
INTRODUCTION

What is ‘morale’ – and have I got any, or how much? And how much
more could I call on in need, and where does it come from, and what is
it composed of? Such a lot to wonder over.1

IN HISTORICAL WRITING the term ‘civilian morale’ is often
used as freely as if its meaning were unproblematic, its defini-
tion unambiguous. In reality the term is susceptible to a range of

meanings. Paul Addison described it as ‘the woolliest concept of the
war’.2 Since it was in common use in the period under discussion, it
seems appropriate to begin by asking what people at the time meant
when they talked about civilian morale.

In the wartime Ministry of Information there was a section, the
Home Intelligence Division, whose principal task was to monitor
the state of public morale. While the Home Intelligence Division
never set down a definition of what it was studying, it is evident
from its reports and memoranda on the matter that it did have a
rough notion of what the indicators of low morale might be:
rumours, complaints and grumbles about official policies and about
how the war was being experienced. For the first two years of the
war Home Intelligence monitored these indicators in an almost
obsessional way, taking the public’s pulse by what it thought, felt
and said. In rather the same way, the independent social research
organization Mass-Observation – which, on commission for the
Ministry of Information, made the charting of civilian morale one
of its regular tasks – attached great importance to people’s states of
mind, measuring the fluctuations in cheerfulness, how much people
were interested in the war news and whether they were optimistic
about victory or the future more generally. Six months into the war
Mass-Observation attempted a definition: ‘Morale is the amount
of interest people take in the war, how worthwhile they feel it is. If
people are left bewildered, or if their leaders do not interest them
(either in truthful or lying versions of the situation) then morale
cannot be regarded as “good” and may easily become “bad”.’3 A
year later, in the course of reporting on how people in Glasgow
were coping with bombing, it offered a fuller definition:
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HALF THE BATTLE2

By morale, we mean primarily not only determination to carry on, but
also determination to carry on with the utmost energy, a determination
based on a realization of the facts of life and with it a readiness for
many minor and some major sacrifices, including, if necessary, the sac-
rifice of life itself. Good morale means hard and persistent work, means
optimum production, maximum unity, reasonable awareness of the true
situation, and absence of complacency and confidence which are not
based on fact.4

While this definition still gives prominence to attitudes and feel-
ings it has been noticeably enlarged to encompass behaviour. In
October 1941 Home Intelligence showed signs that it, too, was
updating its thinking along the same lines. Its director, Stephen
Taylor, in a memorandum entitled ‘Home Morale and Public Opin-
ion’, wrote that morale must be ‘ultimately measured not by what
a person thinks or says, but by what he does and how he does it’.5

What the timing of these revisions suggests is that understanding
was simply being informed by experience. In 1939 the watchers
were proceeding from first principles; by 1941 they were living in
the middle of a huge laboratory with field-test material on every
hand.

Academic psychologists likewise needed the test of war itself to
sort out their ideas on civilian morale. It was not until 1943, there-
fore, that J. T. MacCurdy wrote that although morale required ‘a
capacity to endure tribulation undismayed’, this capacity was
‘meaningless, or at least ineffective, unless it promotes action’.6

Sanford and Conrad came to exactly the same conclusion: [mo-
rale] ‘is of value only insofar as it facilitates or promotes favourable
action’.7

By the third year of the war, then, there was agreement among
contemporaries that morale was a composite of attitude and
behaviour. If knowledge of the state of civilian morale was sought,
therefore, it required more than getting people to respond to sur-
veys and having agents report on what people were talking about
in public houses. In this respect there is no great gap between what
the morale watchers were looking at and what a historian today
would want to examine. The historian approaching the official and
semi-official record can do so with a definition of civilian morale
that embraces both attitudes and behaviour and that might be set
out as follows:
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1 Feelings/attitudes
  Low indicators: panic/hysteria; depression; apathy; pessimism;
defeatism.
High indicators: calmness; cheerfulness; support for leaders;
belief in ultimate victory; commitment to task in hand.

