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For Aubrey and all those 
who have known both worlds 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Few have seen as many masks fall as we out here, 
few have seen so much baseness, cowardice, 

weakness, self-seeking and vanity as we, 
and few so much worthiness and silent nobility of soul. 

Above the noise and the glory of all battles and victories, 
the image of this hour continues to shine within me, 

and in my senses, as the strongest impression of my whole life. 
-----Walter Flex, A Wanderer Between Two Worlds 
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Preface 
 

In his study of the British experience on the Western Front from 1914 to 1918, The 

Great War and Modern Memory, Paul Fussell endeavors to delineate how life and 

literature, as myth-making, enter into a state of reciprocity.  In terms of myths, he places 

particular emphasis on how World War I relied upon prior or “inherited” myths while 

simultaneously generating new ones that have become “part of the fiber of our own 

lives.”1  While he admittedly looks at the Western Front from 1914 to 1918 only through 

the lens of the British experience, and discusses only tangentially and superficially the 

literature of women directly involved in the trench experience, this present study 

augments some aspects of Fussell’s model in the manner in which it views the war 

experience through the eyes of four American women whose writings reflect tiers or 

stages of literary propaganda that are not only specific to World War I but also applicable 

to modes of behavior and moral philosophies associated with political and ideological 

wars and conflicts actually existing or threatening to develop today.  The literature of 

Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Mary Borden, Alice Dunbar-Nelson and Willa Cather bears 

similarities to, or was influenced by Rupert Brooke, and thus this study would not be 

complete without a discussion of his contribution not only to World War I poetry but also 

the propaganda of purpose. 

 The term propaganda may be defined within the context of what Stanley 

Cunningham refers to as the “philosophy of propaganda, a theoretical inquiry into the 

phenomenon of mass persuasion or symbolically induced influences,”2 rather than the 

urge to define it within the context of truth or lie.  For many, propaganda has come to be 
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synonymous with falsities, distortions, exaggeration and intentional fallacies, but in its 

purest and historical context, propaganda is not a form of rhetoric designed to mold an 

audience into subscribing to a certain opinion or belief.3   

What is universally held is that propaganda had its origins in a specific institution 

originating in Rome during the seventeenth century, the convening of the Congregatio de 

propaganda fide by Pope Gregory XV. Comprised of thirteen cardinals, the Congregation, 

as an arm of the Roman Catholic Church, was empowered with all things necessary to 

institute those reforms and powers essential in the creation of incontestable and firm 

powers of control that would assure uniform and rigorous adherence to established 

doctrines of belief and practice throughout all mission territories.  Thus, the term 

propaganda originates within an historical rather than rhetorical framework.  Its 

origination comes from a time-specific event in the history of the Roman Catholic 

Church’s global community, rather than a rhetorical or critical application.   

As Cunningham points out, some linguistic historians, such as Erwin W. Fellows, 

have suggested that the association between the term propaganda and the Roman Catholic 

Church “probably accounts for the negative connotations traditionally associated with the 

word, especially in Protestant and English-speaking countries into which the Congregation 

had extended its influence.”4 However, such an explanation is not totally credible.  

Although one may contend that propaganda and the state had a longstanding relationship 

prior to World War I, it was not until the advent of the War that propaganda began to take 

on negative connotations as the gap between the portrayal of war as “a noble calling” and 

the reality of its consequences were realized by both those on the home front and 
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battlefront.  “Instead of realizing the close relationship among morale, education, and 

propaganda, Americans [and in 1916 British subjects as well] considered propaganda a 

synonym for government lies, and that interpretation has remained to today.”5 

 In its original sense, propaganda denoted a tangible and specific body designed to 

assure unquestioned uniform and universal accord and to dispel any misunderstanding of 

prescribed dogma.  Thus, propaganda is directly conjoined to faith and belief, and its 

language is historically faith- rather than truth-based.  It is imperative at this point to 

define what here is meant by language, as opposed to rhetoric, so that we do not become 

irretrievably ensnared in the quicksand of vague semantics.  Language is a system of signs 

and symbols that, taken together, have meaning in both their manner of placement and 

application.  Rhetoric is persuasion that relies upon the speaking and writing of language 

for its effectiveness.  For example, one might regard the depiction of a French 75 cannon 

as a language of war but, in and of itself, divested of any active speaking and/or writing, it 

is not rhetoric.  Language, as a compilation of signs and symbols, can be separated from 

rhetoric, but rhetoric is always under the language umbrella. 

 Thus, in its earliest meaning, propaganda has an association with faith and 

ecclesiastical moorings.  But, as Joseph Shipley points out, in its etymology so too does 

the term have ties to agricultural meanings of grafting, planting and cultivation.6 

Therefore, propaganda can be defined as the planting or sowing of language, and its 

linguistic links to growth, propagation, increase, and cultivation are easily seen in 

agricultural metaphors in modern propaganda theory.  Although by the late nineteenth 

century propaganda and advertising became “half brothers” connecting a concrete object 
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with human desires and directed opinion,7 the term has its roots in the natural and 

domestic landscape. As demonstrated in Chapters Three and Four, it possesses a greater 

impact in its relationship to war when played out against the backdrop of the domestic 

landscape imposed upon that of the battlefield.  The short stories of Dorothy Canfield 

Fisher and Mary Borden succeed in their political and ideological aims of forming or 

changing American public opinion because they employ the language and metaphors of 

the domestic and the natural--the language inscribed by the linguistic history of the word 

propaganda. 

 With both historical and etymological links to faith, propagation, and nature, it is 

apparent how, by the early years of the twentieth century, famous writers--those adept in 

influencing public sentiment through language and rhetoric--were used by the state to 

author propaganda designed to form public opinion.  Just as in 1622, when Pope Gregory 

XV established the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith to impose unity and 

uniformity in practices and beliefs throughout the territories under the control of the 

Roman Catholic Church, on September 2, 1914, C. F. G. Masterman, the newly appointed 

minister of Great Britain’s war propaganda bureau, convened a secret meeting, attended 

by twenty-five of Britain’s most famous literary authors,8 with the intent to determine how 

literature could be initially written and then disseminated in such a way as to aid the 

Allied war aims and raise the moral tone of a nation (Great Britain).  The literary genre 

used to attain this end was the pamphlet, which had historically been used in Britain in 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century arguments amongst various religious sects.   



 xi

As Paul Fussell points out, the language of not only these pamphlets, designed to 

urge recruitment and advance a sense of war against Germany as virtuous, but all war 

literature (and especially British war poetry) was one of irony.  The “static world, where 

the values appeared stable and where meanings of abstractions seemed permanent and 

reliable,”9 was at the very heart of Britain’s being, through which flowed strongly the 

lifeblood of patriotism, honor, and glory.  These abstractions, and the manner in which 

they ultimately are revealed as simultaneously truth and sham, are portrayed in an 

American, rather than British, context in the immediate post-war writings of Willa Cather 

and Dalton Trumbo.  The World War I American canon of literature looks to Ernest 

Hemingway, John Dos Passos, e. e. cummings and William Faulkner as representatives of 

a post-war chronicle of America’s participation in the War and reflection upon that 

participation as sham; however, they did not speak for an entire nation, as is often the 

assumption.  I have included Willa Cather’s World War I novel, One of Ours, as an apt 

example of how the abstractions Fussell speaks of remained viable after the War in the 

minds not only of veterans, but also the families of those soldiers who died in the war 

effort during 1917 and 1918.10 

 Willa Cather’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, One of Ours, serves as an example of 

how propaganda is a cultural phenomenon about which people speak both in transmitting 

and reflecting upon historical events in immediacy and distance, and acts as an example of 

how propaganda does not negate free choice.  Although Claude Wheeler, the soldier-hero 

in One of Ours, like Rupert Brooke, viewed participation in the War as a soldier to be a 

noble calling that would give meaning to a hitherto purposeless life, his choice to 
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volunteer was a free one and not truly manipulated or prompted by a state-induced 

coercive force relying upon defective information used to create guilt or fear in the 

individual.  For Rupert Brooke in 1914, enlistment and service in the war effort was for 

King and country; for Claude Wheeler in 1917, it was for self and the boy next door. 

 Fussell’s sense of irony and depiction of Great War literature as elevated, 

formulaic, and clichéd,11 is valid when one considers British male literary reportage, but 

not that of the American writer, and particularly the American woman writer as I point out 

in the discussion of Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone in Chapter Four.  Although 

Fussell’s work stands as an influential contribution in the immediate post-Vietnam War 

years to an understanding of how the literature and mythology of World War I “has 

proved crucial political, rhetorical, and artistic determinants on subsequent life,”12 the 

content of that understanding is not only dated, but geographically bound--even sexist--by 

virtue of its emphasis on the male British trench experience on the Western Front.  It 

ignores how the origins of Great War literature as propaganda began with the use of 

pamphlets as recruitment instruments, and why this matters.13   

One of the earliest of such pamphlets, and the one that had the greatest impact on 

Rupert Brooke and others who would join Kitchener’s Army of Pals Battalions,14 was To 

Arms!, a stirring call to arms designed to appeal not only to the individual’s sense of duty, 

honor, and sacrifice, but also ultimately to a fear of guilt and shame if the individual chose 

not to respond in the manner the state desired.  Written by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, To 

Arms!  proclaimed, “Happy the man who can die with the thought that in this greatest 

crisis of all he had served his country to the uttermost, but who could bear the thoughts of 
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him who lives with the memory that he had shirked his duty and failed his country at the 

moment of her need?”15 

 Because language, as previously defined, has the ability to condition responses, 

and when those responses are faith- or belief-based, appealing to abstractions like duty, 

honor, and shame, the historical definition of propaganda, as that which is planted to 

harvest an unquestioning and universal accord amongst a given territorial or political 

group or groups of people, becomes abundantly visible in the aims and designs of war 

literature of 1914.  To Arms!, like Rudyard Kipling’s The New Army, which I discuss in 

Chapter Two, presented propaganda of purpose and guilt, two motivators that figure 

prominently in the genesis of the 1914 war sonnets of Rupert Brooke. 

 On August 4, 1914, when the German Army invaded neutral Belgium after its 

King refused to allow Germany free passage of its troops across the country, Britain could 

not remain passive and watch Belgium’s freedoms denied.  Britain entered the war to 

defend “poor little Belgium.”16 The plight of Belgium as the innocent violated became the 

grist of Great War literature during 1914 and 1915, and particularly the poetry of Rupert 

Brooke and Dorothy Canfield Fisher’s short stories, especially “A Little Kansas Leaven” 

and “La Pharmacienne.”  The effect of this historical event, and its role in a developing 

propaganda designed to effect choices and judgments on the part of the individual, are 

dynamics of propaganda discussed in Chapters Two and Three. 

 Writers such as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Rudyard Kipling, and Sir James M. 

Barrie were on the Wellington House British propaganda ministry payroll and thus 

represented the propaganda of state to individual.  If propaganda, as evidenced by the 
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Roman Catholic Church’s actions in 1622, flows from the state to the individual, is it 

propaganda when the individual authors material on his own volition that mirrors 

doctrines of beliefs planted and cultivated by the state?   

Propaganda that is formulated by the state or an organized body, with the intent to 

persuade or convince a wide and undifferentiated audience, is what David L. Alltheide 

and John M. Johnson have defined as traditional propaganda.  It utilizes “a contrived and 

artful way of presenting some facts and interpretations as though they were truthful.  

Bureaucratic propaganda uses truth for organizational goals.”17   Thus, the wartime 

propaganda, what Cunningham calls “a limited-time campaign of impression management 

within which an assortment of propaganda categories and techniques comes into play”18 

that Great Britain advanced in pamphlet production is a traditional propaganda in its 

dissemination of interpretations of how society will view the individual who acts in a 

manner contrary to what the states believes to be in the individual’s best interest.  

 In Chapter Three, I discuss how Mikhail Bakhtin defines paternalism as a prior 

discourse, but here it is abundantly clear that paternalism, defined as the intervention by 

the state or individual with the actions or decisions of another, becomes closely aligned 

with traditional propaganda.  Paternalism, as a limitation on freedom of choice, works 

with propaganda, as seen in the discussion of Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone, when 

moral paternalism--intervention designed to protect the moral welfare of the individual--

clashes with legal moralism--the concept of prohibiting those things that are morally 

wrong or degrading and enforcing what the state decrees as right.   
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Financing and running an Allied field hospital in Flanders during 1915 and then 

later in the Somme Salient during 1916, Mary Borden questioned the morality of healing 

soldiers only to put them back in the line of fire.  Couching her arguments in naturalistic 

metaphors appealing to agricultural landscapes--words historically and etymologically 

associated with propaganda and cultivation--Borden’s work is included in this study as 

evidence of the relationship and connections among propaganda, nature and paternalistic 

language.  Just as conscription (instituted in Great Britain in 1916 and in the United States 

in 1917) is an example of paternalism in the form of legal moralism, so too is Borden, 

because of the manner in which she questions the sanity of returning soldiers to the field, 

an agent of propaganda in the form of moral paternalism.  Thus the individual--Mary 

Borden in this case--can and indeed becomes a propagandist when, as in her short story 

“Conspiracy,” the individual advances doctrinal beliefs that mirror the types of 

propaganda issued by the state. 

 Mary Borden is also included in this study because of the manner in which her 

stories reflect how transgressive propaganda inverts social and political hierarchies and 

subsequently renders once effective language ineffective.  Again, definitions are 

instructive.  Transgression, as utilized by John Kucich, is seen as concealment, deception, 

secrecy and reserve.  But, in Foucaultian terms, transgression is not rebellion or deception, 

and it does not desire to tear down boundaries or limits.  When a limit or boundary is 

transgressed, there is always another or new limit.  Transgression “forces the limit to face 

the fact of its imminent disappearance, to find itself in what it excludes, to experience its 
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positive truth in its downward fall.”19 Therefore, transgression is connected to violence, 

not because of what it destroys, but because of what it reveals. 

 July 1, 1916 is almost universally regarded as a calamitous day in the history of 

the British military experience.  In an effort to relieve the pressure German troops were 

exacting on the French forces at Verdun during the spring of 1916, British commander-in-

chief, Sir Douglas Haig, agreed to launch an offensive on the Somme front that would 

begin on June 24, 1916.  After seven days of bombardment in which more than 1.5 million 

shells were fired, the British Fourth Army, under General Henry S. Rawlinson, made the 

principal thrust north of the Somme while the Third Army, under the leadership of 

General Edmund Allenby advanced north of Rawlinson.  At the same time, south of the 

Somme, the French Army, under the command of General Ferdinand Foch attempted to 

hold the German forces in their present position.  Transgression emerged, not because of 

what was destroyed, but because of what was revealed. 

 Although the British experienced 60,000 casualties, the destruction revealed was 

not the litter of dead and wounded upon the fields of battle, but the apparent revelation for 

many, and particularly Borden, was an overwhelming defeat that ushered in the demise of 

romantic idealism, quest for glory and personal fulfillment that had been the impetus for 

enlistment and volunteerism by those such as Brooke.   

In his study intended to answer the question as to why Germany was more 

successful than the Allies in killing soldiers, yet ultimately lost the War, John Mosier 

contends that because the Allied military commands, and particularly the British, 

maintained absolute control over the news dispatches concerning casualties and deaths, 
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propaganda dissemination, especially during 1916, was a function of the military rather 

than the state.20 The locus of propaganda in the hands of the individual--military 

commanders--rather than the state was reflected upon by David Lloyd George in his 

memoir of the War years. 

The reports passed on to the ministers were, as well 
realized much later, grossly misleading.  Victories were 
much overstated.  Virtual defeats were represented as 
victories, however limited their scope.  Our casualties were 
understated.  Enemy losses became pyramidal.  That was 
the way the military authorities presented the situation to 
Ministers-that was their active propaganda in the Press.  All 
disconcerting and discouraging facts were suppressed in the 
reports received from the front by the War Cabinet-every 
bright feather of success was waved and flourished in our 
faces.21 
 

Although Haig endeavored to put a positive spin on the first day of the Somme 

losses by reporting that the Germans were getting mowed down and their casualties were 

at least equal,22 British soldiers transferred to the field hospitals related a far different 

story.  Nurses on the front responded to official military casualty reports with an anger 

directed toward revealing a more accurate portrayal of the unequal massacre as well as 

the transgressive nature of the reports.  Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone, discussed in 

Chapter Four, provides apt examples of Kucich’s definition of transgression as that found 

in secrecy and lying with the attendant ability to create reversal and inversion, as well as 

Foucault’s discussion of the manner in which transgression is violent, not because of 

destruction, but because of revelation.  The limit or boundary transgressed on July 1, 

1916 and the manner in which that transgression reveals an inversion or upheaval of 

previous beliefs created a new territory on the war front landscape. 
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As summer turned to fall and then to winter, political unrest in Britain, France and 

Russia created crises in the Allied camps.  While Russia was dealing with civilian and 

military unrest in January 1917 and Germany ordered unrestricted submarine warfare, the 

United States broke diplomatic relations with Germany.  America now emerged from its 

often-perceived position of neutrality.  On April 6, 1917, after an 82 to 6 vote in the 

Senate, the House voted 373 to 50 to support the President, and the nation was at war.23  

One boundary had been transgressed, but a new one appeared--the boundary of the 

propaganda of exclusion. 

Propaganda frequently relies upon our insecurities and anxieties to accomplish its 

aims.  In 1917, as the United States began drafting and training young men into its Army 

for disembarkment to France, anxiety over the role of African-American men in the Army 

became a focal point of debate for northern and southern draft boards in the United States.  

Governmentally scripted and administered intelligence testing became one vehicle 

implemented in a propaganda of exclusion designed to maintain the lines of separation 

between the black and white races stateside and in France after October 1917.  Alice 

Dunbar-Nelson’s play Mine Eyes Have Seen and her poem “I Sit and Sew” are included in 

this study because of the manner in which they reflect the fears, anxieties and hostilities of 

many black Americans who were victims of a disinformation common to propaganda. 

The prevalence of segregation, lynchings and disenfranchisement of African-

Americans in the years following the American Civil War spawned major concerns when 

the United States instituted conscription in 1917.  The heavily southern-dominated Wilson 

Administration fervently supported the army’s stance on racially segregated units, and 
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allowed only eight black combat regiments.  Between volunteerism and conscription, 

380,000 African-Americans served in the Army, eighty-nine percent of which were 

assigned to labor units and the remaining eleven percent to two combat divisions.  Black 

soldiers served mainly in labor units and were totally excluded from any specialized 

fields, such as aviation.  Although W. E. B DuBois encouraged African-American men to 

join the Army to obtain the full rights of citizenship, relatively few young black men were 

given commissions as officers.  In spite of riots and protests, the most notable of which 

occurred in Houston in August 1917, segregation within the military was the norm even 

after 1941 when the passage of Executive Order 8802, which prohibited racial 

discrimination in defense-related industries, was effected.24     

In his analysis of Soviet propaganda apparatus, Ladislav Bittman discussed the 

relationship between disinformation and verifiable information, which is applicable to the 

exclusionary practices levied against black American soldiers and nurses on the Western 

Front. 

To succeed, every disinformation message must at least 
partially correspond to reality or generally accepted views, 
especially when an intended victim is a seasoned veteran of 
such propaganda practices.  Without a considerable degree of 
plausible verifiable information it is difficult to gain the 
victim’s confidence.25 
 

 The literature of Alice Dunbar-Nelson, included in Chapter Six, is representative 

of this propaganda of exclusion that is a boundary ultimately transgressed by the all-black 

369th Regiment--the Harlem Hellfighters--whose distinction as the only American 

regiment to be decorated by the French is chronicled in Bill Miles’s 1986 film, Men of 

Bronze:  The Black American Heroes of World War I, a documentary on the history of this 



 xx

regiment that is exceptional in the manner in which it uses a great deal of actual combat 

footage. 

