
014 begins a decade of 
centenaries relating to 
violent conflict in Europe 

and Ireland. Will they do no 
more than promote a 
blinkered nationalism in 
Britain and Ireland? Or will 
they, by highlighting the 
horrors of wars and terrorism, 
serve to prevent such future 
conflicts?
      The signs are mixed. On 
the positive side, the Peace 
Pledge Union has received £95,800 from the Heritage 
Lottery Fund to help celebrate the First World War’s 
16,000 conscientious objectors. On 15th May 2014 there 
will be a ceremony in Tavistock Square, London, at the 
Conscientious Objectors Stone. There will also be a silent 
vigil at St Martin-in-the-Fields on 4th August 2014, the 
day Britain joined the war.
      There is also a ‘No Glory in War’ campaign, which 
was formally launched at a concert on 25th October. It is 
backed by such well known names as the actors Jude Law, 
Terry Jones and Alan Rickman, and the poet laureate, 
Carol Ann Duffy. It intends, via concerts and books, to 
remind us that, in the words of composer and musician 
Brian Eno, “the war was a total disaster that was 
unnecessary and destroyed a generation”.
     On the other hand, Prime Minister David Cameron’s 
recent statements are a cause for concern. In 2012 he 
announced that the government plans to spend £55m on 
‘truly national commemorations’ to mark the anniversary, 
starting in August 2014 and continuing until the centenary 
of the armistice in November 2018. Cameron compared 
them to the Diamond Jubilee celebrations and stated that 
their aim will be to stress our ‘national spirit’. Jeremy 
Paxman, whose great uncle died in the war, told the Radio 
Times: “The commemorations should have almost 
nothing in common with the Diamond Jubilee, which was 
an excuse for a knees-up in the rain. Only a moron would 
‘celebrate’ war.”
      Cameron also stated that “the purpose will be to 
remember those who died; and to ensure that the lessons 
live with us for ever”. But what will those lessons be? And 
what is Britain’s ‘national spirit’? In the past, it has been 
the spirit of a warrior people. The UK has fought in 
upwards of a hundred wars around the globe since it was 
formed in 1707. It once had the world’s largest navy. 
There are more books published on British military 
history than all other forms of history put together.
       Nostalgia keeps dragging the country back into this 
combative past. There are constant public and media 
reminders of events in both World Wars. Already a spate 
of books is appearing to commemorate 1914 which 
generally argue that Britain fought a tragic but just war in 
defence of liberal democracy and the rights of small 
nations, as well as her own security. Paxman’s own coffee 
table contribution, Great Britain’s Great War, is one such 

book. Max Hastings’ Catastrophe: 
Europe goes to war 1914 is 
another. Hastings is clear on the 
moral responsibility: “the case still 
seems overwhelmingly strong that 
Germany bore principal blame”.
   In an article in the Guardian 
(18th June 2013), Gary Sheffield, 
chair of War Studies at the 
University of Wolverhampton, put 
it bluntly: “Britain went to war 
with Germany in August 1914 for 
similar reasons to those which the 

country fought Hitler’s Germany: to prevent an 
authoritarian, militarist, expansionist enemy achieving 
hegemony in Europe and thus imperilling British 
security”. Warming to his task of being beastly to the 
Hun, he says that “if Britain and its allies lost, it would 
have meant the end of liberal democracy in Europe”. 
Hastings agrees: “if the Germans had instead being 
dictating the terms as victors, European freedom, justice 
and democracy would have paid a dreadful forfeit”.
      The history of World War One culpability is 
interesting. Article 231 of the Treaty of Versailles  – the 
infamous ‘war guilt clause’ – blamed Germany and her 
allies. In other words, the victors, as ever, blamed the 
losers, just as Hastings and Sheffield do today. But after 
the Second War War attitudes changed somewhat and it 
was frequently argued that all the major powers 
contributed to the catastrophe. Then in 1961 the German 
historian Fritz Fischer caused a storm with a book arguing 
that Germany, seeking to control much of Europe, took 
Austria-Hungary ‘on the leash’ and led it into war. In the 
last three decades, however, the consensus swung back 
towards collective guilt. Are we seeing yet another 
volte-face by historians?
      Thankfully, as an antidote to the Kraut-bashers, we 
have The Sleepwalkers, the masterly analysis by 
Christopher Clark, Professor of Modern History at 
Cambridge, which appeared in 2012 and is now out in a 
Penguin paperback. Clark is very much in the ‘we were all 
guilty’ camp. Russia, for example, escalated a local 
conflict in the Balkans by encouraging Serbia to stand up 
to Austria and then accelerating the rush to war, while 
Austria, determined to punish Serbia militarily for 
complicity in the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, crafted 
an ultimatum designed to be rejected.
       Clark concludes that: “The outbreak of World War 
One is not an Agatha Christie drama at the end of which 
we will discover the culprit standing over a corpse in the 
conservatory with a smoking gun. There is no smoking 
gun in this story; or, rather, there is one in the hands of 
every major character. Viewed in this light, the outbreak of 
war was a tragedy, not a crime” (p561). In other words, 
not so much The Body in the Library, more Murder on 
the Orient Express. But mostly neither, for the major 
European leaders never really wanted war but drifted into 
it, and certainly did not will its course or results.             !
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      Arguing that the war was worth it flies in the face of 
common sense and humanity. It was primarily an 
imperialist war by militaristic powers, of which Germany 
was only one, and if Britain fought to preserve her 
empire, then she was singularly unsuccessful, for she lost 
it anyway. The war itself caused horrendous suffering, 
with at least 16 million killed and 20 million wounded  – 
‘hapless sacrificial victims’ of an ugly slaughter machine. 
It wrecked the European economy, and some countries 
didn’t recover before 1939. It certainly wasn’t ‘the war to 
end wars’. Arguably, by inflicting moral responsibility 
entirely on Germany and its allies, it assisted the rise of 
Nazism and therefore was a contributory cause of World 
War Two. As Harry Patch, the last surviving British 
soldier, who died in 2009 aged 111, put it, “it wasn’t 
worth it... if you boil it down, what was it? Nothing but a 
family row”.
     And most of the British public seem to have got the 
message. Lyrical paeans to the virtues of war which, 
according to the famous Anglo-Irish officer Sir Garnet 
Wolsey, “keeps healthy and robust the manhood of state, 
and in saving it from degeneration nobly serves the cause 
of civilisation”, go down badly today. The war nostalgia of 
British military historians, strategists and many politicians 
also contrasts with the changing 
ethos of the people. The anti-war 
poets were then in a minority, but 
today they are seen as witnesses or 
victims of the needless slaughter of 
‘lions led by donkeys’. 
     The British people have 
become more pacifist and 
cosmopolitan in their outlook. 
Recent governments have cut the 
armed forces. The Stop the War 
protest over Iraq was the biggest 
march in modern times. The 
feeling is now widespread, 
especially after the disasters of 
Afghanistan and Iraq, that 
violence against other countries 
does not make the world a better and a safer place. And 
the vote in the Commons against the bombing of Syria 
was the biggest parliamentary revolt against a 
government in the modern era. 