2 Behaviour
Low indicators: panic flight; refusal to leave shelters; grumbling;
scapegoating; blaming of authorities; absenteeism; strikes; anti-
social behaviour.
High indicators: calmness; cooperativeness and neighbourliness;
high productivity; low absenteeism; volunteering.

For many years after 1945, a historiographical consensus about the
morale of the British people in the Second World War existed un-
disturbed. The roots of this consensus went back to the war, nota-
bly to the year-long national crisis that began in June 1940. During
this time, from a mixture of reality and propaganda, an image of
the nation at war was created whose accuracy was later largely
accepted by commentators. According to this picture, the people
endured the dangers and burdens that total war imposed on them
with fortitude, a capacity to adapt, and unwavering resolve. Na-
tional solidarity, it was maintained, stayed firm under the strains of
total war; indeed, it was reinforced by them. The shared experi-
ences of evacuation, bombing, war service and austerity served only
to demonstrate that the well-known differences relating to region,
class and status were in the end less important than the sense of
belonging to a national community. Of seminal influence in the
formation of this picture of the home front was Richard Titmuss’s
Problems of Social Policy, written with free access to official records
as one of the United Kingdom Civil Series of the official History of
the Second World War, and published in 1950. Titmuss examined
the strains of evacuation and air raids and concluded that pre-war
fears of mass panic, mental breakdown and social disorder were
wholly confounded; rather, the behaviour of the civilian popula-
tion was consistent with mental resilience and a strong capacity to
adjust to changed circumstances, even when these brought mortal
danger, major disruption to living patterns and multiple daily
stresses.8 In confining his observations on civilian morale to the
effects of evacuation and bombing, Titmuss encompassed two of
its most significant factors; but this, it should be noted, ignored the
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role of other factors that might have had a bearing on morale. It is
a problem of the historiography more generally, that much of what
has been written also relates only to evacuation and air raids and is
also often limited to the period September 1939–June 1941, thereby
leaving relatively neglected the longer period to the end of the war.
Titmuss’s belief in the strengthening of social solidarity was echoed
by Constantine Fitzgibbon, who wrote of the way the shared dan-
ger of the Blitz served to weaken rigid class prejudices and dissolve
social reticence; and by David Thomson, who argued that once the
road to survival was firmly indicated by Churchill’s lead the British
people ‘set out resolutely and unitedly along it, with no delusions
that it might be short or painless’.9

Titmuss’s influence is to be discerned even upon the rather cyni-
cal A. J. P. Taylor. Writing in 1965, Taylor insisted that the bomb-
ing raids in the long term ‘cemented national unity’, and were ‘a
powerful solvent of class antagonism’; and that by showing they
‘could take it’ the people believed ‘they were already on the way to
winning the war’. Nearly twenty years later, Taylor had not altered
his view: ‘We were a united nation. Despite our fears we were con-
vinced that we should win in the end. Strangers stopped me in the
street and said: “Poor old Hitler. He’s done for himself this time,
now that he has taken us on”.’10 Taylor wrote of morale only in the
context of the Emergency of 1940–41, seeming to take as read that
it remained steady thereafter. But in the much-quoted final words
of his English History 1914–1945, he chose to focus again on the
ordinary people: ‘This was a people’s war. Not only were their needs
considered. They themselves wanted to win … they remained a
peaceful and civilized people, tolerant, patient, and generous …
Few now sang “Land of Hope and Glory”. Few even sang “England
Arise”. England had risen all the same.’11 Arthur Marwick, writing
in 1968, was in step with the prevailing tendency to treat the mat-
ter of civilian morale as uncontroversial, adding merely that al-
though the ‘Dunkirk spirit’ was real enough, it was a temporary
phenomenon, which, he implied, was superseded by something less
proactive. He was equally content in 1976 to reaffirm this positive
view, adding a reason for the resilience of the people: ‘civilian mo-
rale was toughened by the direct involvement in the war’.12 Marwick
was impressed by the evidence of people keeping the war effort
going despite being ‘plunged … into a front-line situation of
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incendiaries and high explosives’, qualifying this only by noting
that although ‘passive morale’ – carrying on – was good, high ‘active
morale’ was less widespread, but ‘can be clearly seen in police re-
ports and censored letters, in the chirpy shop signs that were much
photographed … in the observations of middle-class commentators
… and in the smaller number of direct working-class records’.13