 In both wartime and peace, there is often a tendency to deny, distort, revise, and 

revamp our individual and collective histories.  Indeed, the myths emerging from the total 

World War I experience to which Paul Fussell addresses the majority of The Great War 

and Modern Memory had such an effect upon American cultural perceptions that 

memories of the way in which widespread and exaggerated stories concerning the 

purported atrocities against the people of Belgium at the hands of the Germans during 

1914 and 1915 led many public and private citizens to regard the initial stories of German 

holocaust camps during World War II to be without merit.26  This continuation of the 

myth, the propaganda of the marauding beast, is a territory transgressed over and over 

again in our twentieth-century literature.  The five writers I have included in this study 

each present a type of propaganda that calls for a response from the individual to the 

individual, a response that requires each person, through free will and independence of 

thought and deed, to transcend any perceived personal or state-imposed boundaries and 

respond to the dictates of conscience and self. 

Notes 

 1Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (London:  Oxford University 
Press, 1975), p. ix. 
 
 2Stanley Cunningham, The Idea of Propaganda: A Reconstruction (Westport:  
Praeger, 2002), p. 6. 
 
 3As pointed out by experts in the in the field, “a veritable plethora of definitions” 
of propaganda greet today’s writer.  While some scholars regard the defining element of 
as secrecy or concealment, and others “stress the emotional as opposed to the intellectual 
appeal of propaganda,” it generally is agreed that the term concerns itself with directing 



 xxi

and influencing opinion.   Nicholas J. Cull, David Culbert, and David Welch, Propaganda 
and Mass Persuasion:  A Historical Encyclopedia, 1500 to the Present (Oxford:  ABC-
Clio, 2003), p. 38.    
 
 4Cunningham., p. 16. 
 
 5David Culbert, “Propaganda and Public Relations, Government” in The Oxford 
Companion to American Military History, ed. John Whiteclay Chambers II (Oxford:  
Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 572.  
 

6Joseph T. Shipley, Dictionary of Word Origins (New York:  Philosophical 
Library, 1945), p. 285. 

 
7Culbert, p. 572.  

 
 8The British authors in attendance at the meeting of September 2, 1914 were 
William Archer, Sir James M. Barrie, Arnold Bennett, A. C. Benson, Robert Bridges, Hall 
Caine, G. K. Chesterton, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, John Galsworthy, Thomas Hardy, 
Anthony Hope Hawkins, Maurice Hewlett, W. J. Locke, E. V. Lucas, J. W. Mackail, John 
Masefield, A. E. W. Mason, Gilbert Murray, Sir Henry Newbolt, Sir Gilbert Parker, Sir 
Owen Seaman, George Trevelyan, H. G. Wells, Israel Zangwill and assorted government 
officials.  Rudyard Kipling and Sir Arthur Wuiller Couch were unable to attend but sent 
messages assuring they would contribute to the effort in any manner requested.  Lucy 
Masterman, C. F. G. Masterman (London:  Cassells, 1939), p. 272. 
 
 9Fussell, p. 21. 
 
 10Paul Fussell, as well as Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner and F. Scott 
Fitzgerald, have perpetuated a belief that all British and American soldiers in World War I 
were so permanently and adversely affected by the relentlessly harsh conditions in the 
trenches and on the battlefields that, if they survived, they were destined to lead 
unproductive and shattered lives in isolation and despair.  However, this generalization of 
the broken and socially catatonic veteran is not only repudiated by Cather, but also by 
contemporary historians.  In the Introduction to his 1998 analysis of World War I, The 
Pity of War, Niall Ferguson offers that even though the War “remains the worst thing the 
people of [his] country have ever had to endure [and] to survive it was to be mysteriously 
fortunate,” his grandfather did indeed return home and, from all outward appearances, 
enjoyed a seemingly normal life.  He worked at a small export house, raised a family and 
ultimately started a successful business.  Ferguson states that the only negative residual of 
his grandfather’s War experience was the chain-smoking of cigarettes, a habit he had 
developed in the trenches.  Ferguson concludes, “He seems to have been able to live, in 
other words, quite normally.  In this, of course, he resembled the great majority of men 
who fought in the war.” Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War (New York:  Basic Books, 1999), 
p. xxi. 



 xxii

 
11Fussell,  pp. 8-35. 

 
 12Ibid., p. ix. 
 
 13In his discussion of how the portrayal of World War I in drama and television 
documentaries since 1964 has affected our historical understanding of the War, Stephen 
Badsey points out that Fussell has been criticized for “his lack of rigor . . . but the 
persistence of his influence, and the continued strength of approach to the First World 
War through literature and cultural artifacts, has contributed greatly to historical 
understanding.”  Stephen Badsey, “The Great War Since The Great War,” Historical 
Journal of Film, Radio and Television 22:1 (March 2002): 43.  
 
 14When Lord Kitchener was appointed Secretary for War in August 1914, one of 
his chief aims was to persuade men to join the British Army as conscription had not yet 
been instituted in Great Britain.  Sir Henry Rawlinson suggested that men might be 
willing to enlist if they were to serve with friends from their own towns or social or 
occupational circles.  Rawlinson inquired of a close friend, Robert White, if he might be 
able to raise a battalion of men who worked in London.  White subsequently opened a 
recruiting office on Throckmorton Street and within the first two hours of its existence, 
210 City workers joined the Army.  Six days later, the Stockbrokers’ Battalion, as it 
became known, was 1,600 men strong.  As civic leaders in other cities heard about the 
Stockbrokers’ Battalion, recruitment offices immediately sprang up.  It was Lord Edward 
Derby, who organized the Liverpool Battalion, and coined the term “pals battalions” to 
describe men who had been locally recruited.  One of the most celebrated Pals Battalions 
was the Accrington Pals, a group of friends from the town of Accrington who 
distinguished itself on the first day of the Battle of the Somme.  Out of 720 Accrington 
Pals who took part in the attack of July 1, 1916, 584 were killed, wounded or missing.  A 
short distance from Serre Road Cemetery No. 1 near Serre village, a slightly overgrown 
track of a road meanders through the rolling fields of the Somme Salient and leads to 
Sheffield Memorial Park.  The road passes before Serre Road No. 3 Cemetery as it 
parallels the British front line of 1916.  Here remains the hint of the front line trench from 
which the Accrington Pals attacked.  Slightly to the left of the trench line is a monument 
to the Accrington Pals, made out of Accrington brick. 
 
 15Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, To Arms! (London:  Hodder and Stoughton, 1914), p. 
13. 
 
 16Niall Ferguson argues that a more pressing reason for Britain to enter the war 
was that the British Cabinet was united by one fear: “the fear of letting in the 
Conservative and Unionist opposition.”  The Liberals’ stance in favor of Home Rule for 
Ireland had incensed Unionists as Ulster Protestants began to arm themselves “to prevent 
the imposition of ‘Rome Rule.’  The possibility of civil war was real and the attitude of 
leading Tories, to say nothing of senior army officers, was not unsympathetic to the 



 xxiii

Protestant cause.  The sudden onset of the European diplomatic crisis served, as Asquith 
remarked, to pour oil on the stormy Irish waters (that was the ‘one bright spot in this 
hateful war’); but at the same time it gave the Tories a new stick with which to beat the 
government.” Conservative leadership regarded the German threat of invasion more 
seriously than most Liberal ministers.  The Tory viewpoint on August 2, 1914 was that 
any delay in supporting France and Russia “would be fatal to the honour and future 
security of the United Kingdom,” and that any hesitation on the part of the Liberal 
government to render that support would result in the Conservatives “stepping into Liberal 
shoes.”  Such an event would result in the resignation of a majority of the Cabinet and 
establish a war ministry that would be less anxious for an ultimately honorable and 
peaceful resolution to the German threat.  Winston Churchill was prepared to defect if 
proponents of neutrality remained in power and had secretly inquired of the Opposition if, 
“in the event of up to eight resignations, [they] would be prepared to rescue the 
Government . . . by forming a Coalition to fill up the vacant offices.”  The decision to 
dispatch the British Expeditionary Forces was not so much in response to Germany’s 
threat to Belgium as it was Germany’s threat to Britain in its present political climate if 
France fell.  Any change in the government would threaten Britain’s security.  Niall 
Ferguson, pp. 164-167.  
 
 17David L. Alltheide and John M. Johnson, Bureaucratic Propaganda (Boston:  
Allyn and Bacon, 1980), pp. 21, 23. 
 
 18Cunningham, p. 73. 
 
 19Michel Foucault, “A Preface to Transgression” in Language, Counter-memory, 
Practice, ed. Donald F. Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca:  
Cornell University Press, 1977), p. 34. 
 
 20John Mosier, The Myth of the Great War:  A New Military History of World War 
I (New York:  Harper Collins, 2001), p. 9. 
 
 21David Lloyd George, War Memoirs (London:  Odhams, 1938), 2:1313. 
 
 22Mosier, p. 242. 
 
 23S. L. A. Marshall, World War I (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin Company, 1964), p. 
281. 
 
 24John Sibley Butler, “African Americans in the Military” The Oxford Companion 
to American Military History (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 8. 
 
 25Ladislav Bittman.  The KGB and Soviet Disinformation (Washington, DC:  
Pergamon Brassey, 1985), p. 49. 
 



 xxiv

 26In her study of how photographs taken at the time of the liberation of various 
concentration camps in Germany shape our memory of the Holocaust, Remembering to 
Forget:  Holocaust Memory through the Camera’s Eye, Barbie Zelizer states, “The 
exaggerated nature of the World War I atrocity story set in place an aura of fakery that 
greeted the initial reports of the atrocities in World War II.  In fact, the resemblance of 
later atrocity reports to the false World War I atrocity stories generated such skepticism 
that until proven true, atrocity reports were assumed false; they were regarded first as 
narratives of exaggeration and propaganda and only later as potentially credible 
accountings of the ravages of war.”  Barbie Zelizer, Remembering to Forget:  Holocaust 
Memory through the Camera’s Eye (Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 
31. 
 



 xxv

Table of Contents 
 

Dedication . . . . . . . . .   ii 
 
Acknowledgments . . . . . . . .   iii 
 
Preface  . . . . . . . . .  vii 
 
List of Tables . . . . . . . . .           xxvi 
 
Abstract . . . . . . . . .          xxvii 
 
Chapter One - Introduction . . . . . . .   1 
 
Chapter Two - Rupert Brooke and the Cultural Community of Purpose  .  16 
 
Chapter Three - Dorothy Canfield Fisher:  Propaganda of the Maternal and 
 the Domestic in Home Fires in France  . . . .  57 
 
Chapter Four - Transgression and Transection in the Forbidden Zone . 100 
 
Chapter Five - Conscription, Patriotism, and the Propaganda of Racial 
 Exclusion . . . . . . . . 139 
 
Chapter Six - Negating the Distance Between Home and War in Willa 
 Cather’s One of Ours . . . . . . . 177 
 
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . 214 
 
Bibliography . . . . . . . . . 223 
 
Appendix A - Alfred Leete, Join Your Country’s Army, 1914. . . 233 
 
Appendix B - E. V. Kealy, Women of Britain Say - “GO!” . . . 234 
 
Appendix C - James Montgomery Flagg, I Want You, 1917 . . . 235 
 
Appendix D - Carl Rakeman, Five Thousand by June, 1917 . . . 236 
 
Appendix E - Laura Brey, On Which Side of the Window Are You?, 1917 . 237 
 
Appendix F - Charles Gustrine, True Sons of Freedom, 1918 . . 238 
 
Vita . . . . . . . . . . 239 



 xxvi

List of Tables 
 

1.  Alpha Test Scores for Southern White and Northern Black Draftees . 148 



 xxvii

Abstract  
 

“Above the Noise and the Glory:” Tiers of Propaganda in Great War Literature 

illuminates the literary responses of Rupert Brooke, Mary Borden, Alice Dunbar-Nelson 

and Willa Cather to the manner in which the threat to one’s cultural community, as well as 

personal and physical landscape, transforms a nation’s, and even a world’s, people from a 

state of complacency or purposelessness to one of jingoistic fervor.  Prompted and 

inspired by personal, political and cultural forces, these writers mobilized early twentieth-

century private citizens’ spirits of nationalistic pride and solidarity.  Individual chapters 

place within historical and literary contexts how war propaganda, particularly British and 

American propaganda from 1914 to 1919, is composed of four stages, each stage 

choreographed to produce a certain response within the individual.  Brooke, Borden, 

Dunbar-Nelson and Cather, through their writing and active involvement both on the war 

and home fronts, enter the domain of war in all four stages of the propaganda cycles 

constructed herein by superimposing a domestic landscape onto a military landscape.  In 

individually defining as well as responding to modes of propaganda, which originated in 

World War I, but still persist today, these writers are vital to our understanding of how 

literature not only reflects our history, but shapes it as well. 
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Chapter One 
 

Introduction 
 

There has been a great carving of human flesh 
which was of our boyhood while the old men 
directed their sacrifice and the profiteers grew 

rich and the fires of hate were stoked up at 
patriotic banquets and in editorial chairs. 

-----Philip Gibbs 
 
 In the weeks before September 11, 2001, one would be hard pressed to find any 

widespread flying of American flags from the porches of private homes and automobile 

antennas.  Such outward signs of perceived nationalistic pride, coupled with the donning 

of red, white and blue-striped Walmart tee shirts by men and women for whom both 

stripes and Walmart remained fundamentally alien, were activities reserved almost 

exclusively for Independence Day.  And for America’s youth to unabashedly proclaim 

jingoistic fervor was something only Boy Scouts or ROTC students might consider.  But, 

as the first war of the twenty-first century erupted with the attack on the World Trade 

Center, the Pentagon, and the crash of American Airlines flight 93 in a rural field in 

western Pennsylvania, all Americans, regardless of national origin, responded to an inner 

and outer voice of patriotism.  What subtle or perhaps not so subtle impetus transforms a 

nation’s people from a state of disinterested complacency to one of jingoistic fervor?  The 

answer lies in the way in which the threat to one’s cultural community, as well as personal 

and physical landscape, is invaded by the risk or actual presence of war.  

War propaganda, often originating within and disseminating through a literature of 

purpose and persuasion, is composed of four stages, each stage choreographed to produce 

a certain response within the individual.  Stage One is designed to raise the citizen’s spirit 
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of nationalistic pride and solidarity with the end result of volunteerism.  The individual 

perceives his landscape as either physically or ideologically tenuous when the invasion of 

another is internalized and transformed into an elaborate sense of empathy.  Here 

volunteerism is not so much an act of altruism, but the individual’s conviction that the act 

of volunteering gives purpose to a life otherwise devoid of direction or worth. 

 Stage Two builds upon the individual’s intellectual and emotional response to the 

perceived threat of the outsider invading the personal and physical landscape. It provokes 

the citizen to respond to the call to arms, by both volunteering and committing one’s own 

self and resources to the war effort, or volunteering to persuade others to do so. 

 Third stage propaganda surfaces when the number of war casualties has become so 

great, and the war itself so politically, ideologically and even economically unpopular due 

to the costs in human life, suffering and sacrifice, that the call to respond no longer is from 

the state to the individual, but from the individual to the state.  The private citizen, and 

often the soldier participant, begins to question the morality, effectiveness and human and 

economic costs of the war, which often result in war front mutinies and home front 

revolution.  The individual now questions the practices of the state and, if such 

questioning is persistent, constructs a new national identity, such as occurred in 1917 in 

Russia. 

Ultimately, war propaganda comes full circle in the fourth stage as it endeavors to 

reconcile the primal propaganda of purpose with that of the more recent propaganda of 

protest.  This rhetoric of reconciliation and healing often does not develop until the 

bitterness occasioned by the toll of casualties that war exacts is overridden by the public’s 
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desire and need to construct heroes whose purpose it seems is to justify an otherwise 

unjustifiable carving of human flesh. 

 War is by its very nature a male-dominated arena, but women have historically 

entered its domain in all four stages of the propaganda cycles by superimposing the 

domestic landscape onto the military one.  World War I created a new public image and 

presence for women in the United States and in Europe as they not only assumed the 

occupations and positions vacated by thousands of men who enlisted or were drafted into 

military service, but also volunteered themselves for jobs in the medical, social and 

welfare positions on both the home and war fronts.  Their roles in the creation of this 

theatre of war, and the ardent manner in which they served and informed others of the 

need for, and even the ramifications of that service, produced a literature of war, a 

literature of purpose, a literature of propaganda. 

 The definitive origins of World War I remain a diverse and debatable area of study 

for historians; however, what remains relatively safe to aver is that World War I officially 

began in the summer of 1914 with the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of 

Austria by a young Serbian rebel, Gavrilo Princip, in Sarajevo.  When the Armistice was 

signed on November 11, 1918, this first global war of the twentieth century mobilized 

over sixty-five million men from sixteen countries, eight million of whom died directly in 

battle while another twenty-one million were wounded.  Over six and one-half million 

war-related civilian deaths added to the total carnage count, over half of which occurred in 

Russia and Turkey.1  Another twenty million citizens fell victim to the Spanish influenza 

epidemic of 1918, most of whom were women and children whose immune systems had 
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been weakened by the shortages of food, fuel and clothing that home-front economy for 

war-front giving had produced. 

“The war to end all wars” not only spelled death and destruction for millions of 

individuals, but also heralded the demise of political orders.  The war caused the 

weakening of the Russian, Hapsburg, German and Ottoman empires and created new 

social and political structures where previously there had been none.  And for the young 

republic of the United States, which lost relatively few of its citizens in the war effort, the 

first global conflict was the genesis of its emergence as a great world power.  Although 

the immediate postwar years were ones in which many Americans preferred to be left 

alone in relative seclusion and isolation, the four-year period of 1914 to 1918 saw a spirit 

of unparalleled volunteerism and mobilization of the domestic front, here recorded as 

beginning in England in 1914 and ending in New York City in 1918 when the boys came 

(and sometimes did not come) home. 

Histories of war, and the rhetoric that records conflict, generally focus on combat.  

The language of war tends to be a male-dominated one that speaks of encounters and 

assaults, barrages and bombardments, artillery and fields of fire, and emphasizes that the 

battle line separates not only enemies from each other, but, more pointedly, the realm of 

the male battlefield from the female home front.  In his relatively recent and bland study 

of World War I and the British home front, Samuel Hynes argues that distinctions 

between male and female arenas of action and discourse are mutually exclusive and instill 

in women a bona fide feeling of inferiority and disempowerment.  

War - any war - is for women an inevitably diminishing 
experience.  There is nothing like a war for demonstrating to 
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women their inferior status, nothing like the war experience of 
men for making clear the exclusion of women from life’s great 
excitements, nothing like war casualties for imposing on women 
the guiltiness of being alive and well.2 
 

 But war, for most women and particularly British women, was anything but 

“diminishing.”  As Great Britain sent thousands of men to camp in August and September 

1914, vacated jobs in factories, schools, post offices, railways and telegraph offices were 

filled by women who were responding to a new found sense of purpose.  Women of all 

social strata uncovered a sense of being and fulfillment in the early days of the war, as 

depicted in the 1974 PBS series Upstairs, Downstairs, which examined women’s work 

during the war.  In the upstairs domain, women discarded the prior meaningless society 

life for a purposeful one of volunteer nursing and relief work, while downstairs female 

servants felt the pull of abandoning domestic work for the higher wages promised in the 

factories. 

 By 1916, thousands of British women had responded to their country’s need for 

their services by enlisting in Queen Mary’s Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC) or 

the Volunteer Aid Detachment (VAD), working as cooks, farmers, drivers, prison guards 

and munition workers.  And hundreds of women volunteered their time as propagandists 

in the white feather campaigns.  During the early days of the war, white feathers 

symbolized unpatriotic or cowardly young men who shirked their duty to join the military 

machine.  Erika Kuhlman points out, “it was female patriots--not soldierly doughboys--

who paraded through city streets distributing white feathers to male bystanders not in 

uniform.”3 
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 Ultimately, every English woman who was able found an individual purpose in the 

war effort that hitherto had been absent in her life.  But the English citizen who 

unequivocally represents the attainment of self-fulfillment and purpose in war is Rupert 

Brooke, whose war sonnets of 1914 remain the undisputed quintessential literature of first 

stage war propaganda--the propaganda of purpose. 

