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Abstract

Perhaps if it had been accurately reported, World War I would have
been the “war to end all wars” that Woodrow Wilson described in
1917. Instead, 1t was a period of half-truths and discrepancies as
governments tried to manage international conflict during a period
of modernity that shifted attention towards photojournalism, global
connectedness, and an increased expectation of objectivity in the
press. Government policy induced a crisis of conscience for
journalists who—beyond tempering their observations—had to
blatantly lie about bleakness on the front, atrocities that new
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An Act to consolidate and amend the Defence of the A.D, it
Realm Acts. [27th November 1914] =

BB it enscted by the King's most Excellent Majesty, by and
with the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual and
Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament assembled,
aud by the authority of the swme, us follows :—

1.—-(1) His Majesty in Council has power during the con- Powss w
tinuance of the present war to issue regulations for seouring make reg-
the public safety and the defence of the realm, and as to the g defouce

powers and duties for that purpose of the Admiralty and Army of the reaim.

“If People Really Knew, the War Would Be Stopped Tomorrow”: How the Press, the
British State, and the Public Interacted During World War 1 by Faith A. Chudkowski

Conclusion

Britain rallied its citizens not through coherent goals—difficult in a
conflict that lacked moral urgency—but through a controlled press
that downplayed losses, fabricated strategic victories, and avoided
the cost of war to i1ts combatants.

The British government utilized a complex system of censorship,
employed correspondents as propagandists, and created a culture of
morality as loyalty to state in order to combat the challenges of
modern warfare and pursue decisive victory; but their actions,
while at times strategically effective, negatively impacted soldier

morale, public trust, and ethical norms for decades to come.

Council and of the members of His Majesty's forces and other
persons acting in his bebalf; and may by such regulations
authorise the trial by courts-martisl, or in the case of minor
offences by courts of summary jurisdiction, and punishment of
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' BELGIANS PUSH THE ENEMY BACK. Because of state directives, press reporting gradually shifted from

chaotic inconsistency to fictitious uniformity to propaganda. This
directly contributed to a widening disparity between lived wartime
military experience and public perception. It also led to
correspondents’ internal conflict over what they were being asked
to do—in essence they were to discard the truth and write fiction.
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This meant that the press missed opportunity to expose flawed
norms of WWI, to highlight the humanity of war, and ultimately to
accurately report the conflict that Britain was involved in—the one
men enlisted for. What the government framed as duty to country
won out over fealty to truth or obligation to one’s fellow man.
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If people really Kknew,
the war would be
stopped tomorrow. But
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involved was the state, and how did the British

public and military perceive what transpired?

Ultimately, though the press 1s just one segment of wartime culture,
it had enormous influence on public opinion, and though half-truths
and distortions seemed to serve the state’s war interests well, it was
not worth the precedent that was set or the turmoil 1t created.

Methods

This research analyzes the following elements in determining that
1) while the British press remained technically free during the war,
it was indirectly controlled and shaped by the state, 2) British war
correspondents fell in line with the government’s aims and even
produced propaganda but later regretted their actions, 3) the wide
disparity between reality and printed coverage led to alienation of
the military, and 4) this censorship mechanism quickly inspired
duplication in every major power, with lasting consequences.

Future Work

. Examine the British National Archives non-digitized Ministry of
Information memos and write-ups of those who resisted DACA
during World War I, to pinpoint the kinds of behavior and speech
that individuals gravitated towards when the government became
more regulatory. This would build out a better understanding of
how different strata of British society engaged with British press
censorship and published material.

“We're telling lies, we daren’t tell the

public the truth, that we’re losing more
officers than the Germans, and that 1it’s
impossible to get through on the Western
Front. You’ve seen the correspondents
shepherded by Charteris [the director of

military intelligence], they don’t know
the truth, they don’t speak the truth

and we know they don’t.” - Lord
Ruthermore, newspaper owner 1917

. Utilize methods from the Digital Humanities to analyze the large
corpus of post-WWI writings from wartime correspondents, to
identify common themes and sentiments from those with shared
experience. This could potentially create a more nuanced
understanding of daily life as a correspondent, as well as shed light
on what kinds of directives they received from the British
government that influenced what they wrote and how they wrote it.

- What guided publication?: Sifted through Britain's legal code,
the Defence of the Realm Act, Ministry of Information and Press
Bureau directives, quotations from influential government
officials, correspondence from the United States that impacted
British policy, and post-war reflections from correspondents.

Prime Minister David
Lloyd George, 1917

Was there a difference between what happened and what was
printed?: Juxtaposed historical records and statistics of three
different phases in the war with the press coverage of them,
close-read numerous articles from news archives, and surveyed
quotations from military personnel on their view of the coverage.

TIMELINE — Aug 5, 1914:

No press at
front, Press
Bureau
CENsors News

Aug. 30:
“great
losses” with
“victory,"
hurts US ties

Press Burecau
overwhelmed
and delay in
hard news
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