Between these two books came Angus Calder’s The People’s War
whose warts-and-all frankness about the behaviour of the British
at war provided later historians (although not, it seems, Marwick)
with material for challenging the received view. The book served to
cast doubt on the veracity of this comfortable image of a nation
united in the spirit of Dunkirk and the Blitz, cheerful, resourceful
and unselfish. It drew attention to some discreditable features of
the ‘people’s war’ that had previously been ignored or neglected:
panic and defeatism after big air raids; looting of bombed premises;
crime and blackmarketeering; evasion of evacuation billeting obli-
gations; class war and town versus country attitudes in the recep-
tion areas for evacuees; strikes, absenteeism and low productivity
in industry; hostility towards refugees and ethnic minorities. The
question was thus raised of whether these facets of wartime life
were consistent with high civilian morale. If high morale meant
‘behaving well’, was there a case for arguing that the traditional
picture of the civilian population during the war was inaccurate?
Calder thought not, or at least, the picture was not so inaccurate as
to require significant revision. He acknowledged that a degree of
exaggeration of the virtues and ignoring of the vices had gone on,
partly because this is what the official sources of information chose
to do, in the belief that positive, optimistic attitudes needed to be
promoted – a theme he resumed in his 1991 book The Myth of the
Blitz. But beyond this he saw a people whose morale was threat-
ened and from time to time shaken, but which in the end stood
firm. The basis for this, he believed, was twofold: the capacity of
people to adapt to the dangers and stresses of war; and the arousal
of feelings of local pride – ‘the feeling that if London could take it
then Bristol or Plymouth should’. And although the evidence showed
that some people lacked public spirit, it also showed that most did
not.14 In Britain and the Second World War, Henry Pelling, writing
soon after Calder, in 1970, was content to confine his consider-
ation of civilian morale to the context of the Blitz alone and to
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leave the general consensus undisturbed: ‘What was important for
Londoners’, he concluded, ‘was not the exceptional bravery of a
few but rather the ordinary, persistent fortitude of the many – the
capacity to carry on with their ordinary work under conditions of
constant strain and loss of sleep and moderate but continuous dan-
ger.’15 But if Calder had given many reason to think again about
what had been previously unquestioned, it was Tom Harrisson in
Living Through the Blitz (1976) who really set the revisionist ball
rolling. Drawing heavily on the mainly unpublished records of Mass-
Observation (see p. 10), of which he was a founder member,
Harrisson catalogued the terrors and miseries of ordinary people
under the bombs and the depressing failure of the authorities to rise
to the (admittedly enormous) human problems that followed the
raids. It was an angry book, full of recrimination towards
officialdom. But its main burden and lasting impression was, as its
title implied, that people did indeed, despite all, live through the
Blitz: they adapted, they carried on, few of them succumbing to
apathy or despair and many acting beyond the call of duty. As
Harrisson put it: ‘The Blitz was a terrible experience for millions,
yes. But not terrible enough to disrupt the basic decency, loyalty
(e.g. family ties), morality and optimism of the vast majority. It was
supposed to destroy ‘mass morale’. Whatever it did destroy, it failed
over any period of more than days appreciably to diminish the hu-
man will, or at least the capacity to endure.’ Verging on hyperbole,
he concluded: ‘Under all the varied circumstances the final achieve-
ment of so many Britons was enormous enough. Maybe monumen-
tal is not putting it too high. They did not let their soldiers or leaders
down.’16 It was thus rather against the overall thrust of Harrisson’s
book that others fed on his revelations to revise the received wis-
dom about human behaviour not only in the Blitz but in the home
front war more generally. Edward Smithies concentrated on crime,
the very existence of which, he implied, was an affront to the idea
of wartime solidarity, its growth yet more so.17 Like Smithies, Travis
Crosby focused on just one aspect of the home front, the evacua-
tion of children and other vulnerable people from the cities to safe
areas in the country, seeing in it nothing to suggest social unity but
only increased hostility between working class evacuees and middle-
class hosts – many of whom, he emphasized, went to great lengths
to avoid their obligations – and also between the urban working
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class and the rural working class.18 John Macnicol was less con-
cerned to emphasize class tensions, but he, too, presented a nega-
tive picture of the 1939 evacuation by concentrating almost entirely
on the problems and difficulties of the operation.19 In the most icono-
clastic piece of revisionism yet produced, 1940: Myth and Reality,
Clive Ponting targeted what he took to be the least questioned pe-
riod in Britain’s war, the ‘finest hour’. He concluded that the tradi-
tional version of these months was little more than lies, the work of
assiduous Government propagandists and their mass media sup-
porters. This conclusion was reached by a process of assembling
every possible fragment of evidence that ran counter to the received
view and the virtual exclusion of anything that confirmed it. Thus
we read about the high living of the rich during the Emergency, the
laziness of workers at the Vickers yard in Barrow and the rise in
crime, but not about the surge of volunteering, the fall in the num-
ber of days lost to industrial disputes, or the huge response to calls
for aluminium and the purchase of war bonds. Although he admit-
ted that civilian morale did not crack, he found no virtue in this but
dismissively explained it by saying that the people had no alterna-
tive other than to carry on.20 Ponting’s attraction towards the nega-
tive and blindness towards the positive was echoed by Harold Smith
in Britain in the Second World War: a Social History (1996), a
collection of contemporary documents, each preceded by a short
commentary. These documents present a picture of wartime Britain
so beset by class war, crime, low morale and declining health that
the reader might wonder how it was at all possible for society to
continue, let alone fight and win a war. The collection was intro-
duced with a criticism of Titmuss, namely that he had ‘paid insuffi-
cient attention to behaviour inconsistent with that idea [the
emergence of the Dunkirk spirit]’; yet it was itself open to the same
charge, for it contained not one document ‘inconsistent with’ the
unremittingly negative picture created by the rest.21 In similar vein,
if less stridently, Steven Fielding’s essay ‘The Good War 1939–1945’
emphasized social tension and bigotry. Thus the Evacuation ‘did
not necessarily promote egalitarianism: responses were mixed to
say the least’ (but he then illustrates with only the ‘negative’ re-
sponses); in the Blitz, the spirit of comradeship was more within
class than between classes; some members of the middle classes
resented measures improving the lives of manual workers (but no
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evidence of this is offered); the upper classes remained hostile to-
wards the lower classes and clung to the old social order – for this
the ‘evidence’ is Noel Coward’s film In Which We Serve and Evelyn
Waugh’s novel Brideshead Revisited. In a longer essay ‘Popular at-
titudes in wartime’, written a little earlier, he concluded: ‘Taken
together … this evidence qualifies the idea that the war straightfor-
wardly boosted social soldarity … The image of a people standing
together in communal defiance of the German bombs seems to be,
in part, a myth.’ The approach used to reach this verdict is more
balanced, but even here, the evidence for supporting the traditional
view is more cursorily examined than that for revising it.22