 Chapter Two of this study examines the manner in which the outbreak of war often 

ignites the spark of purpose within the individual, such as Brooke, who feels a sense of 

alienation and lack of purpose in a world where well-to-do university scholars rank poorly 

in such a landscape where the individual is nothing more than a part of a vast machine.  

The need and desire to belong, to be a part of the big show, produces a decision to enlist, 

not so much prompted by the propaganda of the state needing the individual, but rather the 

individual’s need and desire to do what he believes is morally and politically expedient to 

protect his personal landscape or cultural community, and to feel he serves a function in 

the emerging landscape of war. 

 The overarching theme in Brooke’s five war sonnets is moral purpose and the 

sacrifices inherent in honoring one’s commitment to such a purpose.  Under this unifying 

theme, one quickly gains a sense of a particular sub theme in each of the individual 

poems.  For example, Brooke’s first sonnet, “Peace,” is a prayer of thanksgiving for the 

bestowing of the benefit that gives meaning to one’s existence.  The truly moral person 

will defend what is worth defending, and in the defense itself, a sense of peace, an 

emergence of purpose and reason for being, even in light of the threat of mayhem and 

slaughter, unfolds. 
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 If acting upon one’s moral purpose affords the individual a sense of peace, how 

does the individual achieve, and subsequently maintain, a permanent sphere of safety 

when disagreeing with the majority?  In the second of his war sonnets, “Safety,” Brooke 

asserts that war, like death, possesses a magnitude of power only to the degree the 

individual allows it to possess.  It is when one “has gained a peace unshaken by pain for 

ever”4 that the tested man can emerge “safe though all safety’s lost.”  Brooke’s war 

sonnets, when read in concert with his most accomplished poem, “The Old Vicarage, 

Grantchester,” reflect the fear the emerging propagandist experiences when war threatens 

the native landscape.  Such fear gives rise to a sense of directed purposefulness where 

previously only complacency abided.  The peace obtained in finding or establishing one’s 

personal worth and meaning renders the propagandist safe in the midst of a landscape 

where all safety is seemingly lost.  At this juncture, the aim of the literary propagandist is, 

in effect, to persuade an ambivalent audience to believe his message that protecting and 

defending one’s native landscape from a perceived threat will infuse within the walking 

dead of youth a spirit of life with purpose. 

 In September 1914, Brooke obtained a commission in the Royal Naval Division 

together with his long-time dear friend and fellow Rugby classmate Denis Browne.  By 

October 1, they were assigned to the Anson Battalion and embarked on a brief and 

unsuccessful expedition to Antwerp.  The failed expedition and the plight of the Belgian 

refugees profoundly affected Brooke, as evidenced in his letter to his lover, Cathleen 

Nesbitt, under date of 17 October 1914. 

The sky was lit by burning villages and houses; and after a bit 
we got to the land by the river, where the Belgians had let all 
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the petrol out of the tanks and fired it.  Rivers and seas of flame 
leaping up hundreds of feet, crowned by black smoke that 
covered the entire heavens.  It lit up houses wrecked by shells, 
dead horses, demolished railway stations, engines that had been 
taken up with their lines and signals, and all twisted round and 
pulled out, as a bad child spoils a toy.  And there were joined 
the refugees, with all their goods on barrows and carts, in a 
double line, moving forward about a hundred yards an hour, 
white and drawn and beyond emotion.  The glare was hell . . . 
We went on through the dark.  The refugees and motor-buses 
and transports and Belgian troops grew thicker.  After about a 
thousand years it was dawn.5 
 

 So profoundly did this vision of thousands of Belgian refugees fleeing their 

homeland affect Brooke that he believed it was everyone’s duty to serve in the great 

cause.  In a letter to Nesbitt in November 1914, he sought to enlist her talents in the war 

effort, if not in Belgium, then in England. 

If you were a man, there’d be no excuse for you to go on 
acting.  You’d be despicable.  You’d make a good nurse, and a 
good lady with the Belgians, I know well . . . I’m rather 
disturbed, my dear one, about the way people in general don’t 
realize we’re at war.  It’s - even yet - such a picnic for us - for 
the nation - and so different for France and Belgium.  The 
millions France is sacrificing to our thousands.  I think - I 
know - that everyone ought to go in.6  (emphasis in original) 
 

 But Cathleen Nesbitt did not ‘go in,” neither as a nurse nor as one who would 

actively or tacitly support the war effort.  But Brooke’s near glamorization of war and 

rhetoric of self-sacrifice for the love of “honour, holiness, love and pain” was not lost on 

Dorothy Canfield Fisher.    

 The war for Americans in 1915 and 1916 was an abstraction as the possibility of 

an invaded American landscape remained remote.  Chapter Three looks at the manner in 

which Dorothy Canfield Fisher sought to increase an awareness of the plight of Belgian 
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and French women and children by appealing to the emotional and intellectual manner in 

which Americans would respond if placed in the same circumstances.  Responding to the 

invasion of Belgium by the Germans, in the fall of 1915, Fisher, with her two children, 

traveled to France to join her husband who had volunteered for the American Ambulance 

Corps in France.  Her firsthand experiences of the war in France and Belgium served as 

the basis for her wartime stories, contained in Home Fires in France.   

 Whereas Brooke believed that sacrifice for an ideal gave meaning to an otherwise 

meaningless life, Fisher’s wartime volunteer efforts were to bring to the attention of an 

American audience the process through which sacrifice and heroism transforms the 

French or Belgian women “from being just nice home-keepers into being guardians of the 

public weal.”7  Such a transformation is accomplished, as the story “La Pharmacienne” 

suggests, when the domestic landscape, having been invaded by the outsider, is 

superimposed upon the landscape of war.  Fisher’s purpose in volunteering as a war relief 

worker in France and Belgium, and in recording her experiences in Home Fires in France, 

was to provide the American people with concrete and actual representations of the 

conditions of war.  In a letter to her publisher, Henry Holt, quoted in the preface to the 

book, Fisher said, “What I write is about such very well-known conditions to us that it is 

hard to remember that it may be fresh to you, but it is so far short of the actual conditions 

that it seems pretty pale, after all.”8  

 Through informing an American audience of French and Belgian cultural history 

and eradicating existing biases against the French held by some New Englanders, Fisher 

was successful in calling upon the ordinary American to respond to the plight of French 
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and Belgian women and children.  This success in increasing the level of volunteerism and 

economic resources by making one responsive to the invasion of another’s landscape 

because of the emotional and intellectual fear he or she may be a future victim of is the 

very essence of second stage propaganda.  Home Fires in France, in the manner in which 

it turns the abstraction of war in France and Belgium into a very concrete experience 

demanding American support through relief work volunteerism, is the literary 

embodiment of stage two propaganda. 

 July 1, 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme, remains the most disastrous 

day in all of British military history.  John Keegan reports: 

When, in the days that followed, the 200 British battalions that 
had attacked began to count the gaps in their ranks, the 
realisation came that, of the 100,000 men who had entered no 
man’s land, 20,000 had not returned; another 40,000 who had 
been got back were wounded.  In summary, a fifth of the 
attacking force was dead, and some battalions, such as the 1st 
Newfoundland Regiment, had ceased to exist.9 
 

 The Battle of the Somme “marked the end of an age of vital optimism”10 and the 

advent of third stage literary propaganda, which calls into question the morality and 

effectiveness of war.  By the end of 1917, soldiers in the French and Russian armies were 

mutinying and the Allied forces seemed to be on the brink of a universal state of collapse 

and breakdown.  The fourth chapter of this study of war and literary propaganda, 

“Transgression and Transection in the Forbidden Zone,” demonstrates how the hitherto 

noble and purposeful emphasis in propaganda breaks down in light of mounting casualties 

and eroding confidence in political leaders and generals.  The intent of a propaganda that 

emerges in response to a growing public awareness of and disenchantment with the myth 
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of war as ennobling and sanctifying becomes one that seeks to reveal the one-dimensional 

nature of first and second stage propaganda.  The ritualistic and mythological discourse 

found in the paternalistic language of earlier propaganda is seen as wholly deceptive.     

 Mary Borden’s war sketches, collected in The Forbidden Zone, explode the myth 

of war as romantic and purposeful by inverting previously established and accepted social 

and cultural beliefs.  Soldiers are now part of the domestic landscape, often represented as 

loaves of bread or clothing in need of mending. Borden’s “forbidden zone” is that 

domestic landscape within which the romanticized and gloriously purposeful vision of war 

is transformed into a graphic reality where soldiers are converted into so many parts, 

dislocated from a recognizable whole.  Soldiers are no longer golden deities; they are now 

only parts and pieces of what used to be.  And women, the caretakers of the domestic, 

emerge as the soldiers who fight “on the second battlefield” to preserve what remains of 

man.  Borden’s literary aim, succinctly representative of third stage propaganda, is to 

present a realism that prompts her reader to question if the reason and rationale for war is 

worth the price paid in disillusioned and disjointed men.  War renders the individual a 

divided self, an inverted and unstable representation of the former being.  Borden’s 

characterization of soldiers as inanimate parts of a domestic or feminine, rather than 

military or masculine, landscape reflects the political and social inversions occurring in a 

world where civilian disillusionment and weariness in the military ranks were creating 

mutinies and revolutions. 

 Civilian disillusionment with and questioning of the morality of participating in a 

war that seemed too costly for the benefits being realized were not feelings known only by 
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those actually participating in the battles being waged in Europe.  When the United States 

entered the war in April 1917, black Americans, such as Alice Dunbar-Nelson, 

experienced the propaganda of exclusion.  Chapter Five sets forth the manner in which 

governmental intelligence testing results were often skewed to eliminate or limit black 

Americans from serving as officers, medics, transcribers and intelligence personnel in the 

United States Army.  Dunbar-Nelson’s poem “I Sit and Sew” responds to the propaganda 

of excluding black women from serving as nurses because of the claim of an allegedly 

inferior program of training offered in black nursing schools.  A war poem in response to 

the exclusion of black women in the field of nursing, “I Sit and Sew” questions the 

morality of a nation at war which allows its soldiers to die due to lack of adequate nursing 

care when thousands of black nurses are excluded from service. 

 In 1918, Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s only play, “Mine Eyes Have Seen,” was 

published in The Crisis.  Described as her initial foray into penning literature with a 

purpose, the play’s greater import was the manner in which it raised the awareness of the 

relationship between race and national identity.  The question was not so much whether or 

not black Americans should enlist, but rather the problem of how a nation ultimately 

defines itself when it practices segregation and discrimination, yet presents to the world an 

all-inclusive expression of nationalistic solidarity and resolve.  Whereas Borden’s 

sketches reflect the manner in which the individual questions the morality and human 

costs of a war that reduces men to just so many disjointed parts, Dunbar-Nelson’s 

literature of third stage exclusionary propaganda indicts a nation, not a war, which 
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discriminates and segregates so egregiously that men and women are cast aside, even 

when the need for participation is great. 

 Within a decade after the signing of the Armistice on November 11, 1918, British 

cemeteries could be found from the North Sea to the Somme Salient to Verdun.  Over one 

million British young men had died along with 1,700,000 French, 1,500,000 from the 

Habsburg Empire, two million Germans, 460,000 Italians, 1,700,000 Russians and 

hundreds of thousands of Turks.12  The war claimed thirteen percent of all men born 

between 1870 and 1899, and for those men born between 1892 and 1895, who would have 

been between the ages of 19 and 22, thirty five percent would perish as a result of war-

related disease or injury.  World War I united a world in grief, remorse, reflection and 

confusion. 

 Although disillusionment is the most overworked of adjectives depicting the 

postwar novel of a generation lost and adrift in a world that seemed but a sham, some 

writers, and chief among them Willa Cather, sought to establish a reconciliation between 

the propagandas of purpose and volunteerism and that of protest and discrimination.  

Chapter Six establishes how Cather’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel, One of Ours, is 

instructive in understanding how the immediate postwar American years gave birth to new 

myths whose purpose seemed to be designed to make sense of the incomprehensible scale 

of carnage.  Whereas Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner and John Dos Passos 

endeavored to deconstruct the myth of the soldier as a crucified Christ, Cather sought to 

memorialize not only the spent soldier, but the disillusioned and reflective civilian as well.  

War for Cather is not only a vehicle for discovering self purpose and worth for the soldier, 
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but a state of being that creates a feeling within the civilian that war is an initial glorious 

calling that cannot, because of its inherent violence and demand for sacrifice, survive. 

 Rupert Brooke, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Mary Borden, Alice Dunbar-Nelson and 

Willa Cather were not only writers of literary merit and note, but also propagandists who 

attempted to influence their readers by leading each one to think and respond in a 

carefully constructed and directed fashion, all the while making such a response seem like 

the individual’s own conclusion.  Reaching out to a public often dazed and confused by a 

war that seemed to be one of only attrition, these writers shaped the attitudes of a people 

who desperately sought purpose in a purposeless European exercise that made widows of 

out wives, orphans out of children, and corpses out of vibrant young men.  Through 

emotional appeals, myths of a marauding Teutonic beast on the loose, and linking war 

volunteerism to the goals of various social, political and ethnic groups, these five Great 

War writers shaped and molded the attitudes and beliefs of a world grown old and cold 

and weary.  They are the architects of a propaganda that began with a belief that 

participation in the Great War served no selfish end, no desire for conquest or domination, 

but ended with the sad realization that we can never be the champion of the rights of 

mankind until we understand that we must seek to include all mankind in such a noble 

purpose and not merely those who bear resemblance to ourselves.  These five writers of 

the Great War experience lead us through the stages of propaganda that appear to come 

full circle and lead us back to the very stage where we began. 

Notes 

 1 Figures available for war-related civilian deaths in the Allied countries are:  
France 40,000, British Empire 30,633, Russian 2,000,000, Belgium 30,000, Serbia 
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Chapter Two 
 

Rupert Brooke and the Cultural Community of Purpose 
 

There is a time for everything, 
and a season for every activity 

under heaven. . . 
a time to love and a time to hate, 

a time for war and a time for peace. 
--Ecclesiastes 

 
 On Monday, August 3, 1914, Rupert Brooke’s twenty-seventh birthday, Albert, 

King of Belgium, appealed to King George of Great Britain for diplomatic support of his 

country’s neutrality.  Germany had occupied neutral Luxembourg and issued an 

ultimatum to Belgium demanding that its troops be allowed to advance unhindered 

through Belgian territories to thwart a French attack on Germany.  When the Belgian 

government rejected the German ultimatum, Britain responded with its own edict that 

either Germany halt its invasion of Belgium, or Britain would be at war by midnight.  

That afternoon, in an address to the British House of Commons, Foreign Secretary Sir 

Edward Grey prophetically stated, “The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not 

see them lit again in our lifetime.”  As Big Ben tolled the hour of midnight, a mobilization 

order, published in the name of King George V, proclaimed: 

Owing to the state of Public Affairs and the demands upon Our 
Naval Forces for the protection of the Empire, an occasion has 
arisen for ordering . . . and direct[ing] that Volunteers [under 
the Naval Reserve Act of 1900] shall be called into actual 
service . . . and the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty give 
directions as may seem necessary or proper calling out all or 
any of the said Volunteers as the occasion may require.1 

 
 Britain was the only major European power that did not invoke some form of 

conscription in August 1914.  Its regular army was an all-volunteer one that consisted at 
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the outset of approximately 100,000 men.  Britain’s greatest strength was its powerful 

navy of over 500 ships, but on August 8, Field Marshall Sir Herbert Kitchener, recently 

ensconced as Secretary of War, summoned volunteers to join the British Army.  In a 

recruitment poster that first appeared on September 5 (Appendix A), Kitchener is posed 

thrusting an accusatory finger at the viewer above the imperative:  “Join Your Country’s 

Army.”  By September 14, as King Albert launched an attack against the German forces 

outside Antwerp, 175,000 British recruits responded to Kitchener’s proclamation and H. 

G. Wells’ dubbing of the conflict as “The War to End All Wars,” by volunteering and 

entraining in London for the Western Front. 

 Sir Edward Grey’s prophecy that the Great War would extinguish the lamps all 

over Europe provided not only historical but literary resonance.  His choice of the word 

“lamps” proved auspicious when considering the metaphor in a critical and poetical 

context.  In his definition of poetry and the role of the poet, William Hazlitt expanded 

upon the established theory of poetry as a mirrored reflection of any object or event by 

asserting that, like the radiance a lamp casts, such reflection is awash in an emotional or 

even romantic light. 

Neither a mere description of natural objects, nor a mere 
delineation of natural feelings, however distinct or forcible, 
constitutes  the  ultimate end  and  aim of  poetry.  The  light  
of  poetry is not only a direct but also a reflected light, that 
while it shows us the object, throws a sparkling radiance on all 
around it.2 

 
Grey’s saddening words that the lamps of Europe had been extinguished by the 

onset of World War I may have referred to political, economic or national realities, but in 

poetry, the Great War rekindled the Romantic tradition of the poet-speaker’s formation of 
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the self through a series of crises encountered in an inner journey toward self-awareness 

and redemption.  Although the light of the Romantic poets, such as Wordsworth, Shelley, 

Keats and Coleridge, seems to reflect “a sparkling radiance” on nature, and thus we tend 

to regard Romantic poetry as “nature poetry,” the wider reflection is upon a poetry of 

landscape, and the manner in which the observation and description of an evolving or 

ever-changing landscape reflects the modes through which the inner self reforms itself, 

adapting, overcoming and assimilating the events of crisis that serve as mile markers on 

the journey to self-actualization and redemption.  Although Grey’s words appear to carry 

“a mordantly prophetic requiem for peace,”3 the inherent apocalyptic nature of war as a 

battle royal between the forces of good and evil is played out for the poet, such as Rupert 

Brooke, not only on the geographical landscape of a physical arena, but, more 

specifically and importantly, on the inner personal landscape of the individual’s being 

and soul.  Thus, as many Romantic writers sought to create a fusion between the quest for 

tranquility or joy and the external landscape or world, so too did Brooke view war not so 

much as an event that creates secular and spiritual crisis, but rather one that allows the 

individual to proceed past conflict to that place where a peaceful or purposeful personal 

landscape flourishes.   

 Before the poet can arrive at that point where a spirit of tranquility or inner peace 

bathes the soul in both reflection and radiance, conflict, or what Coleridge called 

“spontaneous impulse and voluntary purpose,”4 must result.  Often this conflict involves 

an inner war between desire and duty, and the function of war propaganda, such as the 

Kitchener poster of 1914, is to channel personal desire or spontaneous impulse into public 
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purpose or duty to one’s nation or even the grander vision of civilization itself.  On 

August 15, 1914, three days after Britain declared war on Austria-Hungary, in a letter to 

Lady Eileen Wellesley, Rupert Brooke revealed the personal conflict between impulse and 

purpose that lies at the heart of much Great War literature. 

One grows introspective.  I find in myself two natures – not 
necessarily conflicting, but – different.  There’s half my heart 
which is normal & English – what’s the word, not quite “good” 
or “honourable” – “straight,” I think.  But the other half is a 
wanderer and solitary, selfish, unbound and doubtful.  Half my 
heart is of England, the rest is looking for some home I haven’t 
yet found.  So, when this war broke, there was a part of my 
nature and desires that said ‘Let me alone.  What’s all this 
bother?  I want to work.  I’ve got ends I desire to reach.  If I’d 
wanted to be a soldier I should have been one.  But I’ve found 
myself other dreams.’  I came to London a few days ago to see 
what I could do that would be most use.  I had a resentment – or 
the individualist part in me had – against becoming a mere part 
of a machine.  I wanted to use my intelligence.  I can’t help 
feeling I’ve got a brain.  I thought there must be some 
organizing work that demanded intelligence.  But, on 
investigation, there isn’t.  At least, not for ages.  I feel so 
damnably incapable.  I can’t fly or drive a car or ride a horse 
sufficiently well.5 

 
Brooke’s sense of being of a divided nature reflects the divided nature of Britain itself.  

