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Abstract 

This thesis explores the meanings which commemoration of the 

First World War had for contemporaries. It examines the 

activity of war memorial committees, the conduct of 

ceremonies, and the interpretations of commemoration offered 

in newspapers, speeches and reminiscences, to discover how 

the public response to war was shaped into a formal 

commemorative practice. It focuses particularly on the 

erection of memorials, which might be either monuments or 

socially useful facilities. 

It is shown that commemoration was conducted through the 

institutions of local politics, including local government 

bodies and voluntary associations. Discussions about the 

choice and design of memorials reflected the political and 

religious preoccupations of those who contributed to them. 

Where factions formed around competing proposals for a 

memorial, they reflected existing divisions within the 

community. 

The argument is that commemoration was concerned with far 

more than mourning the war dead. It had a didactic purpose, 

and encouraged the discussion of contemporary political 

issues in terms which related these to the example of good 

citizenship set by the dead. What commemoration should mean 

to the general public became a matter for political debate. 

There was a consensus that the memory of the dead should be 

kept sacred, but how their example ought to be understood 

was open to differing interpretations. These differences 

were expressed through the partisan attribution of meanings 

to the symbolism of memorials and ceremonies. The sacred 

task of honouring the dead thus provided an opportunity for 

adherents of political, social or religious causes to 

promote their interests, in so far as they could articulate 

them as reflections on the war and its effects. 
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In1roduct: ion 

There is a substantial literature about the impact of the 

First World War on cultural and social life, including 

studies which deal with the image of the war bequeathed to 

or constructed by the post-war world. However, writing 

about the most public and formalised of subsequent 

reflections on the war - official commemoration - has been 

surprisingly rare. War commemoration, whether as the 

erection of memorials or the holding of ceremonies, was a 

matter of great public interest in the 1920s and 30s. It 

provoked local controversies, and became associated with 

political debates of national significance about armaments, 

security policy and the League of Nations, The ideas about 

the war and death which were conveyed in it were regularly 

referred to in political arguments, and images or figures of 

speech derived from it became commonplaces of thought about 

the state of the nation or the world. Eric Hornberger, 

writing in 1976 about the creation of the Cenotaph and the 

origin of Armistice Day ceremonies, concluded that the 

continued public observance of Armistice Day remains one of 

the most important, though least often discussed, aspects of 
1 

British life between the wars'a 

The subject shares a theoretical interest with other 

discussions of public commemorations and festivals, ranging 

from carnival to the mass rallies of modern dictatorships. 

All these activities pose the question of their relation to 

political behaviour and social cohesion in the societies in 

which they take place. Although this study does not propose 

a theory for general application to such questions, I 

believe the approach it exemplifies would suit many other 

topics which involve the public representation of ideas and 

values. The politics of meaning in general is of at least 

I E. Homberger, The Story of the Cenotaph'' Times 
Literary__ ýý>leme. nt, 12 Nov, 1976, p. 1-430 
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as much interest to me as the commemoration of the Great 

War. 

i0The Subject 

Wars and what people did in them have been commemorated for 

thousands of years. Much of what was done to commemorate 

the First World War had precedents, some ancient, as in the 

forms of monument it inherited from the classical world, but 

many more recent. Nonetheless, it was exceptional in two 

important respects: first its scale - the number of people 

actively interested in it, and the volume of building work 

undertaken - and second, the attitude adopted in it towards 

the war dead. Commemoration focused principally on the 

dead, not only in the memorials erected, which was not a new 

departure, but also in a regular Day of the Dead, Armistice 

Day, which had no parallel in modern Britain, These dead 

were seen, traditionally enough, as heroic, but having not 

so much military as ethical qualities of the highest order. 

The Boer War and the Second World War were both 

commemorated, but in neither case were the dead valued to 

such a degree. 

Almost saintly qualities were attributed to the war dead, 

and they were held up as the embodiment of the highest human 

values. These values were, principally, self-sacrifice, 

loyal comradeship, and the sense of duty. But, the dead 

became more than just examples of virtue. They became 

something like ancestors or shades, to be propitiated by 

acts of gratitude and by conducting one's life as they would 

have wished. Those who honoured the dead did so, not simply 

because they thought the values incarnate in them were good 

ones, but out of a continuing sense of loyalty to their lost 

comrades, relatives and friends. The dead acquired an 

existence verging on the supernatural. They might no longer 

be here, but they still demanded loyalty. Their absence 



10 Introduction 

was, in effect, transformed into an emotionally 1`ylt 

presence e 

Such emotionally loaded veneration of the dead can fairly be 

seen as a cult ai t-, had its ceremonial observances, its 

sacred sites, and its corps of privileged votaries - the ex-- 

servicemen --- who could claim special knowledge of its 

meaning, and took upon themselves a special duty to preserve 

its sanctity. IL was, in fact, described in The Time;, in 

November 1923, as a cult which should pervade the lives of 

its devotees: 

