibbs concluded, produced a ‘degrading’
action, a ‘poisonous reaction’ which ‘deadens the sensitive nerve cells of the
mind’. He reiterated that the overall effect had been ‘a subtle coarsening pro-
cess’ which had, ‘overtaken the most refined minds and blunted their finer sen-
sibilities’, while the least refined minds had ‘relapsed into brutishness’.19

Within Philip Gibbs’s post-war assessment of the conflict’s effects, lay some
of the resulting major themes of individual aesthetic, humanistic or moral anti-
war reaction. Gibbs’s recognition of a ‘moral degradation’ reflects the climate
of ‘moral fear’ which Caroline Playne saw as pervading the war years and after,
as well as the public recognition of a new moral order in the pages of journals
such as the Spectator, the Quarterly Review and the Nation. Writing from his
intellectually crag-like vantage point, George Bernard Shaw declared the war
to be a ‘hopeless moral muddle’, and we have seen how men with experience of
the front came to comprehend an altered moral climate, such as Colonel
Hanbury-Sparrow’s claim that Passchendalele shattered the force of any moral
argument for war. Some men, such as E.P. Southall at his court martial, de-
clared an exemption from the war on specifically moral grounds and, as in
Southall’s case, displayed a recognition that the strictures of the war-state could
only ‘crush moral liberty’.

The ‘coarseness and cruelty of mind’ and resultant mental degradation that
war correspondent Philip Gibbs identified could be said to be similar to the
metaphor of ‘iron’ entering the soul of poet Edmund Blunden and other writers
and artists in uniform like him, a process which Blunden had to not only struggle
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against, but, more crucially, shut off from his creative consciousness if he were
to continue to be a poet in the short term. Hence Blunden’s apparent inability
to produce ‘war poetry’ immediately after his experience of the front. Gibbs’s
observations also mirror the experiences of other individuals, such as E.G.
Venning and Stephen Hewitt, who both discerned a hardening of sensibility
and a growing insignificance of individual efforts within the apparatus of war.

Experience of the conflict resulted in a ‘winter of the spirit’ for many. This
mental climate was publicly pointed out and debated within various periodi-
cals during the war itself. In a spiritually heightened review in the Nation of
Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson’s The Chance Before Us in 1917, the reviewer
had warned that war had a detrimental effect upon the spirit as well as the
body. According to the review, the conflict had imparted, ‘a kind of hardness to
human nature. It accepts suffering, cruelty, injustice, all the evils, for their effect
is inducing this hardness.’ The review made clear that, on the other hand, peace
was based on love and, therefore, inclined to the values of liberty and the rich-
ness and diversity of human character: ‘Thus peace comes not to destroy the
individual, but to fulfil him.’20 A letter published in the following issue carried
the analysis further, stating that the ‘effective pacifist’ was one who expressed a
positive spirit which was ‘healing and creative’. The pacifist was not a‘retailer
of formulas’ (which were ‘dead things’ and belonged, therefore, to the realm of
war) but rather, he exhibited an ‘intense effective personality’ which could thus
in wartime become, ‘a rallying point for all those unseen creative forces which
will slowly but surely overcome the destructive forces of war’.21 The practical
truth of this lies in the struggles of Bertrand Russell.

The journalist H.M. Tomlinson was a war correspondent in France for the
Daily News from 1914 to 1917. He was eventually withdrawn by the News-
paper Proprietor’s Association for being too ‘humanitarian’ in his outlook;
his experience of the conflict ‘left him with a bleeding soul’ according to Philip
Gibbs. Tomlinson’s Waiting for Daylight, published in 1922, detailed in thirty-
three precisely dated sections, one man’s reaction to the war and its after-
math. According to Tomlinson, following experience of the conflict, nothing
could be viewed or discussed innocently again. The common soldier repre-
sented not only ‘a desolation of the mind’, but also, ‘the ghost of what was
fair, but was broken, and is lost’.22 Despite the possibility of this ‘desolation
of the mind’ resulting from experience of the war, we have seen how for some,
a major component of aesthetic or humanistic opposition to the conflict was
direct experience of it – men like F.H. Keeling and Wilfred Owen sought out
the experience in order to validate their individual stance on the conflict.
Owen, in particular, felt that he would not be content until he had, ‘suffered
my share of life’.