Prior to 1914, a British subject lived in a free trade, free enterprise country where the 

“state” existed only to maintain order.  There was no compulsory military service, no 

experience of university scholars on the front lines of battle, as only the regular forces 

were expected to do the fighting.  The British Proclamation of August 3, 1914 ushered in 

a new age of modern liberalism wherein the ideal of individualism, or a system of natural 

liberty espoused by Adam Smith as a state of being in which “every person possesses the 

greatest liberty compatible with a like liberty for every other,”6 was thrown into disarray.  
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A. J. P. Taylor provides a succinct view of the individualistic or liberal character of 

English society prior to August 1914.  “Until 1914 a sensible, law-abiding Englishman 

could pass through life and hardly notice the existence of the state, beyond the post office 

and the policeman.  Unlike the countries on the European continent, the state did not 

require its citizens to perform military service.  It left the adult citizen alone.”
7
   

 The liberal or individualistic character of English society prior to August 1914 was 

now in jeopardy, and its impending passing disrupted not only the public, but also the 

personal landscape of many upperclass, well-to-do university scholars who, like Brooke, 

now felt threatened by and incapable in a society that needed men of mechanical and 

physical, rather than intellectual, prowess.  It is at this point in time that the effect of a 

changing public landscape would, in concert with an ambivalent personal landscape, 

create an overwhelming sense of alienation and purposelessness.  Brooke’s feeling of 

incapability and frustration was exacerbated by the fact that he had written no new verse 

since his return from the South Seas three months earlier.  His yearlong journey across the 

United States, Canada, Hawaii and Samoa was designed to restore his physical and mental 

health, yet any positive recuperation enjoyed was now in jeopardy.   

 The resumption of the old habits of self-loathing and purposelessness, and the 

manner in which he allowed old acquaintances to direct his thoughts and actions, 

particularly the manner in which he allowed his former Cambridge companion Edward 

Marsh to exert his influence and control over him by utilizing his political connections to 

secure for Brooke a suitable commission in the Royal Naval Division, appeared to have an 

overwhelmingly crippling effect upon his poetical expression.  Although the outbreak of 
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war would extinguish the lamps all over Europe, it would soon illuminate the spark of 

purpose within the poet.  As Brooke journeyed from London to Rugby in August 1914 to 

inform his mother of his decision to enlist, his poetic imagination was rekindled by the 

images of the English countryside through which he passed and the recollection of those 

places in Samoa and Fiji in which he had found repose. 

 The decision to enlist was not so much prompted by the propaganda of the state 

needing the individual, but rather the individual’s need and desire to do what he deemed 

necessary to protect, or keep intact, his personal landscape or cultural community.  Marsh 

had warned Brooke that the Germans might invade Britain, and Brooke’s enlistment was a 

response to a fear of the pastoral fields surrounding Grantchester being ravaged.  In the 

final chapter of Letters from America, through a third person persona, Brooke reveals the 

reasons for that inner call to arms.  

But as he thought “England and Germany,” the word 
“England,” seemed to flash like a line of foam.  With a sudden 
tightening of his heart, he realized that there might be a raid on 
the English coast.  He didn’t imagine any possibility of it 
succeeding, but only of enemies and warfare on English soil.  
The idea sickened him.  He was immensely surprised to 
perceive that the actual earth of England held for him a quality 
which he found in A-, and in a friend’s honour, and scarcely 
anywhere else, a quality which, if he’d ever been sentimental 
enough to use the word, he’d have called “holiness.”

 8
   

 
 First stage propaganda, which plays upon the individual’s fear of threat and invasion of 

one’s own country or immediate landscape, prompted Brooke’s voluntary enlistment.   
 

“The Treasure,” a preface to the five better known 1914 sonnets which Brooke had 

initially considered entitling “Unpacking” or “The Store,” is noteworthy, not only for its 

form, but also for its theme.  It is a reverse or upside down sonnet.  It would seem that 
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Brooke is attempting to demonstrate that the upheaval of the English social and political 

strata occasioned by the declaration of war had permeated that most sacrosanct of English 

poetical forms, the sonnet.  Thematically, “The Treasure” is a continuation of “The Great 

Lover,” in which Brooke catalogs seemingly inconsequential touchstones of life as 

representations of a platonic ideal.  Although Brooke is physically writing in England and 

contemplating disembarkation to some foreign soil, his thoughts and very being remain 

connected to a distant land, a past landscape, where the last vestiges of tranquility and 

peace are found.   

 Although William Wordsworth remains the dean of poetry of place, having 

reversed the Neo-Classical modes of poetry inspired by occasion, Brooke fuses the two 

traditions and creates the poetical motif of Great War literature characterized by poetry 

and prose equally inspired by occasion or history and landscape or place.  This fusion of 

nostalgic place and specific occasion, or what Binx Bolling in The Moviegoer, in likening 

himself to Brooke, dismisses as “the crap that lies lurking in the English soul . . . an 

injection of romanticism that nearly killed it,”
9
 will later be questioned by post-war 

American novels such as F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby.  Fitzgerald questions 

whether the best one can hope to know in any specific time or place is but a series of 

fleeting moments when a glimpse or tranquil recollection of a person or specific place 

becomes so overwhelmingly important, yet impossibly unattainable, that its fleeting 

presence provides such a total transcendence over the realm of the commonplace that a 

glimmer of the ideal is perceived. 
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 Although William Laskowski contends that “nowhere can the transition between 

personal and public sentiment be more easily seen than in Brooke’s sonnet ‘The 

Treasure,’ written in August 1914, and meant to be read with the five 1914 sonnets of 

‘1914,’”
10

 the images contained in “The Treasure,” as well as the five 1914 war sonnets, 

all have their origins in recollections of a specific landscape (the fields of Grantchester), 

inspired by occasion (his return to England in 1914 when rumors of war surfaced). 

Given that “The Treasure” was the first poem Brooke wrote after “The Great 

Lover,” which was inspired by Brooke’s homesickness while in Germany for places and 

things specifically English, a combined reading of the two poems demonstrates the depth 

of the two different and dividing natures Brooke had described in the aforementioned 

letter to Lady Eileen Wellesley.  The final eight lines of “The Great Lover” question 

whether tranquility, or personal freedom, and its attendant comforts, can long endure.   

    But the best I’ve known, 
Stays here, and changes, breaks, grows old, is blown 
About the winds of the world, and fades from brains 
Of living men, and dies. 
                                          Nothing remains. 
O dear my loves, O faithless, once again 
This one last gift I give:  that after men 
Shall known, and later lovers, far-removed, 
Praise you, “All these were lovely”; say, “He loved.” 
 

 Ultimately Brooke concludes, “nothing remains.”  However, by reordering the 

lines of “The Treasure” into the traditional form of the sonnet, and by continuing “The 

Great Lover” with the octave of “The Treasure,”  

Still may Time hold some golden space 
    Where I’ll unpack that scented store 
Of song and flower and sky and face, 
    And count, and touch, and turn them o’er, 
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Musing upon them; as a mother, who 
Has watched her children all the rich day through 
Sits, quiet-handed, in the fading light, 
When children sleep, ere night. 
 

Brooke indicates his unpreparedness for the complete mutability of the earthly 

pleasures he anticipates resulting as he passes through the portal of time before and time 

after.  He reverses his previous contention that “nothing remains” with the prayer that 

“still may Time hold some golden space / Where I’ll unpack that scented store / Of song 

and flower and sky and face, / And count, and touch, and turn them o’er.”  Like the poetry 

of Wordsworth, “The Treasure” relates something that is happening at a particular time 

and in a particular place.  The time is August 1914 and the place is the arena of 

demarcation where Brooke is unpacking or reordering those nostalgic images and personal 

ideologies of his past civilian life, which will have little or no meaning on the battlefield.  

“The Treasure” looks to the images of the past and contemplates a time in the future when 

the old order may be recaptured, but the five 1914 war sonnets center on the present and 

near future where the tranquility inherent in unburdening oneself of “the lies, and truths 

and pain” may be realized.  This sense of enlistment in war as salvation from a life devoid 

of purpose is the cornerstone of much pro-war literature of the 1920s and specifically 

Willa Cather’s One of Ours.  It builds upon the individual’s fear of the invader to alter 

personal and public landscape.  First stage propaganda, because of its rhetoric of duty and 

honor, is designed to encourage the individual to see war as one’s divine, if not patriotic, 

calling, and thus salvation from a world in which the individual is aimlessly drifting. 

 It is paradoxical that one can find harmony and concordance in the midst of the 

suffering and death that war exacts, yet Brooke, like Cather’s Claude Williams, in 
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ultimately discovering what he viewed as a moral purpose, believed that “the central 

purpose of my life, the aim and end of it, now, the thing God wants of me, is to get good 

at beating Germans.  That’s sure.  But that isn’t what it was.  What it was, I never knew, 

and God knows I never found.”
11 

 With the needs and desires of the past never found, Brooke begins the first of the 

1914 sonnets, “Peace,” with the word “now,” squarely placing himself in the present, a 

present whose personal prosperity has been provided by God.  The reference to God as the 

benefactor of his present state of concord and purpose in the midst of declaration of war 

seems paradoxical if one concurs with Adrian Caesar’s contention that Brooke “had 

consistently denied Christianity.”
12

  Caesar mistakenly supposes that a belief in and 

reverence of God or religious institutions deems one to be a Christian.  Though Brooke 

had often denied the Christian faith espoused by this parents and his Rugby education, his 

prior poetry is replete with allusions to a supreme being who has created the platonic 

ideal.  With such a glaringly inaccurate assertion that Brooke’s acknowledgement of a 

God who is the benefactor of the peace he now experiences implies a return to 

Christianity, one cannot concur with Caesar’s further assertion that “Brooke’s sudden 

mention in his opening line constitutes the Victorian inheritance of his mother and father 

against which he had fought so hard, for so long.”
13

  Rather, Brooke is acknowledging 

God’s power, as did John Donne in Holy Sonnet 7, to awaken those who have been 

sleeping a death in life.  This is a prayer of thanksgiving for the bestowing of an 

opportunity for personal and moral regeneration, and the accompanying sense of harmony 
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and redemption metaphorically expressed in the analogy of young recruits as “swimmers 

into cleanness leaping.”
14

   

 The Victorian inheritance Brooke receives is not the reverential institution of God 

held by his parents, but rather a moral, social or even cultural importance akin to that 

expressed by Matthew Arnold as spiritual priorities.  Arnold asserts that “earnest young 

men at schools and universities” must find “salvation as a harmonious perfection only to 

be won by unreservedly cultivating many sides in us.”
15

  And the path to the cultivation of 

that perfection or purpose is the journey to self-actualization itself.   

What is alone and always sacred and binding for man is the 
climbing towards his total perfection, and the machinery by 
which he does this varies in value according as it helps him to 
do it. The worth of what a man thinks about God and the objects 
of religion depend on what the man is; and that the man is, 
depends upon his having more or less reached the measure of a 
perfect and total man.”

16
  

 
 Brooke’s “climbing towards his total perfection” is a process not only perfected by 

the advent of war into which he was reluctantly thrust, but also in the manner in which he 

comes to view himself as a product or casualty of war, although it is not until December 

1914 with the writing of sonnet “V.  The Soldier” that Brooke describes the sacrificial 

dead as “I,” and no longer “we” or “they.”  Later use of his most popular sonnet as 

enlistment propaganda will forever dub Brooke as the poster boy for heroic self-sacrifice 

and duty to country. 
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The Soldier 
 

If I should die, think only this of me: 
    That there’s some corner of a foreign field 
That is forever England.  There shall be 
    In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; 
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, 
    Gave one, her flowers to love, her ways to roam, 
A body of England’s, breathing English air, 
    Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home. 
And think, this heart, all evil shed away, 
    A pulse in the eternal mind, no less 
      Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England 
         given; 
Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day; 
    And laugher, learnt of friends; and gentleness, 
      In hearts at peace, under an English heaven. 
 

 It is in “Peace” and “Safety” that Brooke sees the young recruit, the potential dead, 

as the inclusive “we,” and in “III.  The Dead” and “IV.  The Dead” as the exclusive 

“they.”   

I.  Peace 
 

Now, God be thanked Who has matched us with His hour, 
    And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping, 
With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened power, 
    To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping, 
Glad forma  world grown old and cold and weary, 
    Leave the sick hearts that honour could not move, 
And half-men, and their dirty songs and dreary, 
    And all the little emptiness of love! 
Oh!  We, who have known shame, we have found release there, 
    Where there’s no ill, no grief, but sleep has mending, 
      Naught broken save this body, lost but breath; 
Nothing to shake the laughing heart’s long peace there 
    But only agony, and that has ending; 
      And the worst friend and enemy is but Death. 
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II.  Safety 
 

Dear!  Of all happy in the hour, most blest 
  He who has found our hid security, 
Assured in the dark tides of the world that rest, 
    And heard our word, ‘Who is so safe as we?’ 
We have found safety with all things undying, 
    The winds, and morning, tears of men and mirth, 
The deep night, and birds singing, and clouds flying, 
    And sleep, and freedom, and the autumnal earth. 
We have built a house that is not for Time’s throwing. 
    We have gained a peace unshaken by pain for ever. 
War knows no power.  Safe shall be my going, 
    Secretly armed against all death’s endeavour; 
Safe though all safety’s lost; safe where men fall; 
And if these poor limbs die, safest of all. 

 
III.  The Dead 

 
Blow out, you bugles, over the rich Dead! 
    There’s none of these so lonely and poor of old, 
    But, dying, has made us rare gifts than gold. 
These laid the world away; poured out the red 
Sweet wine of youth; gave up the years to be 
    Of work and joy, and that unhoped serene, 
    That men call age; and those who would have been, 
Their sons, they gave, their immortality. 
Blow, bugles, blow!  They brought us, for our dearth, 
    Holiness, lacked so long, and Love, and Pain. 
Honour has come back, as a king, to earth, 
    And paid his subjects with a royal wage; 
And Nobleness walks in our ways again; 
    And we have come into our heritage. 
 

IV. The Dead 
 

These hearts were woven of human joys and cares, 
    Washed marvelously with sorrow, swift to mirth. 
The years had given them kindness.  Dawn was theirs, 
    And sunset, and the colours of the earth. 
These had seen movement, and heard music; known 
    Slumber and waking; loved; gone proudly friended; 
Felt the quick stir of wonder; sat alone; 
    Touched flowers and furs and cheeks.  All this is ended. 
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There are waters blown by changing winds to laughter 
And lit by the rich skies, all day.  And after, 
    Frost, with a gesture, stays the waves that dance 
And wandering loveliness.  He leaves a white 
 Unbroken glory, a gathered radiance, 
A width, a shining peace, under the night. 
 

 This progression from the inclusive to the exclusive to the solely personal 

underscores Brooke’s sense of the advent of war not as a patriotic calling, but rather as a 

source of redemption, first for all his contemporaries who were but “half-men,” which is 

to say schoolboys masquerading as adult men, then for those who expire in the physical 

commitment to a personal cause, and ultimately for the individual who finally succeeds in 

giving “back the thoughts by England given.”  In the final analysis, personal duty to 

oneself, or self-directed individualized propaganda, becomes a union of the intellectual 

and the emotional with the pastoral landscape.  For Brooke, the call to arms, to enlistment, 

is not promulgated upon duty to a cause, but rather to England, not the state, but the 

landscape, the very natural essence that had been the source, the inspiration for his 

thoughts.  His poetry, as a reflection of personal duty and service, is the wellspring of 

emotion made tangible, given by the land that now is given back. 

 By the very title of the first sonnet of the sequence, “Peace,” and its ultimate 

conclusion that “the worst friend and enemy is but Death,” one cannot subscribe to 

Pearsall’s contention that the sonnets “taken together speak for death over life.”
17

  Rather, 

they speak for that release from inner conflict which emerges when one ultimately ceases 

to dwell in the torturous confines of the never-to-be-recaptured past or dreams of a 

nebulous future, but finds purpose in the spiritually renewing present.  Having finally 

found a worthy cause in life, Brooke’s previous decadent posturing on the nobility and 
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freedom found in death, a theme which Hemingway would later adopt in A Farewell to 

Arms and The Sun Also Rises, is reversed in his conclusion that “the worst friend and 

enemy is but Death,” although the advent of war between Britain and Germany would 

create severe losses, particularly at Le Cateau where the British II Corps suffered 7800 

casualties between August 25 and 27.  Yet, amid the forced and disorganized British 

retreats at Mons, Le Cateau and Guise, Brooke found peace and a sense of gladness in 

finally discovering a purpose for his hitherto self-perceived life of shame, emptiness and 

idleness. 

 Although on August 3 Brooke had expressed his nature as divided or what 

Faulkner would refer to in his 1953 Nobel Prize acceptance speech as “a heart in conflict 

with itself,”18  by August 16, as the garrison of Liege surrendered after days of massive 

bombardment by German howitzers, Brooke’s ambivalence about the morality of war 

turned to decisive personal commitment as he found a oneness with home and landscape.  

Brooke’s almost religious conversion from purposelessness to protector mirrors the 

cultural community developing in Britain as young men from cities and hamlets flocked to 

London to embark on the great adventure.  For most, and particularly for Brooke, 

enlistment in the Royal Naval Division or British Expeditionary forces assured not only a 

sense of purpose, but also what D. H. Lawrence described as freedom found in obedience 

to the inner self. 

Men are freest when they are most unconscious of freedom.  
Men are free when they are in a living homeland, not when they 
are straying and breaking away.  Men are free when they are 
obeying some deep, inward voice of religious belief.  Obeying 
from within.  Men are free when they belong to a living, 
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organic, believing community, active in fulfilling some 
unfulfilled, perhaps unrealized purpose.

19 

 
 Brooke felt strongly that in order to shield effectively his England of rivers and 

hills and meadows that he so loved, the natural and domestic community of the home 

front must be married to the artificial cultural landscape of the war front.  But it is not 

patriotism or misguided goals of killing Germans that becomes the bonding agent of 

cultural commonality, but rather love of individual and national identity or love of an ideal 

that yields a state of personal and seemingly communal concordance. 

 In October 1914, the British War Office sent Rudyard Kipling, whose criticism of 

the Liberal Party’s pacifism earmarked him an imperialist and militarian by many liberals 

and socialists, on a tour of the New Army camps, whose recruits were being trained to 

replace those first British Expeditionary Forces whose ranks had been decimated by five 

days under accurate German artillery fire during the Battle of the Marne.  Kipling’s tour 

resulted in a series of pamphlets, collectively published as The New Army, intended to 

present a British army of recruits who were brave, disciplined, loyal and eager to kill 

Germans.  Kipling wanted to present war as a glorious crusade wherein Britain’s fighting 

force is “beautifully fit, and all truly thankful that they lived in these high days.”
20

  

Composed of Canadians, Indians, and Territorials, the New Army’s only difference was in 

their accents, not their purpose.  The New Army was designed to appeal to conscience and 

Kipling’s treatise of recruiting speeches concluded with: 

 The Real Question:  “What will be the position in years to 
come of the young man who has deliberately elected to outcast 
himself from this all-embracing brotherhood?  What of his 
family and, above all, what of his descendents, when the books 
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have been closed and the last balance struck of sacrifice and 
sorrow throughout every hamlet, village, parish, suburb, city, 
shire, district, province and Dominion throughout the Empire?21   

 
Herein lies the heart of Stage one propaganda--the appeal to volunteerism--to 

which Brooke’s “Peace” is a response.  The rhetoric of future shame for not doing one’s 

duty to God and country was not reserved exclusively for young men of recruitment age.  