Material tokens of.,. grief [i. e. war memorials] are 

well; but the true cult to which these dead call us is 

the following of their example... Bronze and marble 

perish, solemn temples shall dissolve... but the frame 

of the mind is everlasting, and this likeness of the 

dead we may preserve and we may show forth - not by the 

art of hands which are not ours [i. e. the hands of 

artists].. . but in the life and conversation which are 

our very own.. Whatsoever things we loved in these 

dead, whatsoever things we admired, remain and will 

remain in the minds of men2. 

The writer went on to say that remembrance of the dead `is 

becoming in the public mind and feeling a sign that the 

spiritual overcomes the material' . 

In so far as they were unprecedented, the idioms of 

commemoration had to be invented. Even where commemoration 

drew on existing practices it had to be organised, and, 

where memorials were concerned, financed. It included, 

therefore, a large amount of creative effort. Much of this 

was the responsibility of professions traditionally thought 

of as creative, especially artists, architects, and writers, 

2 Times, 10 Nov, 1923 
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but many of the actions performed and ideas expressed in 

commemoration were introduced at the prompting of others 

such as clergy or government ministers. In addition, it was 

normal practice for members of the public to be involved in 

the choice of a local war memorial, and thus they too had to 

decide what they wanted to say about the war and how best to 

say it. Discussion was a very large part of the creative 

process. The form and meaning of memorials were discussed 

in meetings and in the press. Ceremonies were accompanied 

by speeches and interpreted in newspaper editorials. The 

purpose of all this discussion was to attribute meanings to 

commemorative symbols and actions, by suggesting and arguing 

about how they should be understood. 

What commemoration meant to contemporaries was, I contend, a 

matter which they themselves had to work out, and we must 

reconstruct their sense of meaning, from their own creative 

process. This process was fundamentally political, because 

it relied for its organisation on the institutions of local 

politics, on the press, and on other forms of association 

whose activities, if not overtly political, had political 

implications. It required the exercise of official and 

unofficial power which is a normal part of the life of such 

institutions and associations. Personal feelings and needs 

were deeply involved in the practice of commemoration, but 

political organisation played an essential part in giving it 

form. At the same time, commemoration raised political 

issues which participants had to address, and it was 

exploited to pursue various political purposes which they 

believed to be valuable. All these factors influenced the 

meaning they attributed to symbols and ceremonies. I argue, 

therefore, that the meanings given to commemoration depended 

to a very large extent on the political procedures available 

to facilitate and control the conduct of it, and on the 

political aims of those who conducted it. This is what I am 

referring to as the politics of meaning. 
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Although commemoration was, in many respects, a religious 

phenomenon, I shall only deal with its religious aspects in 

passing, in so far as they bear on its organisation and 

political significance. There were precedents in late 

Victorian and Edwardian religious movements for attitudes 

displayed in the commemoration of the Great War dead, and 

for some of its more obviously mystical elements. There 

were divisions of opinion over the design of war cemeteries 

which owed much of their acrimony to a clash of religious 

beliefs which had little specifically to do with the war. 

Commemoration lent itself to ecumenism, and to a syncretic 

mixture of Christian and other beliefs which appeared 

elsewhere in religion and the arts in the inter-war period. 

To follow these themes fully would take me too far from my 

main concern with commemoration as a form of political 

expression through organised action. 

However, religion, especially in war commemoration, is only 

partly separable from politics, and I have paid attention to 

the conjunctions between them. The churches played an 
important part in attaching a concern for world peace to the 

commemoration of the dead, For many people, disarmament and 

the League of Nations were not simply political issues but 

ethical and religious ideals, As the Archbishop of 

Canterbury told an interdenominational conference in October 

1935, 'the principle of collective responsibility for the 

peace of the world' through the League was `a practical 

application of the principles of Christianity' 3. 

3 Headway The Journal of the Lei ue___Q: f 
_NationsUnion, 

v. 17, n. 11, Nov, 19315, p. 211 
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2a Theoretical Foundations 

Many attempts by historians to understand the social impact 

of political symbols have, I believe, been hampered by a 

form of analysis which artificially divides the symbolic, as 

a cultural phenomenon, from social and economic forms of 

action. In general, they have assumed that symbols express 

ideas --- as if they were translations of concepts, whose 
4 

essential form is verbal, into visual images and gestures. 