Tomlinson noted that the war had produced a ‘lethargic’ state of mind and
that, ‘we have learned it is possible to habituate humanity to the long elabora-
tion of any folly . . . folly and cruelty become accepted as normal conditions of
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human existence’.23 The ordinary conditions of life were warped by the war to
such an extent that the world that emerged from the conflict was not the one
that had entered it and that men had rushed to defend. Observing this new
world in April 1921, Tomlinson wrote that:

The Spring is not for us … We have cleverly made a way of life that exacts so close an
attention, if we would save it from disaster, that we are now its prisoners … The
Spring we see now is in a world not ours, a world we have left, which is still close to
us but unapproachable.24

Later still, Tomlinson wrote that his experience of battle had cautioned him
that life would not be the same again.

‘The shadow of the battles of the Somme was of a nature that no radiant
May morning of a better year could ever lift’, he admitted, linking metaphori-
cally and emotionally across time to one of the earliest observers of the war,
Geoffrey Winthrop Young, the author of From the Trenches – Louvain to the
Aisne, the First Record of an Eye-Witness, who described the war of movement
that he had newly witnessed as a form of cloud, shifting, ‘from village to vil-
lage, from week to week, only to let us see in its track nature outraged, emotion
degraded, humanity defaced’,25 an apposite summary of aesthetic, humanistic
and moral concerns.

After the passing of the shadow of the cloud, Tomlinson recalled, both the
physical and mental landscapes were altered:

We faced a world that had an aspect changed and obdurate, that would have a
future we could not guess; even our standard roses would never bring Summer in the
old way; and life faltered within us. We began to surmise that the world we have
known, which was fair, had gone the way of Eden and youth, and that it would not
return.26

Commenting on the Great War, the Weimar playwright, satirist and war-
veteran Carl Zuckmayer stated that: ‘What really happened in 1914, and how
it took place, can be reconstructed only from the experience of the individual.’27

The fabric of this book has been constructed with this premise in mind. In his
cultural survey England After War, C.F.G. Masterman placed his faith in ‘the
return of men trained in the art of war to the pursuits of peace’, as did Bertrand
Russell and others, as we have witnessed. However, Masterman was overly
optimistic, postulating that ‘all experience of incredible suffering, danger and
upheaval’ brought about by the conflict had ‘vanished like a dream’ while ‘the
broken ends of normal life have joined together again, as though the interval
had never been’. We have seen this was not so – how could it be, given the
variety of individual experience created by the war? For all his optimism,
Masterman was forced to admit that, ‘Amidst all these millions who suffered,
each individual suffered alone’.28 By this he meant that everyone who suffered
the war, both in the sense of actual suffering and also of simple experience, did
so in an internal manner, known only to themselves. Thus when the waters had
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subsided, they were each of them left looking at the world from an individual
vantage point – islands of personal experience – and thus uniquely alone.

A month after the Armistice, in December 1918, in its review of Fields and
Battlefields by an anonymous sergeant in the Royal Army Medical Corps (‘no.
31540’), the Nation commented on the surveys, such as C.F.G. Masterman’s,
and official histories, military or otherwise, of the war that were bound to
appear in the years to come. ‘But the real history’, the review predicted, ‘the
one that men and women will want, will be something quite different. It will be
the record, broken, perplexed and partial of what individual soldiers were re-
ally thinking and feeling; the reflection and refraction of the tragedy in human
souls.’29 This book has attempted to put a mirror to the soul of the war as it
triggered responses within men and women possessed of certain aesthetic, moral
or humanistic sensibilities and thus capture something of the nature, cause and
effect of the personal tragedies reflected therein.
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