As Belgian refugees poured into Britain, the reports of merciless atrocities performed by 

Germans, whether factual or fabricated, circulated amongst civilians.  The case of Edith 

Cavell heightened atrocity propaganda.  An English woman who had moved to Belgium 

after the death of her husband, Cavell was the head nurse in a Brussels hospital in 

September 1914 when she was arrested by the occupying German forces for the crime of 

helping Allied prisoners escape to the Dutch frontier.  Pleading guilty to the charge, she 

was sentenced to death.  Brand Whitlock, the American minister to Belgium, begged for 

clemency, but it was denied, and on October 11, 1915, Edith Cavell was executed by a 

German firing squad. 

The case of Edith Cavell struck a romantically responsive chord in the hearts of 

many young recruits who saw heroism as a state of being attainable not only through 

one’s own enlistment, but through the volunteer efforts of wives and lovers.  Women were 

now seen as a new branch of the New Army, and were encouraged to do their duty to God 

and country and so prove their love for the absent young soldier.  The familiar lines of 

Richard Lovelace’s “To Lucasta, Going to the Wars”--“I could not love thee, dear, so 

much, / Loved I not honor more”--became the fodder for a new propaganda devoid of 

gender differentiation.   
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 In September 1914, Rupert Brooke obtained a commission in the Royal Naval 

Division together with his former Rugby classmate Denis Browne.  By October 1, they 

were assigned to the Anson Battalion, which moved into Belgium to prepare for the 

climax of the “Race to the Sea.”  By October 6, the expedition appeared to be a failure as 

the defenders of the port of Antwerp were in danger of being cut off and, on October 10, 

what remained of the Belgian field army was evacuated, causing Antwerp to fall to 

German occupancy.   
 

Brooke’s letters concerning the failed expedition and fall of Brussels comport with 

findings of the Committee to Investigate Alleged German Outrages, which, under the 

leadership of Lord Bryce, compiled reports of German atrocities against Belgian women 

and children, L. H. Grondys, a Dutch professor of physics at the Technical Institute of 

Dordrecht, presented a firsthand account of the German occupation which avoids the 

claims of rape and infant decapitation found in the Bryce Report. 

The attitude of the population in the capital had changed during 
the first days of the invasion.  The terrible rumors which 
preceded the German troops had intimidated the Bruxellois.  
Two days later the sight of the Germans had almost become a 
pastime.  The citizens watched their musters with curiosity, 
admired their horses and the martial order which reigned in 
their ranks.  In a short time, by a phenomenon of which I have 
already spoken, the population plucked up courage again, and 
its pride revived.  In proportion as the Germans settled down in 
their new surroundings and tried to approach the inhabitants, the 
latter drew back, and pretended to ignore them.  They had 
almost admired them as enemies, but the idea of friendship with 
them excited disgust. A thousand disagreeable little incidents 
happened to the invaders.

22 

 
 The cultural community of anti-German sentiment in Britain was fed by the 

sensationalism of the Bryce Report that was designed to arouse feelings of guilt, shame 
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and fear that the alleged atrocities inflicted by Germany upon the people of Belgium were 

indeed more horrific that originally thought.  The Report inferred that if Britain did not 

take action against the Germans to aid Belgium, it would only be a matter of time before 

English citizenry would be victimized as well.  The Grondys report, and its attempt to 

provide a balanced firsthand observation, was subsumed by the aims of statesmen to 

justify the war through the use of a rhetoric that capitalized upon unconscious prejudices 

and stereotypes to create what historian Eric J. Leeds refers to as “the community of 

August,” which successfully eradicated class distinctions and regional cultural 

idiosyncrasies.  The sensationalization of the fall of Brussels, possible only because of the 

German bestial and violent nature against women and children, became crystallized in the 

“Remember Belgium” poster that pictured a soldier standing guard as terrified women and 

children with only the few possessions they can carry in their arms, flee across fields of 

fire. 

 So profoundly did Brooke’s firsthand vision of thousands of Belgians fleeing their 

homeland affect him that he believed it was everyone’s personal and professional duty to 

serve the great cause in whatever capacity was possible.  Although his pre-1914 politically 

charged Fabian posturings were so liberally socialist that voluntary military service under 

the auspices of “For God and Country” was to him morally and personally repugnant, the 

fear of England’s countryside being ravaged and burned like Belgium’s brought forth a 

personal and patriotic spirit of duty and responsibility hitherto untapped.  Whereas 

Brooke’s cultural community had been the small circle of Cambridge friends whom 

Virginia Woolf had called “the Neo-pagans” because of their desire “to sweep aside the 
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cobwebs of Victorianism, enjoy both friendship and love at the highest pitch, and prolong 

their youth into an indefinitely glorious future,”
23

 the advent of war and the realization 

that the sacrifice of others exceeds that of the self creates a community not of the 

intellectual or purely rational, but of the emotional. 

 But neither Cathleen Nesbitt nor any of his other female friends volunteered either 

as nurses or relief workers.  From January 1915 until his death on April 23, 1915, 

Brooke’s correspondence and associations were only with those whom he regarded as 

loyal to his personal cause.  Nesbitt had broken the bond of trust he held sacred, and 

although such broken trusts of the past had shattered him, the newfound peace Brooke had 

discovered, a purposeful life within a cultural community of emotionally directed thinking 

and regimented action, sustained him. 

 By the middle of December 1914, British casualties were reaching staggering 

proportions.  In early November, German warships bombarded and laid mines along 

Britain’s coast.  The attack on the ports of Whitby and Hartlepool resulted in over 700 

casualties.  The civilian death toll and widespread property damage sent shockwaves 

throughout Britain as the news became public that the First Battle of Ypres, October 20-

November 22, had cost Britain 2,368 officers and 55,787.  As the year ended, World War 

I was only six months old, but the number of casualties was unparalleled in the history of 

warfare.  France, Britain and Belgium suffered more than one million casualties while the 

Germans had 950,000 soldiers, killed, wounded or missing in action; Austria-Hungary had 

one million dead or wounded, while for the Russians the figure was 1.8 million.  Even 

Serbia stood at 170,000.
24

  As reports reached Brooke of this unparalleled carnage, many 
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of the casualties having been his former Rugby and Cambridge classmates, the voice of 

his sonnets departed from the previously personal and inclusive “we” to the reverential 

and exclusive “they.” 

 “III.  The Dead,” with its militaristic opening of bugles blowing, is the only sonnet 

in the sequence in which Brooke utilizes the Petrarchan rhyming scheme in the octave.  

Like the Petrarchan lover who can never fully possess the love object, dead soldiers can 

only achieve the ultimate prize in the mind, not in the flesh.  Here, more than in any of his 

earlier poems, Brooke is more careful with the rhyming scheme, giving particular 

emphasis to the pairings of his words.  Fussell emphasizes Brooke’s assertion that the 

dead have “poured out the red sweet wine of youth,” including it in a “system of ‘high’ 

diction which was not the least of the ultimate casualties of the war.”
25

  However, Fussell 

goes on to assert erroneously that “the sacrificial theme, in which each soldier becomes a 

type of crucified Christ
26

 is the theme of most Great War poetry, and specifically Rupert 

Brooke’s.   

 Fussell’s assertion that “the idea of sacrifice urged some imaginations to 

homoeroticize the Christ-soldier analogy”
27

 is based upon his own view of Christ as 

“murdered, stripped, upon the Cross”
28

 and his belief that the widespread tale of the 

Crucified Canadian gained acceptance as fact because it commingled propaganda with 

religion.  As John Ward has pointed out, “the tale began after the Second Battle of Ypres 

[when] a story appeared in the Toronto Star on May 11, 1915, telling of a Canadian 

sergeant lashed to a tree by his arms and legs and bayoneted sixty times.  As is often the 

case, the story came second-hand from a witness who died in the arms of the story-teller.”  



 
 

 
   
 

 
 37 

As the story circulated, the alleged victim was sometimes a girl, a civilian, an old man, 

and even an American.  Efforts to conclusively establish the identities of both victim and 

story teller proved so futile that in May 1930, the Canadian government stated that since 

insufficient evidence had been produced to support the contention that such an event had 

actually occurred, it was almost certainly without factual basis.  Desmond Morton 

suggests, “It was a remarkably useful story.  In a Christian age, a Hunnish enemy had 

proved capable of mocking Christ’s agony on the cross, providing a means of 

transforming casual colonials into ruthless fighters.”  Like the unsubstantiated reports of 

rape, murder, plunder and carnage perpetuated by the bestial Germans upon the angelic 

Belgian civilians found in the Bryce Report, the myth of the Crucified Canadian helped 

perpetuate the propaganda of a Teutonic Beast unleashed.  However, nothing in Brooke’s 

1914 sonnets supports either of Fussell’s post-Vietnam War views of the soldier as 

sacrificial lamb, and indeed Brooke never uses the word “sacrifice,” nor makes any 

illusionary references to the legend of the Crucified Canadian. 

 Brooke’s “III.  The Dead” is both a call to arms and an elegy for those who gave 

their future years, “that unhoped serene that men call age,” and, more poignantly, their 

progeny.  But if the dead have been forever barred from begetting human progeny, the 

sestet offers an alternative road to immortality through the transformation from “dead in 

life” directionless young men to mythical and even sacred knights who would bring 

honor, gallantry and chivalry to England.  In perishing for the salvation and perpetuation 

of civilization, the dead bequeath to the living a new trinity, that of holiness, honor, 

nobility.  The man in pursuit of honor and love of country is the new Galahad. 
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 Although Fussell endeavors to convince his reader that all World War I poetry 

(and specifically that of Brooke, Owen, Sassoon and Blunden) portrays the soldier as the 

crucified Christ, the medieval knight and the suffering or humiliated Christ are more apt.  

Citing the lines “He faced me, reeling in his weariness, / Shouldering his load of planks, 

so hard to bear” in Sassoon’s “The Redeemer,” and “for 14 hours yesterday I was at work, 

teaching Christ to lift his cross by numbers, and how to adjust his crown,”
29

 Fussell 

asserts that the recruit’s “suffering could be conceived to represent the sacrifice of all, at 

the same time that it was turned by propaganda into an instrument of hate.”
30

  For the 

metaphor and allegory to be valid, those who killed Christ or condoned his crucifixion, 

should therefore be as much the object of hatred and reprisal as the Germans against 

whom the Crucified Canadian propaganda was directed. 

 Brooke’s dead are holy soldiers who have restored honor to the throne and have 

“paid his subjects” with the “royal wage” of his and his direct progeny’s blood.  

“Nobleness walks in our ways again” and the chorus to be sung to these heroic knights 

must rise as it hovered near to Sir Galahad in Tennyson’s “Sir Galahad.”  “O just and 

faithful knight of God!  /  Ride on!  The prize is near.”  This chivalric tradition of the 

knight/warrior as long-suffering and glorified through trial and humiliation has its roots in 

both the Old Testament and the shift in the Christian view of Christ in the eleventh 

century. 

 The coming of the Messiah is foretold in Daniel 7:13-14. 

I saw in the night visions, and, behold, one like the Son of Man 
came with the clouds of heaven, and came to the Ancient of 
days, and they brought him near before him.  And there was 
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given him dominion, and glory, and a kingdom, that all people, 
nations, and languages, should serve him. 

 
  Richard Longnecker advises that in Hebrew, the phrase “Son of Man” is 

bar enosh.   

Enosh emphasizes the mortal, frail, creaturely, incurable nature 
of man in the bondage of corruption . . . while Daniel 7:13-14 
indeed speaks to the glorification of the Son of Man, it is in 
context a glorification and vindication through suffering.   Both 
aspects of 1) humiliation and suffering, on the one hand, and 2) 
vindication and glory on the other, are signaled by the 
expression “Son of Man.”

31 
 

 Around the twelfth century, Christians began to pray to Christ as the man who had 

endured suffering and died a humiliating death.  Whereas the image of a crucified Christ 

spawns subconscious associations with crime and judgment, suffering for righteousness’ 

sake provides reassurance, hope, and heroism--all characteristics of the chivalric knight.  

Crucifixion implies a death sentence levied against and subsequently carried out by the 

state against one within its community.  The cultural community in the war poetry of 

Brooke, Owen and Sassoon is purely British and the executing authority in 1915 is not the 

state within, but the enemy without.   

 In December 1914, Brooke again wrote to Violet Asquith from Dorset where he 

was stationed with the Hood Battalion.  “I must retire to my cabin to write the remainder 

of my promised sonnets.  One is turning out fairly good.  It’s rather like developing 

photographs.”
32

  The sonnet to which he was referring was “IV.  The Dead,” and the 

picture that was unfolding was taking the shape of an elegy to the fallen comrades who 
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had been his childhood friends at School Field in Rugby.  Brooke would later write that, 

of all his sonnets, “IV.  The Dead” was the one in which he felt the greatest pride. 

 The dead of the octave are those who, like the speaker in “The Great Lover,” have 

known the simple, seemingly inconsequential things in life, which stir the heart to joy and 

sorrow, mirth and care.  The brief years have known kindness, music, love, friendship, 

wonder, “flowers and furs and cheeks,” all echoes of the great catalog of earthly, mutable 

pleasures enumerated in “The Great Lover.”  But, also, they have known dawn and sunset, 

those daily occurrences in a soldier’s day when, as Fussell has described it, 

everyone stared silently across the wasteland at the enemy’s 
hiding places and considered how to act if a field-gray line 
suddenly appeared and grew larger and larger through the mist 
and the half-light.  Twice a day, everyone enacted this ritual of 
alert defense that served to dramatize what he was in the trench 
for and that couldn’t help emphasizing the impossibility of 
escape.

33 
 

 As Brooke was writing “IV.  The Dead,” soldiers on the Western Front were 

exhausted, despondent and disillusioned by the number of casualties suffered in 

proportion to the gains realized.  It was becoming painfully evident that the first wave of 

British propaganda, designed to encourage volunteerism, that promised a war of no more 

than six weeks, was woefully deceptive.  The war, as H. G. Wells remarked in The War 

That Will End War, was not about killing people or occupying landscape, but about killing 

ideas.  The “ideas” to which he alludes are, in truth, Wells’ belief that the landscape of the 

orderly Edwardian world of the intellectual, with his gentlemanly games of sport, country 

manors and freedom from any sense of danger, had been destroyed by the irresponsibility 

and political aims of a misguided government.  This was not a war for British territorial 
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expansion or colonialization, but one in which the prize was that distant sphere where 

emotion and intellect construct the self.  As 1914 came to a close, Wells wrote, “The 

ultimate purpose of this war is propaganda, the destruction of certain beliefs, and the 

creation of others.  It is to this propaganda that reasonable men must address 

themselves.”
34

  

 Exhausted, disillusioned and half frozen, soldiers on the Western Front on 

Christmas Day 1914 abandoned reason and “the ultimate purpose of this war,” climbed 

out of their trenches and marched out onto No Man’s Land, where no one had stood for 

six months.35 Some British and German soldiers met in the middle of a wasteland, shared 

cigarettes and gifts, talked and played soccer.  It was all very reasonable in a thoroughly 

unreasonable world.  As Christmas Day turned to night, destruction of beliefs and bodies 

resumed.  The war was back on.  There would be no immediate escape--save death.  For 

Brooke’s dead, escape had come.  He concludes the octave of “IV.  The Dead” by 

declaring, as he had in “The Great Lover,” that “nothing remains,” for “all this is 

ended.”36 

 Though death, as pictured in the sestet, brings an end to the universal, sensual and 

emotional experiences presented in the octave, the very landscape of the December 1914 

battlefield, like frost itself, crystallizes and transforms all earthly things into a “gathered 

radiance.”  It is death as frost, which is to say the redemptive quality of trench water, now 

transformed and refashioned, which is the landscape of war.  Those who have fallen, 

whose limbs now grow as brittle and hard as ice itself, leave “a white unbroken glory, a 

gathered radiance” of humiliation and suffering, and vindication and glory.  Though 
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Brooke had concluded “The Great Lover”--his poem cataloging the personal, domestic 

and rural landscape that bear no meaning in a world bent on destruction--with the image 

of nothing remaining, here, having found a spiritual and national calling that ultimately 

created a sense of unity out of divided natures, he ends the sonnet with the conviction that 

“a shining peace” shall forever illuminate and shine upon those who die in the cause of 

overcoming oppositional ideologies. 

 In January 1915, Brooke was staying at Walmer Castle in Kent while completing 

“The Recruit,” his original title for “The Soldier.”  On January 5, he learned of the death 

of a dear friend, James Flecker, and was asked to write his obituary for the Times.  

Writing to Edward Marsh on January 8, Brooke expressed his disdain for the task of 

reducing the myriad of fond memories and sentiments between friends to the impersonal 

catalog of facts so very characteristically found in newspaper obituaries.  “I spent a lovely 

hour of the afternoon with Cathleen penning some absurd phrases about Flecker.  I was 

grotesque & ornate; not having time to be simple.  What a miserable task, writing a 

friend’s obituary in the Times.”
37

  It is evident Brooke’s belief that one’s recollections of a 

departed friend should be simple was on his mind as he penned “The Soldier.”  The 

opening line of the octave makes but one simple request.  “If I should die, think only this 

of me.”  In effect, Brooke is saying, “When I die, don’t write or think ‘grotesque & 

ornate’ things as I did for Flecker.” 

 What Brooke desires to be recalled has its roots in Hilaire Belloc’s novel The Four 

Men, which Brooke had read in June 1912.  The novel, published earlier that year, 

recounts a rural ambulatory journey through Sussex, undertaken by Myself, Sailor, 
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Grizzlebeard and Poet, symbolically the four aspects of Belloc’s own personality.  Poet’s 

expression of what man hungers for above all else, a longing for home, the every essence 

of inner peace, is what Brooke is alluding to in the octave of “The Soldier”: 

Whatever you read in all writings of men, and whatever you 
hear in all the speech of men, and whatever you notice in the 
eyes of men, of expression or reminiscence or desire, you will 
see nothing in any man’s speech or writing or expression to 
match that which marks his hunger for home.

38 
 

Though Brooke is contemplating his death and subsequent internment in “some corner of 

a foreign field,” he is telling his loved ones not to be concerned that his soul is longing for 

its earthly homeland, but rather to know that he is one with it.  As his body degenerates 

and returns to the dust from which it was formed, it shall be one with the dust from which 

the flowers, river and byways described in “The Old Vicarage, Grantchester” had been 

shaped.  Whereas in “Dust” Brooke had envisioned an afterlife where “one mote of all the 

dust that’s I / Shall meet one atom that was you,” where “you” is a young woman and 

presumably Noel Olivier, he now proclaims that eternal fusion with the beloved shall be 

one with the essence of home.  One sees here a distinct and incontrovertible expression of 

the ultimate victory of his puritanical side.  Brooke does not desire an eternal union with 

the corporeal, but with the spiritual, and the spiritual is associated with the rural landscape 

of his home in Grantchester. 

 In the sestet, Brooke’s heart at peace, “all evil shed away,” becoming in afterlife 

but “a pulse in the eternal mind,” is consumed by the England he loved.  But this is not 

Dickens’s England of coal factories, slums, cities and marketplaces, but the academic and 

pastoral world of Grantchester, the world of “laughter, learnt of friends,” the “quiet kind” 
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which provided the peace to heal “the lies, and truths, and pain” of his pre-war days’ 

ennui.  The envisioned total fusion with the beloved, hoped for in “Dust,” but ultimately 

realized in “The Soldier,” provides Brooke with the sense of peace he had found so 

elusive.  It is not coincidental that the very word “peace” appears in each of the 1914 

Sonnets, save “III.  The Dead,” which is an elegy to his fallen comrades.  Wherever 

Brooke utilizes an inclusive pronoun in the 1914 sonnets, the actual word “peace” is found 

either in the title itself or in the sestet. 