This assumption implies that symbolic objects and actions 

should be understood as if they were forms of language, and 

that their force or value for their users lies in the 

existence of coded messages which they convey. If, however, 

we look closely at how the symbols of war commemoration were 

produced and used, we discover that a great deal more was 

involved than the utterance and understanding of ideas. In 

fact, to see these symbols in such terms obscures a very 

large part of their relation to the behaviour of their 

creators and audiences. The following paragraphs are only a 

sketch for the theoretical justification of an alternat=ive 

position. I hope to develop the arguments involved on 

another occasion. 

The most systematic historical studies to date of symbolism 

as a political instrument have been founded on the work of 

4 Maurice Agullzon's study of French republican imagery is 

an important precursor of current work on political symbolism, 
although the question he set himself is different. He sees 
the symbols and monuments he examines as reflecting the 
transformations of republican ideas, and therefore treats them 

as evidence of transformations, rather than as the means by 

which transformations came about. While he discusses many 
instances where the public display of symbols contributed to 

political conflict, he does not explicitly analyse their 

political efficacy, nor how they contributed to social 
stability or change. See M. Agulhon, Mariann_ _n 
Republican Image and Arnbol_is7i_ir7. 

__Frane ,_1.78 -18f10, (tr. 

J. Lloyd), Cambridge 1981 
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Clifford Geertz5n Much of this work carries the implication 

that beliefs and cultural activities have their own 

autonomous life and power, and cannot simply be understood 

as by--products of supposedly larger and more potent social 

forces such as economic change. Instead, cultural 

processes, especially forms of representation, are seen as 

themselves formative influences on social order and change. 

I share the conviction that cultural activities are 

important elements in creating social stability or change, 

and two of the themes which often feature in such work 

appear in this thesis: the idea of the sacred, and conflict 

over the interpretation of symbols. However, my argument 

differs from those based on Geertz in two : respects. The 

first has to do with the organisation of symbolic acts or 

the production of symbols, the second with the nature of 

symbolic meaning. 

It it not usual practice for historians to give a 

theoretical account of the basis on which they analyse 

ymboli m Those who follow GeerLz have taken tip a. variety 

5 L. Hunt, Politics, 
- 

Culture and Cla, sti__ in 
_ 

tlhe__French 

Revolution, London 1984, and A>Ben-Amos, 'The Sacred Centre of 
Power: Paris and Republican State Funerals' , Journal___. of 
Inter. discalinar Hist. or , v. 22, n. 1, Summer. 1991, ppW--a48 

make use of the concept of charisma taken by Geertz from 

Edward Shils, See C, Geertz, 'Centers, Kings and Charisma', in 

Jo Ben--Dav. i_d and T . Nichols Clark (eds), Culture and its 

Creator. s, Essays in 
_ 

Honour_ rf Edward 
_ 

Sh i_ls , London 1977, 

ppo150-1171, P, A, Pickering, `Class Without Words: Symbolic 

Communication in the Chartist Movement', Past, And Present, 

n. 112, Aug. 1986, pp. 144-162, and J. Epstein, `Understanding 

the Cap of Liberty: Symbolic Practice and Social Conflict in 

Early Nineteenth-century England', Past and 
_Pres_ent, 

n. 122, 

Feb. 1989, pp. 75-l1ß, make some use of Geertz"s concepts of 

personality and charisma, while addressing themselves chiefly 
to questions raised by Garet Stedman-Jones about the 

restrictive effect of language on the political imagination. 

D. Cannadine takes the idea of 'thick description' from GeerLz, 

to argue that the meaning of state ritual depends on its 

political context, and is not simply given by its form. See 

P. Cann. adine, 'The Context, Performance and Meaning of Rituale 

The British Monarchy and the "Invention of Tradition", c. 1820- 

1977, in E. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger (eds) `the Invention of 
Tradition, Cambridge 1984, pp. 101-164 
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of different aspects of his work rather than pursued a 

distinctive analytical programme, However, I will outline 

what seem to me to be characteristic features of their work. 