Revisionism has not carried all before it, however. Five recent
books have appeared that have served to buttress the traditional
standpoint. A short essay by Andrew Thorpe in The Civilian in
War reviewed the evidence of public opinion polls, the reports of
official ‘morale watchers’, the results of parliamentary by-elections,
the scale of volunteering and indicators of industrial performance,
concluding that ‘Overall … civilians supported the war effort, de-
spite the hardships involved.’23 Peter Hennessy concurred, writing
of the Blitz: ‘what is remembered as the spirit of the Blitz could and
did prevail even in the most shattered circumstances’, and, quoting
Tom Harrisson, ‘they could and did carry on being people, homo
sapiens, albeit in varying degrees displaced’. His overall assessment
also matched Thorpe’s: ‘Wartime Britain … was, certainly after May
1940, a more politically united nation than at any time in the twen-
tieth century. It was better fed, more productive and less embittered
between its social gradations.’24 John Ray, in The Night Blitz 1940–
41, was equally unmoved by the attempts to revise the accepted
view. Rejecting the suggestions of ‘public fragility’ in the ‘finest
hour’ and the claims that reports were suppressed by the Govern-
ment, he contended that ‘such arguments overlook the general feel-
ing of the nation at the time’ and are based ‘on the thoughts and
writings of a small minority’.25 Philip Ziegler, limiting his ambit to
London, accepted that there were blemishes in the ‘performance’ of
the capital’s inhabitants, but that ‘few … behaved badly, many more
conspicuously well … the population of London as a whole en-
dured the blitz with dignity, courage, resolution and astonishing
good humour’. He went on to sum up their record in the war as a
whole: ‘There is much that Londoners can look back on with pride,
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remarkably little about which they need to feel ashamed.’26 Finally,
considering the year 1940 only, Malcolm Smith lent support to the
traditional view, finding that such breakdowns in civilian morale
as occurred were no more than local, temporary and ‘passive’; of
‘active’ breakdowns there was no sign.27