 After August 14, 1914, the Ottoman Empire closed the waterway between the 

Aegean and the Black Seas, thus blocking a sea route to southern Russia.  Although in 

February and March 1915 the French and British attacked the Dardanelles, a strait that 

formed part of the waterway, underwater mines prevented their success.  In April 1915, 

British troops sailed for the Gallipoli Peninsula on the west coast of the Dardanelles.  

There they would be joined by troops from New Zealand and Australia, and the mission 

was to reopen the waterway and take possession of Constantinople.    

 On April 19, Brooke led his platoon in an exercise on the Greek island of Skyros, 

preparatory to their sailing to Gallipoli.  It would be an ironic site for the last exercise in 

which he would participate.  In less than a fortnight, the very place where he had relaxed 

with members of his battalion after the completion of their maneuvers would become his 

final resting place.  Within twenty-four hours after returning to the ship that evening, a 

seemingly inconsequential inflammation of the lip rendered Brooke desperately ill.  The 

coral poisoning he had suffered in Tahiti had expended his immune system’s ability to 

combat infection.  The inflammation soon spread to his face and neck, and by the evening 
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of April 22, Arthur Asquith and Denis Browne transferred the feverish and nearly 

comatose Brooke to the French hospital ship Duguay-Trouin.  But all attempts to arrest 

the rampant infection were in vain.  On April 23, 1915, at 4:46 p.m., Rupert Chawner 

Brooke died.  Arthur “Oc” Asquith was certain Brooke would not have wanted a burial at 

sea, and thus made the decision that he should be buried in the olive grove on the island of 

Skyros where he had last enjoyed the company of his comrades.  Asquith, Denis Brown 

and Cleg Kelley, none of whom would live to see the end of the war, led the burial detail.  

A small white cross was placed at the foot of the grave, bearing a simple inscription in 

Greek. 

Here lies 
The servant of God 

Sub-lieutenant in the 
English Navy 

Who died for the 
deliverance of Constantinople from 

the Turks 

 During the weeks immediately following Rupert Brooke’s death, British and 

American newspapers were deluged with such an outpouring of tributes, eulogies and 

remembrances that the minor poet/soldier was quickly transformed into a modern day 

hero of mythic proportions.  D. H. Lawrence, a vocal opponent of the war, wrote in a 

letter to Lady Ottoline Morrell, under date of April 30, 1915, his recollection of Brooke. 

He was slain by bright Phoebus’ shaft – it was in keeping with 
his general sunniness – it was the real climax of his pose.  I first 
heard of him as a Greek god under a Japanese sunshade, reading 
in his pyjamas at Grantchester – at Grantchester under the lawns 
where the river goes.  Bright Phoebus smote him down.  It is all 
in the saga.  O God, O God, it is all too much of a piece; it is 
like madness.

39 
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 Although Lawrence obviously was referring to the war as “madness,” the frenzy 

and fevered efforts of Britain’s professional propagandists to reinvent Brooke as the 

legendary hero began to eclipse truth.  Brooke was being transformed into a politicized 

chivalric knight, and the heights to which he was being elevated were so lofty and tenuous 

that an eventual fall was inevitable. 

 Brooke’s final sonnet, “The Soldier,” is the most famous single poem of the Great 

War.  Fame, however, can often be a double-edged word.  Though “The Soldier,” when 

published, would assure Brooke a literary and historic niche in the early twentieth-century 

canon of British war poetry, his reputation as the craftsman of songs “of picturesque 

nobilities and death in a glorious case” would be elevated by propagandists such as 

Winston Churchill and Prime Minister Asquith and, with equal force, debased by 

contemporary poets and future critics, such as Charles Hamilton Sorley and Paul Fussell.  

In the obituary, which appeared in the Times after Brooke’s death, Winston Churchill 

would write: 

A voice had become audible, a note had been struck, more true, 
more thrilling, more able to do justice to the nobility of our 
youth in arms engaged in this present war, than any other more 
able to express their thoughts of self-surrender, and with a 
power to carry comfort to those who watch them so intently 
from afar.  The voice has been swiftly stilled.  Only the echoes 
from the memory remain; but they will linger.  The thoughts to 
which he gave expression in the very few comparable war 
sonnets which he has left behind will be shared by many 
thousands of young men moving resolutely and blithely forward 
in this, the hardest, the cruelest, and the least-regarded of all 
wars that men have fought.  They are a whole history and 
revelation of Rupert Brooke himself.  Joyous, fearless, versatile, 
deeply instructed with classic symmetry of mind and body, 
ruled by high undoubting purpose, he was all that one would 
wish England’s noblest sons to be in the days when no sacrifice 
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but the most precious is acceptable, and the most precious is 
that which is most freely proffered.40 

 
 Winston Churchill’s obituary of Rupert Brooke appeared in the Times on April 22, 

1915, sandwiched in between a brief biography of his life and an overview of his poetry.  

Churchill’s praise of Brooke as one whose poetry possessed a “power to carry comfort to 

those who watch so intently from afar” was intended to offer solace to those who 

expectantly awaited news as to the outcome of the ill-fated Gallipoli invasion.  Though 

Churchill had genuine feelings of affection for Brooke during his lifetime, he utilized 

Brooke’s private sentiments for public propaganda, often quoting “The Soldier” as 

recruitment rhetoric. 

 Charles Hamilton Sorley, a contemporary of Brooke’s and a captain in the Suffolk 

regiment serving on the Western Front, was one of the earliest of Brooke’s debasers.  

Writing to his mother in April 1915 about the 1914 sonnets, he voiced his criticism of 

what he felt was a total belief in and subscription to Allied propaganda of self-sacrifice to 

a greater cause: 

I saw Rupert Brooke’s death in The Morning Post.  The 
Morning Post, which has always hitherto disapproved of him, is 
now loud in his praises because he has conformed to the stupid 
axiom of literary criticism that the only stuff of poetry is violent 
physical experience, by dying on active service.  I think 
Brooke’s earlier poems – especially notably The Fish and 
Grantchester, which you can find in Georgian Poetry – are his 
best.  The last sonnet-sequence of his, of which you sent me the 
review in the Times Lit. Sup., and which has been so praised, I 
find (with the exception of that beginning “Their hearts were 
woven of human joys and cares, Washed marvelously with 
sorrow” which is not about himself) over-praised.  He is far too 
obsessed with his own sacrifice, regarding the going to war of 
himself (and others) as a highly intense, remarkable and 
sacrificial exploit, whereas it is merely the conduct demanded 
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of him (and others) by the turn of circumstances, where non-
compliance with this demand would have made life intolerable.  
It was not that “they” gave up anything of that list he gives in 
one sonnet:  but that the essence of these things had been 
endangered by circumstances over which he had no control, and 
he must fight to recapture them.  He has clothed his attitude in 
fine words:  but he has taken the sentimental attitude.

41 
 

A sonnet found amongst Sorley’s belongings after his death on the Western Front the 

following October speaks of honor, as had Brooke’s; however, Sorley’s absence of the 

inclusive pronoun “I,” an absence of self and thus inherent distancing, does little to 

obliterate a sense of “the sentimental attitude” for which he had criticized Brooke. 

Give them not praise.  For, dead, how should they know 
It is not curses heaped on each gashed head? 
Nor tears.  Their blind eyes see not your tears flow. 
No honour.  It is easy to be dead.

42   
 

 These proponents and debasers of Brooke have one thing in common.  

Overwhelmingly, they regard the speaker of “The Soldier” as expressing sentiments 

common to all soldiers, and therefore fail to recognize its autobiographical and personal 

sentiments.  Brooke is directing these very personal sentiments to a small cultural 

community of closely held loved ones and not, as many have surmised, to a general 

community swayed by a rhetoric Sorley viewed as the conduct demanded of one to 

recapture those things endangered by circumstance.  Here Brooke is musing upon only his 

own possible demise, not the deaths of other soldiers, or even those whom he had 

eulogized in the two sonnets bearing the title “The Dead.”  Brooke, as William Butler 

Yeats would do twenty-four years later in “Under Ben Bulben,” is writing his own elegy. 
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   A tribute published in the Sphere on May 13, 1915 is representative of the exalted 

and perhaps overreaching praise, which ultimately would destroy Brooke’s reputation as a 

legitimate voice.  “Brooke was the only English poet of any consideration who has given 

his life in his country’s wars since Philip Sidney received his death wound under the walls 

of Zutphen in 1586.”
43

  The concerted effort to transform Brooke into a hero of 

supernatural proportions was augmented by Winston Churchill, who declared in a tribute 

to the 1914 Sonnets: 

We meet his verses everywhere.  They are quoted again and 
again.  They are printed on newspaper, written in books, blotted 
by tears, and carved in stone.  But they belong to us, to the 
Royal Naval Division.

44 
 

Such attempts to appropriate Brooke as the “poster boy” for the war effort ran rampant.  

As Lehman points out in his biography of Brooke, 

One can say that Rupert’s death . . . was a god-send for the 
politicians and generals who used him – perhaps without fully 
realizing what they were doing – to create a legendary 
inspiration for the national cause, a mouthpiece for patriotic 
sentiments that demanded simple, exalted expression beyond 
the ranting of newspapers and the tub-thumping demagogues.

45 
 

 Only a few of Brooke’s closest friends understood the eventual tragedy, which was 

looming on the horizon.  Harold Monro, with whom Brooke, Marsh, Drinkwater and 

Gibson had envisioned the anthology Georgian Poetry, was a lone voice of prophetic fear 

in an undulating sea of Brooke hysteria: 

One fears his memory being brought to the poster-grade.  ‘He 
did his duty.  Will you do yours?’ is hardly the moral to be 
drawn.  Few people trouble to know much about poetry – but 
everyone takes an intelligent interest in death.  It is something 
definite to understand about a poet, that he is dead . . . His 
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whole poetry is full of the repudiation of sentimentalism.  His 
death was not more lovely than his life (Cambridge Magazine, 
May 22, 1915).46 

 
 In June 1915, 1914 and Other Poems, which contained the by then well-known 

war sonnets as well as the South Seas poems, was published by Frank Sedgwick.  The 

slim volume was an overnight best seller, although the platonic overtones of some of the 

poems Brooke penned while in the South Seas proved unnerving to the general English 

reading public whose previous exposure to Brooke’s poetry had been only “The Soldier.”  

Hassall relates one review of 1914 and Other Poems, which appeared in the New 

Statesman one month after the volume was published.  

The New Statesman put it plainly.  “A myth has been created:  
but it has grown round an imaginary figure very different from 
the real man.”  Although readers of the evening papers were as 
familiar with the sonnets as with Hamlet’s soliloquy, uncritical 
admiration was laying them open to more objective comment, 
and now – here were the poems from Tahiti.  “Some of the 
Deans and great-aunts,” wrote the New Statesman  “who picture 
Brooke as a kind of blend of General Gordon and Lord 
Tennyson will have a jolt when they read the poem on the 
theology of fishes. 47 

 
 If the publication of 1914 and Other Poems elevated Brooke to a national standing 

in the eyes of the British as the poet/writer who embodied a sense of duty and the 

honorable sacrifice of self, in the United States Brooke appealed to America’s love of 

romance.  In 1915, the New York publishing house of John Lane Company released The 

Collected Poems of Rupert Brooke.  The immediate best seller contained an unfortunate 

and overly sentimental introduction by the Massachusetts critic George Woodbury, as 

well as uneven and often inaccurate biographical notes by Margaret Lavington.  However, 

the concluding sentimental remarks in Woodbury’s introduction appear to have been 
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designed to pluck the heart strings of the American reading public.  Whether by design or 

sheer happenstance, Lane’s edition of Brooke’s poetry catapulted the deceased 

Englishman into the ranks of America’s best-loved poets. 

There is a grave in Scyros, amid the white and pinkish marble 
of the isle, the wild thyme and the poppies, near the green and 
blue waters.  There Rupert Brooke was buried.  Thither have 
gone the thoughts of his countrymen, and the hearts of the 
young especially.  It will long be so.  For a new star shines in 
the English heavens.

48 
 

 The United States and Great Britain were going “Brooke crazy.”  While the 

English were proposing that a bust of Brooke immediately be erected in Poets’ Corner in 

Westminster Abbey and that the clock at Grantchester be fixed permanently at ten to 

three, Americans were making their own contributions to the growing list of proposed and 

executed Brooke memorials.  Henry James, in “a magnificently convoluted essay,”49 

which later was incorporated as the preface in Brooke’s posthumously published Letters 

from America, portrayed the man as 

an unprecedented image, formed to resist erosion by time or 
vulgarization by reference.  No young man had ever so naturally 
taken on under the pressure of life the poetic nature, and shaken 
it so free of every encumbrance by simply wearing it as he wore 
his complexion or his outline.

50
  

 
 The September 12, 1915 edition of The New York Times Magazine published a 

two-page biography of Brooke, written by Joyce Kilmer who subsequently died at the 

second Battle of the Marne on July 30, 1918.  Among the many factual errors contained in 

the article was the statement that “Rupert Brooke’s death at the Front illustrates the 

paradox of the effect on literature of war, which ended his career and made him 
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immortal.”  Although Brooke saw no action on either the western or eastern fronts, 

Kilmer’s claim “that if it were not for the war he would not now be dead,” fueled 

America’s quest for a romantic war hero.  As 1915 came to a close, Britain decided male 

conscription must be instituted as General Joseph Joffre of France and General Sir 

Douglas Haig of Britain met to discuss an attack along the Somme River.  The first 

eighteen months of the war had not only produced dramatic ruptures in political and 

national areas, but also dramatically altered the way in which the world was experienced 

by both men and women even though the war focused on men and war propaganda was 

designed to recruit only male respondents.  But Rupert Brooke’s “war sonnets” and the 

resounding themes of the romantic motif of quest and personal duty struck a responsive 

chord with many women writers who volunteered as nurses, ambulance drivers, 

journalists, recruiters and even spies.  Just as Brooke brought to the writing of war the 

landscape of his cultural community, women writers negotiated the male domain of war 

literature by bringing the domestic landscape onto the war front and thus creating a new, 

inclusive rather than exclusive, community of Great War writers.  Women participated in 

the war; struggled under, yet endured, its full impact upon their lives on both the home 

and war fronts; and, like Brooke, recorded the manner in which their particular responses 

to the effects of war upon both soldiers and civilians defined their own cultural and 

personal identities and communities.  And, like Brooke, their writings became a literature 

of propaganda. 
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Chapter Three 
 

Dorothy Canfield Fisher: 
Propaganda of the Maternal 

and the Domestic in Home Fires in France 
 

Therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven,  
neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; 

but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.  
- The First Epistle of Paul  

the Apostle to the Corinthians 5:8 
 

 The naval battle of the Dogger Bank on January 24, 1915 effectively curtailed 

German naval raids on Britain, but more importantly, Germany=s loss of its flagship, the 

Blucher, along with 951 of its crew, set in motion a series of naval blockades, seizures and 

sinkings that would, with the sinking of the Lusitania, awaken Americans from a state of 

complacent neutrality to anger and action. 

 Following its defeat at Dogger Bank, Germany proclaimed that all shipments of 

grain and flour would be subject to seizure.  Prior to this edict, all neutral ships carrying 

foodstuffs had been allowed to proceed unmolested to Germany and Britain, but following 

the German edict on January 25, Britain seized the American ship Wilhelmina, docked in 

Falmouth, and confiscated its food supply earmarked for Germany.  Enraged by Britain=s 

response in kind, Germany declared that, after February 18, an unrestricted submarine 

campaign would be in effect and all ships, whether sailing under the flags of neutral or 

Allied countries, would be sunk without warning.  On March 1, with support from France, 

Prime Minister Asquith announced a counter blockade by Britain against Germany 

preventing commodities of any kind from entering or leaving Germany.  The blockade 
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would set in motion events that would directly affect the United States’ economic 

interests. 

 American public sentiment toward these events was one of economic interest 

rather than political or ideological fervor.  The immediate effect of the declaration of war 

in August 1914 on the United States labor market had been catastrophic.  Samuel 

Gompers reported: 

All along the Atlantic coast industry and commerce were 
dislocated; shipping was tied up; men found that the war had 
taken away their work, their source of livelihood.  Their number 
was increased by the sailors from interned foreign vessels.  
Factories dependent upon European trade or products began to 
run part time and then stopped . . . As the weeks went by the 
amount and extent of unemployment increased throughout the 
country . . . Bread lines have been very long during the past 
winter.  Women as well as men have been in those bread lines.1 

 
 Dress manufacturers were virtually shut down by their inability to obtain German 

yarns.  The oil trade came to a virtual standstill.  Steel mills had to reorganize while 

copper mines stopped production altogether.  The decline of a European market for 

American cotton threatened to ruin the South, while tanneries were forced to close their 

doors due to the cessation of hide importations.  Export shipments in seaports came to a 

standstill.  The New York Journal of Commerce reported that Aseventy thousand 

employees of tin plate mills were idle because of the mills= inability to get raw material,@2 

and further estimated that 500,000 men would be out of work in the Pittsburgh area if the 

war lasted more than a month.3 Alba B. Johnson, President of the Baldwin Locomotive 

Works of Pittsburgh, offered the reasons for the dire situation that was plaguing most of 

the country, and especially the eastern seaboard. 
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When the war broke out at the beginning of last August, the first 
result was the sudden and complete paralysis of the financial 
fabric of all the nations of the world.  Not only in our own 
country, but everywhere, the cessation of financial operations, 
including the closing of the stock exchanges, occasioned a 
discontinuance of everything looking to new business, deprived 
the industries of their markets, and left the manufacturers with 
nothing to do but to carry out so much of their existing contracts 
as were not affected by the outbreak of the war.  Prior to the war 
a condition of business prostration had already existed.  Then 
came the declaration of war, which put all large business to an 
end.  We discovered not only that financial operations had 
stopped, but our merchants, manufacturers, and shippers found 
that, because of our dependence upon the vessels of other 
nations, the means of continuing our foreign commerce was 
[sic] gone.  Little by little we have been emerging from that 
condition.  The belligerents have placed with us contracts for 
vast sums of war material.  This has established an activity 
which in certain lines of business is almost feverish, but it has 
not created general prosperity.  Many lines of business have not 
yet been roused from their lethargy.4 
 

  By the end of 1914, some manufacturers began to feel a modest recovery from the 

national prostration experienced directly after the declaration of war in August.  The 

powder plants began to increase their work forces; orders for canned goods began to 

arrive; the cessation of glass manufacturing operations in Europe began to benefit the 

American glass industry; shoe manufacturers began to receive orders for soldiers= boots; 

and cotton manufacturers benefited from the lack of English competition.  By February 

1915, when Germany embarked on its campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare, 

American manufacturers were receiving such a magnitude of orders for products from 

Europe that American manufacturing companies and banking institutions regarded the 

“European war” as an economic blessing that would benefit American employment 

opportunities.  The shift of thousands of European men from the factory to the military 
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caused Europe to draw heavily upon America=s production capacity and the excessive 

labor surplus of 1914-1915 gradually disappeared. 

  Britain and Germany=s mutual policies of commodity blockades did little to alter 

America=s position of neutrality.  Although the majority of its citizens favored the Allies 

after the violation of Belgium and the resounding defeat of the Schlieffen Plan occasioned 

by the British Expeditionary Force=s success in the Battle of the Marne, the American 

government held firm to its belief that a carefully guarded policy of neutrality was in the 

best national interest.  Although former President Theodore Roosevelt maintained that 

direct intervention was the only morally, politically, and economically sound course of 

action, President Woodrow Wilson remained aloof, yet determined to maintain the middle 

course.  But, with the institution of the double blockade, Wilson warned both Britain and 

Germany that American sentiment was raging against them.  Although his warning was 

purely hyperbole, it soon proved prophetic, at least in its application to Germany. 