Their analyses imply that the social function of symbols is 

to satisfy cognitive or emotional needs o Symbols and 

rituals, it is suggested, represent the social world as if 

it was organised according to certain categories6> People 

come to accept these categories as natural, and as 

necessarily true descriptions of rea=lity, either through 

acquiring familiarity with them in the normal process of 

socialisation (in societies where traditional authority 

remains in force), or through deliberately adopting a new 

outlook, involving a new set of categories (where a change 

in the structure of power has occurred)?. In so far as 

categories are shared, they provide individuals with a 

common understanding of the form and processes of the 

society they inhabit, and with common values through which 
8 

they can relate to one another 

According to Geertz, such shared categories, expressed in 

symbols a nd entailing a body of social values , are perceived 

as sacred , revealing wh at appears to be an ul timate truth 

about the character of human society and its relation to 

natures. The `sacred', in this sense, stands at the centre 

of the so cial order, as an explanation of it, and as a 

6 For example, MaRyan sees the civic parade in the United 
States as `a public lexicon that organised the diverse 

population of the city into manageable categories', thus 

performing a `cultural and social service during times of 

major transformation' . See M . Ryan, The American Parade: 
Representations of the Nineteenth-Century Social Order', in 

L. Hunt (ed), The New Cultural History, London 1989, pp, 131-153 

7 C. Gccrtz, 'Centers, Kings and Charisma' , especially 
pp. 152-153 

11 See C>Gecrtz, `Ethos, World. Views and the Analysis of 
Sacred Symbols', in Geertz, The Intcrprotation of Cultures, 
Selected Essay, New York 1973, ppa 126 141 

Co Geertz , `Ce. nters, Kings and Charisma', p. 171; see 
also `ELhos, World View and the Analysis of Sacred Symbols' 
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guarantee of its stability. When these categories cease to 

be credible, new ones have to be found and embodied in 

symbolic expressions. They then provide the basis for new 

standards of social behaviour and new institutions If 

the categories in question cease to be credible only to a 

section of society, members of that section attempt to 

reformulate them and embody them in a revised symbolism, 

They deploy their new system of symbols in opposition to the 

prevailing system, to the values associated with it, and to 

the social structure it sustains, as a political 

challenge' o 

Now, the first part of my criticism is that this approach to 

political symbolism does not do justice to the forms of 

organisation through which symbols are produced. It thus 

obscures the importance of social processes other than the 

representation of ideas in shaping symbolic activity and 

imagery. In modern western society the most important of 

these processes are, on the one hand, commerce and, on the 

other, the power of institutions to promote public action, 

to control public space, and to police behaviour. Political 

performances of the sort so often discussed in Geertzian 

terms involve policing audiences as much as addressing them, 

and pageants of state require organisation and money which 

are supplied by a bureaucracy with the ultimate sanction of 

force against its subjects. The part played by 

institutional power in organising these activities must call 

into question the extent to which they depend on or are 

animated by shared categories of thought, values or desires. 

A useful and accessible critique of the idea that social 

action is directed principally through the agency of shared 

forms of understanding has been given by 
. 
Abercrombie y Hill 

10 LoHunt, Politics-, 
__ 

Culture and Class, is an example of 
this position. 

ll This position can be found in J, Epstein, 'Understanding 

the Cap of L, bert. y' 
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and Turnerl2> They note the extent to which fund-, ). mental 

values are not shared throughout a society, and stress that 

conformity to behavioural norms is often purely 

pragmatic13 � They also insist on the importance of 

economic needs and the `physical constraints of political 
force' in predisposing people to acquiesce in the actions of 

political authorities 
l4. My own research has made me 

sympathetic to their conclusions. However, they have little 

to say about the undoubted importance of symbolic activity 

in political life, My intention here is to account for its 

importance in a way which gives due weight to physical force 

and economic imperatives. 

The second Part of my criticism is that much existing work 

relies on a mistaken conception of the meaning of symbols, 

I share Dan Sperber's concern that the term `meaning' is 

often used in an unacceptably loose way in the analysis of 

cultural actionl5, Sperber has argued that the notion of 

meaning cannot fruitfully be applied to symbols at all, in 

the sense of their having a retrievable message encoded in 

them. In his view, the interpretation of a symbol, the 

construction of a proposed paraphrase of its significance, 

does not reveal a meaning which it communicates, nor does it 

tell us what purpose the symbol serves for its users. It 

is, rather, an addition to the symbol, a continuation and 
development of it". 

I cannot fully share Sperbers rejection of the idea of 

meaning, as con-temporaries clearly thou ht that war 

H N. Abercrombie, S. Fiill and B. Turner, Trice Donminant 
Ideology_Thesis, London. 1980 

13 Ibid., p. 55 

11 Ibid., p. 57 

l5 D. Sperber, Re-thinkij ymholi m, Cambridge 1975, ppo 8-- 
16 

A Ibid., p. 48 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