WHAT of Ireland, though? Have the people of this island 
‘got the message’? Again, what Bob Geldoff calls ‘the 
whore history’ is a huge stumbling block to wisdom. The 
myth of redemptive violence has been an enduring force 
in Ireland throughout most of the 20th century. This is the 
notion that violence in the service of the nation is not only 
necessary but also works to bring order out of chaos. 
“Bloodshed”, said Patrick Pearse, “is a cleansing and 
satisfying thing, and the nation which regards it as the 
final horror has lost its manhood”. Pearse, of course, was 
thinking specifically of republican violence, but his 
message could equally have been 
addressed to loyalists, for they too were prepared to make 
a blood sacrifice, if necessary, in their case  ‘for God and 
Ulster’. They determined to resist Home Rule and, later, in 
the first World War, displayed their loyalty when 5,500 
men of the 36th Ulster Division, formed out of the UVF, 
lost their lives at the Battle of the Somme. In the same 
year, republicans made their blood sacrifice in the Easter 
Rising.

       In neither case was the violence or threat of violence 
justified. First,  there was no conspiracy to impose Home 
Rule in 1912. The matter had been debated on and off 
for 40 years and the bill was passed by the British 
Parliament. The 1912 Ulster Covenant was a call to defy 
the rule of law and take up arms against a legitimate 
authority. If it was wrong legally, it was also wrong in 
terms of the consequences. Not only did it inaugurate 
decades of violence but it also failed to stop Home Rule. 
Indeed, there is an irony in the fact that Northern 
Ireland was the only part of the island to be given what 
the Protestants had been determined to oppose.
       As for 1916, it too was neither necessary nor worth 
celebrating. More than 250 innocent civilians died, 28 of 
them children, and it led to six mad years of civil war. 
The Proclamation’s declaration that it cherished all Irish 
men and women equally was betrayed when its 
followers promptly murdered all Irish men and women 
who stood in their way. Thousands of Protestants fled 
the emergent Catholic Free State, which proceeded to 
render null and void the inclusive values proclaimed in 
1916.
      After 1969, the Provisional IRA claimed inspiration 
and legitimacy from the 1916 Rising and believed that 

the struggle in the north was 
‘unfinished business’. Their terror 
campaign was a futile waste of lives 
which, far from achieving its goal, 
made Irish unity even more remote. 
The failed ‘soldiers of Ireland’, 
however, cling to their obsolete 
myths, as the naming of clubs and 
parks and recent commemorations at 
Castlederg and 
Ardoyne for Shankill bomber 
Thomas Begley testify.
     The real victims of the Troubles 
were not only the thousands killed 
and injured but also the mass of the 
population, whose politics and 
everyday life was poisoned and 

blighted by the curse of sectarian terrorism by both 
republican and loyalist killers. The overwhelming 
majority of people in Ireland have now resolutely turned 
their back on this ‘whore history’. They want no more 
bombings and shootings for obsolete causes and wish 
only to live in peace with their neighbours. 
        

ERTAINLY, there is a moral difference between 
willingly choosing to kill in a terrorist campaign, 
as the IRA, INLA, UVF, UFF and so on did, and 
being conscripted into fighting a real war. But we 

also have to accept that acts of bravery and heroism may 
be committed by terrorists as well as soldiers. Voltaire 
put the dilemma well: “It is forbidden to kill; therefore 
all murderers are punished unless they kill in large 
numbers and to the sound of trumpets.”
       Yet if these centenaries are hijacked by macho 
warmongers and cynical politicians telling everyone that 
World War One, the Ulster gun running, the Easter 
Rising and all the bloody rest were cruel but necessary, 
and things would have been far worse without the resort 
to killing, then they risk dragging the people of Britain 
and Ireland back into an inglorious past. As Albert 
Camus said: “peace is the only battle worthing waging”.                  
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