  In late April, disregarding the German warning that unrestricted submarine warfare 

would be aimed at British ships, the Cunard liner Lusitania set sail from New York  to  

England.  On May  7, 1915, the vessel was  sunk by  the  German  submarine  

U-20 off the Old Head of Kinsale coast of Ireland.  Of the 1,198 passengers who went 

down to the bottom of the Irish Sea with the Lusitania, 128 were Americans. 

 Americans responded with rage.  Although no direct attack had been made upon 

American soil or property, her women and children had been violated and with such 

violation came the realization that neutrality or complacency does not assure safety.  

Following so closely upon the heels of the death of Rupert Brooke, whom Americans had 
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come to idolize as the new Galahad willing to sacrifice all for an ideal, the sinking of the 

Lusitania and the loss of American life galvanized a nationalistic pride and solidarity of 

resentment toward Germany and anything German.  However, Wilson endeavored to keep 

the country out of any direct involvement in the war, defending his position with the 

unfortunate statement, “There is such a thing as a man being too proud to fight.”  For 

many Americans, Wilson=s stance seemed contemptibly fainthearted and immoral. 

 The first two years of the war not only wreaked cruelties and havoc upon the men 

who experienced it in the trenches, but upon a civilian population whose homelands were 

invaded.  It is when war threatens the private or civilian landscape of a previously 

uncommitted, hedonistically complacent populace that a Wilsonian posture of neutrality is 

quashed by the Brooke doctrine that war produces an abiding sense of personal duty and 

devotion to a common weal.  The sinking of the Lusitania aroused emotions of pity, fear, 

anger and revenge that gave rise to a sense of unity and empathy with the civilian 

populace of France and Belgium whose homeland had been invaded.   

 For many Americans, the Lusitania was not a British luxury liner but a landscape 

upon which Americans had lived and perished, not all that different from the fields of 

Antwerp from which Belgian women and children had fled.  Americans had long been 

tied to Europe by biological and cultural communities of blood, common language and 

traditions and now they were tied by commonality of experience.  The shared experience 

of an invaded and ravaged landscape became carefully and poignantly constructed in 

propaganda reports from Paris and London, and Americans were motivated, through 

emotion if not intellect, to come to the rescue.  But, it was not solely Aofficial@ or 
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governmentally generated propaganda that motivated thousands of Americans to respond 

through altruistic volunteerism to the European war effort.  Many novelists and short story 

writers not only sought to offer interpretation, judgment and significance of the plight of 

those whose environment had been violated by overt attack and occupation, but, even 

more importantly, superimposed the familiar domestic landscape upon the battlefield 

arena and, through a language, specifically feminine in nature, created a gender-specific 

propaganda that for American women Acaught [their] youth, and wakened [them] from 

sleeping/With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened power.@ 

 More than 25, 000 women participated in and wrote of World War I, and most 

have been forgotten.  But of those who have survived, Dorothy Canfield Fisher emerges 

as the foremost American writer who used a gender-specific language, rooted in the 

domestic landscape and the manner in which that landscape can serve as the basis for a 

pro-war propaganda, to reflect Brooke=s belief in war as a unifying and purposeful 

endeavor for a previously self-consumed and undirected people. 

 Militant propaganda, as governmentally authored rhetoric designed to formulate, 

direct or change public opinion, is grounded in what Mikhail Bakhtin delineates as 

paternalistic or Aauthoritative discourse.@  Bakhtin concludes that like religious dogma or 

scientific proofs, authoritative discourse Ademands that we acknowledge it, that we make 

it our own; it binds us, quite independent of any power it might have to persuade us 

internally; we encounter it with its authority already fused to it.  It is, so to speak, the word 

of the fathers.  Its authority was already acknowledged in the past.  It is a prior 

discourse.”5 This unconscious acknowledgment that the Aword of the fathers” is 
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unquestionably and universally valid is the cornerstone of political rhetoric, particularly 

when vague references to good and evil, with Biblical overtones, are used to direct public 

sentiment that a particular course of action is the moral course.  Often the rhetoric of 

propaganda blends religious, historic and classical literary allusions to formulate political 

and economic policy under the guise of morally correct action.  In responding to the 

sinking of the Lusitania and Wilson=s stance of continued neutrality, Theodore Roosevelt 

employed such a blended, paternalistically authoritative discourse to shame Americans to 

decisive action.  AUntried men who live at ease will do well to remember that there is a 

certain sublimity even in Milton=s defeated archangel, but none whatever in the spirits 

who kept neutral, who remained at peace, and dared side neither with hell nor with 

heaven.”6 Thus, pacifism, or what Wilson alluded to as being too proud to fight, is seen as 

lacking any historical basis in authoritative discourse.  Pacifism thus is not paternalistic or 

“the word of the fathers,” but rather a form of moral paternalism in the way in which 

opposition to waging war is a vehicle of intervention on the part of one party to protect the 

moral welfare of another.  Bakhtin suggests that discourse which is not authoritative or 

paternalistic is  

internally persuasive as opposed to one that is externally 
authoritative.  Its creativity and productiveness consist precisely 
in the fact that such a word awakens new and independent 
words, that it organizes masses of our words from within, and 
that it does not remain in an isolated and static condition.  It is 
not so much interpreted by as it is further, that is, freely 
developed, applied to new material, new conditions; it enters 
into an intense interaction, a struggle with other internally 
persuasive discourses.7 
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Thus, discourses grounded in moral paternalism, particularly as they emerge in military 

propaganda, are generally viewed as a state of inactivity or pacifism. 

In her study on gender conformity and the debate over American participation in 

World War I, Erika Kuhlman notes how pacifism, what can be regarded as coming under 

the umbrella of moral paternalism, became linked to the feminine. 

Both sexes used the tactic of linking pacifism and resistance to 
the military with womanly accessories such as petticoats, to 
ridicule gender deviance, reward gender conformity, and win 
converts to war.  Conventional images of weak, vulnerable 
femininity and strong, protective masculinity reverberated 
throughout all levels of American society on the eve of the war; 
in the halls of Congress, within the pages of the press, among 
circles of progressive reformers, and even among pacifists who 
earlier had recorded their fundamental opposition to war.8 

 
 In the Introduction to his influential critical treatise Orientalism, Edward Said 

makes a definitive, if rather dubious, distinction between humanists and those whose 

writings have political ramifications.  For Said, a “humanist” is “a title which indicates the 

humanities as [one=s] field and therefore the unlikely eventuality that there might be 

anything political about what [one] does in that field.10 Such a definition is suggests that 

for the humanist any  rhetoric  of  propaganda  must  remain  separate and  distinct from 

the culture of literature.  Said further delineates his doctrine of separatism by asserting: 

The distinction between “humanists” and persons whose work 
has policy implications, or political significance, can be 
broadened further by saying that the former=s ideological color 
is a matter of incidental importance to politics whereas the 
ideology of the latter is woven directly into his material - 
indeed, economics, politics, and sociology in the modern 
academy are ideological sciences - and therefore taken for 
granted as being “political.”11 
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 Although Said=s contention may have validity when ascribed to those post Great 

War writers, such as Hemingway and Faulkner whose “war novels” eschewed the entire 

war years as giving birth to a generation of lost, purposeless and morally bereft 

Americans, women writers, and chief among them Dorothy Canfield,12 created a new 

mode of war literature, both humanistic and having “policy implications, or political 

significance.” 

 The language of Canfield=s texts merges the authoritative discourse of the accepted 

feminine sphere of the domestic environment with the internally persuasive discourse of 

firsthand or immediate war experience.  This discursive merger of two seemingly 

appositional modes of language may appear to be polyphonic, a tolerated diversified 

language, but, in fact, Canfield=s war stories are what Bakhtin refers to as monologism or 

language that does not accept a different point of view.  Similar to second stage 

propaganda, which builds upon the individual=s intellectual and emotional response to the 

perceived threat of “the other” invading one=s personal and actual landscape, “the 

monologue is accomplished and deaf to the other=s response.  Monologue makes do 

without the other; this is why, to some extent, it objectifies all reality.  Monologue 

pretends to be the last word. 13 

 Canfield=s discursive monologues objectify the war experience of the other 

through superimposing the feminine authoritative realm of the domestic landscape upon 

the generally male cultural community of war.  Building upon the discourse of American 

women writers of the nineteenth century, such as E.D.E.N. Southworth and Catharine 

Marie Sedgwick, who “invested male images with female political intent,14 Canfield 
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invests the female domestic images of home and hearth with the authoritative male image 

of war to substantiate the post-Lusitania political monologue that American neutrality can 

no longer be regarded as moral or economically viable. 

  The Victorian Age gave rise to the “New Woman,” a fiercely independent and 

self-sufficient, often well-educated woman who sought those avenues in the public sphere 

where the traditionally unique ability to nurture and heal could be employed for the public 

good.  When World War I began in August 1914, American women responded to 

European suffering and, by June 1915, heedless of the warnings that to journey cross the 

submarine-infested Atlantic was foolhardy at best, American women set about responding 

to the plight of French and Belgian men, women, and children.  By the end of the war, 

more than 25,000 American women had served overseas in the War to End All Wars as 

nurses, relief workers, ambulance drivers and mechanics.                   

  In her memoir recalling her experiences as an American volunteer in France, 

Margaret Deland regarded the response of American women to nurture and heal as the 

most impressive act of the war years. 

Of all the amazing things that have come bubbling and seething 
to the surface of life during these last three and a half years, 
there has been nothing more amazing to me than this exodus of 
American girls!  Has such a thing ever happened in the world 
before: A passionate desire on the part of the women of one 
people to go to the help of the men of another people?  Would 
any nation, I wonder, if we were at war, send its girls across the 
ocean to serve us?15 

 
Although Deland=s memoir suggests that altruism was the sole motivational force for the 

widespread, and potentially faddish, spirit of volunteerism, some American women were 
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prompted to war front service because of a desire to escape boredom and respond to a 

romanticized ideal of the long-suffering soldier. 

  By 1910, the size of the American family had diminished and, with the 

introduction into the American household of such modern conveniences as linoleum, 

electricity, prepared foods and washing and sewing machines, women had more time to 

work outside the home, whether in the commercial workplace where 8,000,000 American 

women received wages, or in volunteer capacities.16 The surge of community 

volunteerism from 1910 to 1914 provided women with a vehicle to expand the domestic 

sphere outside the home into their communities where the moral and domestic virtues long 

regarded as the sole province of women moved from the private to the public.  

 American women were perceived both at home and abroad as competent, virtuous, 

and embodying a pioneer spirit rooted in the American mythology of manifest destiny.  

American men willingly renounced the throne of virtue to their female counterparts and 

thus grew the perception that men and women could forge public relationships devoid of 

any threat of sexuality or carnal entanglements.  Thus, for many women, the soldier of 

World War I was viewed as a romantic ideal, a fallen asexual warrior who could be 

nurtured and mended without any fear of virtue or purity being compromised.  This view 

of the soldier as an unblemished, long-suffering, virginal hero is reflected in an entry in 

the unpublished diary of the British writer, Irene Rathbone. 

I sometimes wish it wasn=t the English war convention to keep 
up this eternally frivolous manner.  I so often want to say to a 
man straight out: AI think you are simply splendid to keep 
smiling like that when you are plunging back into all this horror 
which you loathe.  Your courage and your gaiety make me 
ashamed of my own qualities which are never called upon to 
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face one hundredth of what you go through.  You dear smiling 
wonderful thing, all the wishes of my heart go with you@ - or 
words to that effect!  But one must never say them - it wouldn’t 
do - it isn’t done.17 

 
Although Rathbone refers to an “English war convention,” American women were equally 

naive in their acceptance of the myth of the noble and chivalrous soldier. 

With the sinking of the Lusitania, and the reports that German soldiers were 

raping, maiming and killing the Belgian civilian populace, American women by the 

hundreds responded to the growing plight of the homeless refugees.  In December 1915, 

in response to President Wilson=s continued position of American neutrality, despite the 

heavy bombing of London by German Zeppelin airships, and the execution of Edith 

Cavell for her part in aiding Belgian and French prisoners-of-war escape, Dorothy 

Canfield wrote to Celine Sibut, a French friend, concerning her desire to participate in 

some form of war relief work. 

John [Fisher] and I have gone through a very intense emotional 
crisis.  We were becoming so completely unhappy on the 
subject of our country=s attitude toward the war that, one day, I 
proposed to John that we leave our home and take our children 
to Paris.  He could certainly become useful as an ambulance 
driver or as a worker in a hospital - or something like that, and 
perhaps I, too, might find something to do.  We considered this 
plan for three days and we were both on the point of doing it but 
finally - with many tears on my part - we gave it up because of 
the children and the dangers of the crossing.18 

 
By March 1916, following the initial French losses at Verdun and reports of 

French and Belgian women and children homeless and starving, Canfield and her husband 

grew in their resolve to volunteer in whatever capacity possible to aid in the Allied war 
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effort.  Writing again to Sibut, Canfield offers oblique criticism of Wilson and his 

continued stance of neutrality at all costs. 

John and I have decided that we cannot put up with this 
inactivity any more.  I do not claim to judge for my country, and 
I do not want to condemn our President who has done, without 
doubt, the best he could.  I don=t even want to say that in his 
place I would have done otherwise.  But, thank God, I am not in 
his place; I am in my own which is difficult enough!  I can no 
longer continue to do nothing personally in this great world 
crisis.  It=s our decision to do something personal as well as 
send money.  We do not yet know what form “doing something 
personal” will take because that depends on you and on the 
American Committee of the American Ambulance Hospital, to 
whom John has written.19 

 
  During the first few months of the war, the American Relief Clearing House was 

inaugurated with the prime purpose to provide services, funds and supplies to all 

organizations performing relief work in France.  One of the most visible arms of the 

American Relief Clearing House was the American Ambulance Hospital in Paris, a 

volunteer army ambulance corps operating under the auspices of the American Field 

Service.  By mid-1915, the AFS became an autonomous unit and began recruiting its 

drivers directly from American colleges and universities.  Often, individual units were 

comprised solely of drivers from specific universities.  As American young men found the 

novelty of the ambulance enticing, and the strong desire “to do something” romantically 

altruistic, many young men, who were otherwise physically unfit for service in the army, 

found the ambulance corps provided adventure and purpose in an otherwise purposeless 

life.  Such was the case for John Fisher who, prior to sailing to France on April 22, 1916, 

had lived the life of a gentleman farmer while Dorothy, through her writing, was the 

source of family income. 
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 Once the Canfield-Fishers had indeed made the decision that John should 

volunteer as an ambulance driver, the problem of whether Dorothy and the children 

should remain in Vermont or accompany him to France continued to be what she referred 

to as “the serious question.”  Like so many other American families who opposed their 

children=s desires to cross the submarine-laden Atlantic, John and Dorothy=s families were 

adamant that Dorothy should remain in Vermont and not risk the safety of her children. 

You can imagine how horrified our two families and our friends 
have been when they hear that we hope to find something to do 
to help France.  When I say that we believe in giving our 
children an ideal which is important for them as a childhood 
completely free of danger, they think I am mad.  I am not 
unaware of the dangers but I think that our families exaggerate 
them.20 

 
 But Canfield had little reliable awareness of the dangers and deprivations that 

existed in the war zones of France and Belgium.  The fear of reality impinging upon the 

romanticism is evident in her questions to Celine Sibut. 

People are wrong, aren’t they, when they say that France is in 
material distress - that there isn’t enough milk or butter, that 
living is terribly expensive, that the Germans are a threat even 
in the region south of Paris, and even in Normandy?  I like to 
think of myself settled somewhere with the children, busy 
writing and earning money so as to continue giving what money 
we can to your soldiers, orphans and so on.21 

 
Yet Canfield=s romanticized vision of writing for the benefit of widows, orphans and 

wounded soldiers was impinged upon by the realities of the inherent risks of trans-Atlantic 

travel and living with children in war-torn France.  But the desire to respond could not be 

denied. 

John and I are all stirred up over the possibility of our going to 
France.  Our respective families don=t approve, of course, 
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because everybody in this country has an exaggerated idea of 
the risk of such an expedition.  It all seems very simple and 
obvious to us.  We want to do all that we can to help on the 
cause of the Allies which seems to us both the cause of 
civilization.  Here I can send money; but John=s strength and 
devotion are not at work; and he is eager to have them.22 

 
 On April 22, John Fisher sailed to France where he would serve with the American 

Ambulance Service of the American Ambulance Hospital in Neuilly.  Deferring to the 

entreaties of family and friends, Canfield remained in Vermont with her seven-year-old 

daughter, Sally, and two-year-old son, Jimmy.  Yet, her resentment and the mounting 

inner struggle of conscience manifested themselves as she wrote to Celine, “For the first 

time in my life, I have settled a serious question according to the opinions of others and 

not according to my own judgment.  May God grant that all the rest of you are right! 23 

 By July, Canfield could no longer allow the warnings of family and friends to 

thwart her desire to join her husband in France and actively contribute to the relief work 

underway in Paris.  But, by the time she set sail for Paris in August, John Fisher had been 

sent to the front and Dorothy=s visions of a romantic idyll were dashed.  However, once in 

Paris, Dorothy became a guiding force in relief work for the war blind as she spearheaded 

the printing and dissemination of books in Braille.  Her efforts in aiding the war mutilées, 

often financed through her own funds, laid the ground work for the later work of Anna 

Ladd=s Parisian studio for the construction and development of facial portrait masks and 

prostheses for the war mutilées who suffered from the most horrific of injuries. 

 While in Paris, Canfield wrote incessantly using her maiden name for fiction and 

her full-married name for the articles she sent to her publisher, trying to illuminate her 

American readership as to what was really happening in France.  But the war was not seen 
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as a serious threat in America, and Canfield grew increasingly impatient with American 

neutrality and passivity.  Two early war sketches, “The Little Soldier of France” and “In 

the Brussels Jail,” were, as she advised her publisher, written to be authentic rather than 

sensational, yet Canfield=s growing frustration with American complacency belies her 

assertions. 

My object in both of them was to try to get something to the 
American public which would sound real to them, would sound 
like what might happen to any one of us, in comfortable homes 
in suburbs - and as I remember the war stuff I used to read it 
didn’t make that impression on me because of its very 
vociferous quality.  There was so much >punch= that 
subconsciously I thought of it as exciting fiction.  Now of 
course my attempt to pitch war articles in a lower tone may fall 
on ears so deafened by atrocity tales that they can=t even hear 
the sound of my voice.24 

 
 Canfield=s war stories, particularly those collected in Home Fires in France, 

dedicated to her high school geometry teacher turned commander of the American 

Expeditionary Force in 1918, John Pershing, reflect a divided nature on the very essence 

of war and its effects on one who had been a liberal pacifist.  A letter to long-time friend 

Sarah Cleghorn reveals the depths of Canfield=s troubled spirit. 

I wonder if you realize how faint-hearted and sick I am most of 
the time, even with the feeling not wavering that there was 
nothing for the French and Belgians to do but to defend their 
countries? . . . I have the feeling that our generation is pretty 
well done for, stunned and stupefied with the bludgeon of war, 
and that it is only from the children that the future will draw 
enough vitality to stagger along . . . Last night as I sat at my 
desk writing, Emiliée came in to call.  She said, “Oh don’t let 
me interrupt you - go on writing.”  I said, “What do you 
suppose I am writing?  I am setting down for my own benefit 
the reasons why I am not a thorough-going non-resistant 
pacifist.”25 
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Canfield=s quandary as to how to reconcile her pre-war pacifist nature, centered in 

a personal conviction imbued in the power of honor and justice, with her newly awakened 

sense that Americans must support and actively participate in essentially a European 

conflict, gave rise to her belief that a first stage propaganda language of persuasion 

appealing to honor and duty, or what is essentially a propaganda of purpose and guilt, can 

no longer be effective.  In a letter to Sarah Cleghorn regarding passivity versus brute 

strength, Canfield alludes to the “clumsiness” of honorable language and rules of 

engagement. 