This book was prompted by a sense that the revision being made
to the traditional view was an over-correction, that there was a
danger of a new received version taking root that was as overdrawn
as that it sought to replace. I wondered how extensive the ‘nega-
tive’ features were, that is, to what extent they could be held to be
typical of the people as a whole. I set out, therefore, to re-examine
the totality of the civilian experience: the strains and stresses to
which total war subjected the civilian population and the range
and extent of its reactions to them. My ultimate purpose, however,
was to explain as well as to describe. The second half of the book,
therefore, is an attempt to identify and analyse the factors that
shaped or influenced the morale of the people. It recognizes, as
indeed those ministers and officials charged with devising policies
to sustain morale recognized, that this is a moving target, that the
constituents of civilian morale did not remain constant but rather
evolved in response to the changing nature of war on the home
front.

Among the mass of contemporary records that are able to throw
light on this subject, two stand out as especially helpful: the reports
of Home Intelligence and Mass-Observation. These reports have
an essential feature in common: they are explicitly concerned with
civilian morale, unlike the other sources, where this matter occurs
incidentally or unwittingly. Their salience in my investigation de-
mands an explanation of how these bodies were constituted and
how they operated.

Home Intelligence was an integral part of the Ministry of Infor-
mation from its creation at the outbreak of war; indeed, the impor-
tance of collecting information about the public’s reactions to the
war’s events and to the Government’s policies was acknowledged
during the planning of the department from 1937.28 The planners
drew up a list of possible sources of information. These included the
Ministry’s own Regional Information Officers, Mass-Observation,
the Federation of British Industry, trade unions and professional
associations, school inspectors, Chambers of Commerce, Rotary
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Clubs and the Workers’ Educational Association. During the spring
of 1940 other sources were added: police duty room reports col-
lated and sent on by chief constables; the BBC, through its Listener
Research unit, which collated the replies of its nationwide subject
panels to questionnaires it sent out periodically; the British Insti-
tute of Public Opinion, which from 1937 under the name of the
Gallup Polls produced soundings of public opinion on a variety of
subjects, using modern social research techniques such as individual
interviews and balanced samples of at least 1000 respondents;
branch managers of W. H. Smith; managers of Granada cinemas;
officials of political parties, voluntary societies, the London Pas-
senger Transport Board and the Citizens’ Advice Bureaux. In addi-
tion Postal Censorship, which examined up to 200,000 letters a
week, made regular reports on public attitudes and morale; and
Telephone censorship sent in reports based on its official eaves-
dropping. Finally, the Ministry set up a statistical survey unit, known
as the Wartime Social Survey, and put it under the supervision of
the London School of Economics. The material from all these sources
was read by two Home Intelligence assessors, who summarized them
in a report. This was the basis for a final version produced after
discussion with the assessors, by the head of the division, Mary
Adams. From 18 May until the end of September 1940 Home
Intelligence produced daily reports on public opinion and mood,
thereafter changing to weekly reports. Much of the raw data re-
ceived at Home Intelligence was by its nature impressionistic rather
than ‘scientific’ in a social research sense. Nevertheless, in quantity
and range it was impressive, and the historian is bound to conclude
that in its distilled form it was unlikely to be very far from the
truth; among the jostling hubbub of individual testimonies its com-
posite voice is indispensable.

Mass-Observation, too, qualifies for the label ‘indispensable’.
This privately-run social reporting organization was started in 1936
by the poet and journalist Charles Madge, the anthropologist Tom
Harrisson and the documentary film maker Humphrey Jennings. It
employed a nationwide panel of 1,500 voluntary observers, 150
diarists and smaller groups of trained full-timers to report on a
wide range of individual and group habits and opinions, outlining
its purpose as ‘ascertaining the facts as accurately as possible; de-
veloping and improving the methods of ascertaining these facts;
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disseminating the ascertained facts as widely as possible’. The basic
method of the Mass-Observers was, as the designation suggests, to
observe and listen rather than to conduct interviews. This anthro-
pological approach was, as Tom Harrisson put it: ‘derived partly
from my own experience as a field ornithologist and member of
four scientific expeditions where we had applied the methods which
appeared (to me) equally applicable nearer home’.29 In 1940 Mass-
Observation accepted a commission from Home Intelligence to
monitor civilian morale in different parts of the country, which meant
producing reports that were for the eyes of Government officials
only. This created some role conflict for the organization in respect
of the last of its stated aims, but its financial health was not so good
that it could refuse the work and, in any case, it was thereby able to
expand its other investigations. Its general reports on morale were
on a daily basis from mid-May to mid-July 1940, then weekly until
October 1941 and monthly thereafter. In addition it did numerous
special morale reports on bombed towns and reports on specific
matters touching on morale, such as invasion fears, reactions to the
introduction of rationing, industrial fatigue and absenteeism. As
part of the arrangement with government departments the organi-
zation supplemented its ‘observe and listen’ method with formally
conducted interviews, taking random samples of the population,
correctly balanced according to the proportion of each age, sex and
class in the community. In total, Mass-Observation’s wartime files
constitute a rich vein of raw material on how the people felt and
acted at this time. Taken together, the reports of Home Intelligence
and Mass-Observation are a resource that no one working on the
period could feel able to ignore; in Paul Addison’s words, they are
‘a source for which there is no parallel or substitute in understand-
ing wartime Britain’.30 In this respect there is a fitting correspon-
dence with the reception given to them by their first readers –
Government ministers and civil servants. Before 1939 there was
much official pessimism about how civilians would behave when
total war was unleashed. Home Intelligence and Mass-Observation
helped to show that pessimism to have been for the most part
mistaken.

Pat Parker, who left her office job and, at the age of eighteen in
1942, became a ‘lumberjill’ in the Timber Corps of the Women’s
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Land Army and spent the rest of the war on the job in Herefordshire,
recorded her view of those times half a century later: ‘Our war was
the best of times, and it was also the worst of times. I mean, people
were being physically hurt, being hurt by losing some one, being
hurt emotionally. Children were losing their parents and parents
were losing their children. But the spirit of the country was terrific.
I know people say it’s jingoism, but we were going to win this war.
We weren’t going to let it get us down. I wish I could have bottled
it so we could now say, ‘Look, this is what it was like.’31

Recollections of this sort are common enough to be taken as
typical among those who lived through the war years. For the most
part, this book does not rely on such feats of memory, influenced as
they inevitably are by the passage of time and all that the speaker
has experienced since the events recalled. It rather places weight on
testimony made at, or close to the time, which, for all its other
inherent drawbacks, at least remains free of hindsight. Neverthe-
less, Pat’s conviction that that is how it was – and, as we have seen,
it is not so very far from the view of many scholars, too – will serve
as a starting point, a question to be investigated.
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