I know you won=t remember a sketch I wrote, years ago26 about 
a young wife who found that her new husband had fits of 
inexplicable bad temper - when no matter how gentle and 
ingeniously tender she was, everything she did only irritated 
him the more.  After a conversation with his old nurse who 
described him as a child, she takes another course, flies into a 
pretended rage herself, scolds and threatens and cries.  He is 
astonished and a little daunted, finally (her rage acting as a sort 
of lightening rod to carry off his bad temper) quite changed in 
humor, pets her and persuades her out of her “pet,” and ends by 
carrying her off to the theatre and a supper afterwards.  It all 
sounded like light comedy but I felt so deeply the sadness of it I 
couldn’t  let it go like that and made an unexpected turn at the 
ending, where the young wife has a moment of tragic gaze into 
the future as she sees what manner of man she has united her 
life to.  It was crudely enough done, but it expresses an 
observation of human nature which fifteen years longer 
watching of life has not changed.  I have observed, or I think I 
have, that there are certain natures, whom non-resistance acts 
upon like a sort of irresistible excitant, like a poison, like a 
powerful drug which they can=t resist.  It excites them to deeds 
of brutality which if they had been kept in normal condition by 
a conviction of the impossibility of their immunity, they would 
never have thought of doing.  I have always labeled them to 
myself undeveloped characters, people who have stayed an eon 
or two behind the rest of humanity . . . . I suppose there are 
remnants of that stone-age savagery in the best humans, but 
there are more of them in some than in others - that at least is 
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what my observation has shown me.  Now it has been my 
feeling that the Prussian military party is, among nations what 
that sort of a man is among people - that they just lose their 
heads altogether when such a chance is put in their hands as 
Trotsky put, and can=t be decent, any more than a man with an 
irresistible temptation to drink can resist a whisky bottle.  The 
thing to do, for such people and such nations, it seems to me, is 
to introduce prohibition and introduce it by force if necessary . . 
. . I don=t think moral suasion can work with such people nor 
appeals to their honor.  I think there aren’t many of them left in 
comparison with the great majority, so few that rules and laws 
ought not to be made solely with regard to them as we still so 
much continue to do.  But I do think there are some of them.  
And I think we have been horribly clumsy and wrong in many 
ways we have conducted this attempt to set things right - it 
seems to me I am always clumsy and wrong in the way I try to 
do things - but I can=t do anything but go on trying to do.27 

 
 Canfield=s reference to being “always clumsy and wrong in the way [she] tries to 

do things” is a reference to her perception that her first collection of short stories, 

Hillsboro People, had failed to adequately celebrate the indomitable spirit of the common 

man.  Responding to the turn of the century technological euphoria of an industrial world 

view referenced by cultural symbols of making,28 Canfield presents the manner in which 

rural, genuinely provincial, values are constantly being threatened by an urban, 

materialistic society wherein the human body itself is often seen as but a machine of 

technological advancement.  Reacting to writers such as William James and Emile Zola, 

who associated human intelligence and sexual drive with mechanical processes and 

“hammer-blows and multitudinous clamoring,29 Canfield attempts to celebrate the 

common man and the generic human experience of a potential strength that attain 

superhuman levels of accomplishment when faced with extreme adversity. 
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 In some of the sketches in Hillsboro People, the inherent value and dignity of “the 

other,” or those who either by choice or design are forced to exist outside the mainstream 

of society, are celebrated as a universal defense against despair and oppression.  In AA 

Drop in the Bucket,” undoubtedly based upon the socialist activities of her friend Sarah 

Cleghorn, Canfield recounts how the tales of a socialist shoemaker prompted a politically 

conservative Hillsboro woman to journey to Chicago to save a number of victims of social 

and political oppression and bring them back to the rural idyll of Vermont.  Influenced by 

Cleghorn=s social reform activities and her father=s devotion to the amelioration of prison 

conditions and the abolition of child labor, Canfield found Hillsboro People a clumsy 

attempt at making a decisive difference in the way in which the strong treat the weak.  Her 

desire to initiate social change, particularly for the silent oppressed, was centered in the 

democratic principles of respect for the individual and collective worth of the common 

man.   

 Like Willa Cather, Canfield regarded the growing view of the common man as a 

mechanical tool in an industrial world as a threat to the value of the individual.  It 

therefore is not surprising that her stories based upon her experiences in France, collected 

in Home Fires in France and The Day of Glory, are not only representative of her desire 

to effect social and political change for the oppressed, but more importantly, they remove 

the language of war from the industrial, mechanical, urban to the domestic, artistic, rural.  

In Bakhtinian terms, Canfield=s internally persuasive language, rooted in the domestic and 

rural landscapes, moves away from first stage propaganda of purpose and therapeutic 

reconfiguration toward an appeal to intellectual, emotional and moral response to shield 
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the oppressed from the mechanized advances of the oppressor; and the arena in which the 

masses, particularly American masses, will respond to the threat of the invader is when 

the domestic or feminine arena is in jeopardy. 

 By August 1914, technology and invention had created an industrial world view 

wherein the inventor, architect, and industrialist had become the cultural icons of 

American society.  The years immediately preceding had been the era of the Wright 

Brothers, Henry Ford, the Chicago School of architecture and J. P. Morgan.  American 

society was consumed with a spirit of production, labor and work. Human individuality 

and worth gave way to a view of the individual as a machine, a unit of production, in 

industrial technological terms.  It therefore is not surprising that the language of World 

War I was a wholly mechanized, industrial and impersonal one, grounded in the view of 

man as machine.  As Thomas A. Edison opined in 1915, “if the United States engages in 

[World War I], it will be a war in which machines, not soldiers, fight.  The new soldier 

will not be a soldier, but a machinist [who] will not bleed on the battlefield; he will sweat 

in the factory.” 30 What Edison did not know then was that the new soldier who would 

“sweat in the factory” would be the American woman, and thus the language of war 

would not only move from the nineteenth-century apocalyptic reaction to the Civil War 

reflected in Walt Whitman=s Leaves of Grass, and the terror of technology in Mark 

Twain=s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur=s Court, to a radical social change wherein 

the domestic or feminine becomes merged with or firmly implanted within the mechanical 

and industrial world view.  Work no longer is identified with a certain environment, 

landscape or even gender.  Work or labor becomes a universal that, in its omnipresence, is 
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integral to not only human existence, but central to language and indeed the language of 

war.  Thus, the rhetoric of war propaganda in 1916 moves away from nationalism and 

duty to a sense of war as the new workplace, “an image of a gigantic labor process”31 

where the aim of production is to build an edifice to not only protect against but crush the 

competing monopolizer. 

 Paul Fussell points out how the trenches of the Western Front were constructed not 

only as places of work, but also as domestic environments, wherein soldiers were workers, 

each one a production unit.  The merger of home front workplace and war front trench 

becomes a complete one. 

But a less formal way of identifying sections of trench was by 
place or street names with a distinctly London flavor.  
Piccadilly was a favorite; popular also were Regent Street and 
Strand; junctions were Hyde Park Corner and Marble Arch . . . 
Explaining military routines to civilian readers, Ian Hay labors 
to give the impression that the real trenches are identical to the 
exhibition ones and that they are properly described in the 
language of normal domesticity a bit archly deployed: 
 

The firing-trench is our place of business - our office in 
the city, so to speak.  The supporting trench is our 
suburban residence, whither the weary toiler may betake 
himself periodically (or, more correctly, in relays) for 
purposes of refreshment and repose. 
 

The reality was different.  The British trenches were wet, cold, 
smelly, and thoroughly squalid. 
 

* * * * * 
During the day, the men cleaned weapons and repaired those 
parts of the trench damaged during the night.  The officers 
inspected, encouraged, and strolled about looking nonchalant to 
inspirit the men.  Daily “returns” of the amount of ammunition 
and the quantity of trench stores had to be made.  Wiring parties 
repaired the wire in front of the position.  Digging parties 
extended saps toward the enemy.  Carrying parties brought up 
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not just rations and mail but the heavy engineering materials 
needed for the constant repair and improvement of the trenches:  
timbers, A-frames, duckboards, stakes and wire, corrugated 
iron, sandbags, tarpaulins, pumping equipment.  Bombs and 
ammunition and flares were carried forward.  All this ant-work 
was illuminated brightly from time to time by German flares 
and interrupted very frequently by machine gun or artillery fire.  
Meanwhile night patrols and raiding parties were busy in No 
Man=s Land.32 

 
 The work of war in the trenches adhered to a pattern of demand and supply, played 

out in a “wet, cold, smelly and thoroughly squalid” environment reminiscent of Dickens= 

London.  The soldier, the ant worker, was but a cog in the machinery of warfare, laboring 

under the official nonchalant eye of the supervisor who reigns over the industrial, urban-

inspired environment of the oppressed subscriber to propaganda rhetoric. 

 Canfield had long rebelled against America=s love affair with industrialism, 

capitalism and runaway technology.  She held fast to the belief that progress or change 

must come from within rather than outside the individual and that environment does not 

shape the individual, but rather the manner in which the inner spirit, once called upon, can 

rise to greatness regardless of physical circumstance.  In this way, Canfield set herself 

apart from other writers of the contemporary school of naturalism, particularly Sinclair 

Lewis whom she felt “takes a rather superficial view of human problems, but knows how 

to write a mighty good novel.”33   Unlike Lewis, whose works reflect a sense of the 

individual=s impotency or powerlessness when confronted by an oppressor society, 

Canfield believed that the individual, although threatened by the way in which war 

objectifies the individual as a nameless, faceless commodity, has an innate ability to 
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overcome an oppressive environment through self-determination, the will to throw off 

one=s shackles and collective effort.  

  Self-determination and collectivity permeate Canfield=s early war sketches, which 

were later collected and published by Henry Holt in 1918 in the single volume Home 

Fires in France.  Here Canfield continually draws parallels between French and American 

customs, not with the purpose of establishing distinctions as many critics have suggested, 

but more importantly, to arouse American sympathy for the French and Belgian people 

and to present a propagandized rhetoric to suggest that what happens to one, indeed 

happens to all.  The overall sense of Home Fires in France is Donnean in its theme that no 

man is an island, and whereas the rights of the individual should be safeguarded at any 

cost. 

 “The Refugee:  A Narrative of the Suffering of Invaded France” appeared on 

September 19, 1917 in Outlook.  Although it is the most overlooked and underrated of 

Canfield=s collected sketches, it is representative of the collection as a whole, for it 

revolves around one French woman who “just before the war [could] have stood for the 

very type and symbol of the intelligent, modern woman [but] now, after less than three 

years of separation [is] white-haired, gaunt, shabby, grayish brown.”34   Recounted as 

reportage, the unnamed refugee relates the manner in which French and Belgian women 

who have escaped from the enemy, must remain silent as to the particulars of living an 

oppressed existence so as to protect those who still are imprisoned.  Yet Canfield must 

have the refugee speak so that “the hideous nightmare up there in Belgium and in the 

invaded provinces of France”35 may be passed on to the American public.  Canfield 
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pierces the veil of feminine silence and, in doing so, establishes the manner in which the 

reportage of war by women writers differs from that of men. 

 In her study of war in contemporary Arab literature, Miriam Cooke suggests how 

women writing of war differ from their male counterparts. 

By acknowledging chaos, the women presented the situation as 
out of control and urged each individual to assume 
responsibility for ending the war.  Responsibility in the 
women=s writings entailed duties towards others, duties that had 
to be fulfilled so that the war might stop.  In the men=s writings, 
responsibility adhered to a notion of rights: protagonists 
protected what was theirs against others.  After disavowing 
chaos, the men transformed it into the clarity of friend and foe.36 

 
 Canfield=s refugee protagonist recounts the chaos exacted by the German invaders 

in ransacking Belgian orphanages suspected of harboring  

patriotic French recitations, the endless stream of wounded 
French soldiers ineptly treated in improvised hospitals on their 
way to German prisons, the clubbing of old women who tried to 
toss food to the prisoners, the children who stretched out 
handfuls of chocolate, the white-haired men who thrust 
cigarettes into the pockets of the torn, stained French 
uniforms.37  
 

In creating a personal voice, a vehicle of firsthand reportage, Canfield establishes herself 

as imbued with the investigative gaze of the reporter urgent to inform and educate the 

American public of the French home-front condition.  There is no effort to create a 

purposeful nationalistic propaganda here, but rather the motivation is to present a canvas 

upon which is painted a picture of war as cruel and futile for the noncombatant.  There 

exists no glory, only suffering and devastation for the common man. 

 Canfield=s purpose in writing this as well as all the remaining sketches in Home 

Fires in France was, through combining the genres of fiction and memoir, to elicit 
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understanding, sympathy and aid from those who had not experienced the home front 

deprivations and horrors of war to those who had.  Her publisher=s note to the volume 

proves noteworthy. 

This book is fiction written in France out of a life-long 
familiarity with the French and two years= intense experience in 
war work in France.  It is a true setting forth of personalities 
and experiences, French and American, under the influence of 
war.  It tells what war has done to the French people at home.  
In a recent letter, the author said, “What I write is about such 
very well-known conditions to us that it is  hard to  remember  it  
may be fresh to you, but it is so far short of the actual 
conditions that it seems pretty pale, after all.” 38 (Emphasis 
added) 
 

 In blending truth with fiction and locating the hybridized result firmly within the 

realm of the home, the sphere traditionally characterized by female nurture and the 

peaceful hearth of the home fire, Canfield juxtaposes images of peace with war and 

establishes the manner in which second stage propaganda relies upon images of mothers 

and domesticity to elicit the individual=s response to the call to arms.  Whereas Brooke=s 

poetry is a propaganda designed and imbued with the aim of eliciting nationalistic 

solidarity, Canfield=s objective is to elicit economic and emotional aid through the 

common or international domestic politic, rooted in the strength and dignity of ordinary 

people. 

 The “home fires” are the private or peaceful environments in both France and 

America, and Canfield often merges the two in an attempt not only to explain one culture 

to the other, but to create such a reconciliation of their differences that solidarity moves 

away from the national to the international.  War, therefore, becomes an experience of a 

non-gendered common denominator and thus is deserving of and must elicit 
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understanding and sympathy as a universal threat to familial domestic tranquility and 

sanctity. 

 The first sketch in the collection, “Notes from a French Village in the War Zone,” 

first appeared in Harper=s in March 1918 as “Young America and Old France.”   Canfield 

obviously opted for placing this sketch first in the collection rather than “The Refugee” so 

as to establish from the beginning that the domestic home fires of France would serve as 

the vehicle ultimately to educate the American public of the universality of the war 

experience playing out in the French and Belgium domestic landscape.  The narrator is an 

American woman who acts as cultural and historical interpreter to a company of “our 

boys” who have come to France from Ohio, Connecticut, California, Virginia.  Canfield 

immediately establishes a contrast between the span of historical experience of the two 

countries.  With wide-eyed wonder, these 

New World youth . . . were never done marveling that the sun 
should have fallen across Crouy streets at the same angle before 
Columbus discovered America as today; that at the time of the 
French Revolution just as now, the big boys and sturdy men of 
Crouy should have left the same fields which now lie golden in 
the sun and have gone out to repel the invader; that people 
looked up from drawing water at the same fountain which now 
sparkles under the sycamore trees and saw Catherine de Midici 
pass on her way north as now they see the gray American 
ambulance rattle by . . . .39 

 
 As Mark Madigan points out, for Dorothy Canfield Fisher, “writing was the chief 

means for making a decisive difference in the world, for educating her fellow citizens, for 

promulgating moral principles, for initiating social change.”40 The role of the 

knowledgeable narrator in this sketch, Canfield=s alter ego, delights in explaining to these 

young and provincialistic American doughboys, who assert the American way is the best 



 

 
 

83 
 

 

and most democratic for all, the customs of this representative French village have an 

advantage to all in their socialistically domestic and economic approach.  The American 

perception of all of Europe as a densely populated urban sprawl is countered by the 

narrator=s recitation of how families who work in the fields as farmers live in the villages 

and go out to the fields each day.  Such an arrangement, unlike the isolated farmers of the 

American Midwest, eliminates isolation, for “there is no isolation possible here, when, to 

shake hands with the woman of the next farm, you have only to lean out of your front 

window and have her lean out of hers.” 41  Canfield=s use of the word “isolation” would 

not have been lost to American readers who were ever mindful of the Wilson/Roosevelt 

debates concerning America=s involvement in the war, and the close proximity of one 

farm woman to another mirrors the proximity of French to Germans and that it will be 

women, within the domestic environment, who extend the hand of truce. 

 The narrator=s ethnological message continues as the rationale for the division of 

domestic work is explained.  The communal nature of French village life, devoid of 

American isolationism, eliminates the duplication of domestic work found in American 

communities.  A single boulangerie bakes the bread for the entire community; a single 

shop provides cooked foods, such as ham, too time-consuming and difficult to prepare at 

home; a common lavoir exists for the laundering of one=s wash; and the établissement des 

bains eliminates the need for each individual home to bear the capital outlay to buy, install 

and maintain a bathroom of one=s own.  In the end, Canfield=s desire to bridge the gap 

between the differences of French and American domestic landscapes is accomplished by 

“the boy from Illinois” who concludes that “the thing we want to do at home is to keep all 
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the good ways of doing this we’ve got already, and then add all the French ones too.” 42   

American isolationism, unlike the sociable community life of French villages where “if 

one of the children breaks his arm, or if a horse has the colic, or your chimney gets on fire, 

you do not suffer the anguished isolation of American country life,” 43 is presented as 

dangerous, inefficient, economically impractical.  But Canfield=s protracted description of 

the French domestic environment, as seen through the eyes of raw American doughboy 

recruits, succeeds in its aim of demystifying the other, while finding a common emotional 

and sociological ground where American readers can begin to identify with, if not yet 

totally respond to, the dangers of American isolationism. 

 As Yvonne M. Klein suggests, the basic condition of war that unites all women is 

loss.44 Women, because of their symbolic if not realistic association with the home fires of 

hearth and nurture, respond to conditions of loss with an instinctual desire to reproduce 

that which has been taken, protect that which is threatened, mend that which has been 

broken, and preserve that which is in danger of becoming lost.  But inherent in the concept 

of loss is memory and recovery, and the existing canon of World War I literature tends to 

be replete with the former and pitifully devoid of the latter.  Women, like history itself, 

have been the harbingers of memory, and their role in the tedious and often lonely task of 

effecting recovery and restoration have only recently been celebrated in any historical or 

literary studies.  Painfully few of the diaries and memoirs of women relief workers in 

Belgium and France, who recorded the efforts of thousands to bring restoration to a 

devastated homeland, have been included in the canon of Great War literature. 
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 The first two years of the Great War wreaked atrocities not only upon the men of 

the trenches, but also upon thousands of the women, children and old men of Belgium and 

France who, deemed not to be able-bodied laborers, were displaced from their homeland 

by the invading German armies.  The constant stream of deported refugees, visited upon 

by starvation and epidemics, flowed faster than the ability of existing relief agencies to 

keep pace.  Thousands had became homeless. 

 In the fall of 1914, Mary King Waddington, a seventy-year-old American 

expatriate living in Paris, established the Mme. Waddington Relief Fund for the refugees 

who were pouring into Paris, and an ouvoir or workroom enterprise that employed out-of-

work and destitute French women.  Waddington took in 

not only soldier=s wives, but quantities of young women and 
girls left with no work and no money.  It is always the same 
story with that class in Paris.  They spend all they earn on their 
backs.  Three or four of them club together and have a good 
room, and they live au jour de jour [day-to-day], putting 
nothing aside.  In our rooms, we could easily employ sixty, 
perhaps more, women, given them fr. 1.50 a day, and one good 
meal.  They could work all day, making clothes for the sick, the 
wounded and the refugees.45 

 
 American women responded to Mme. Waddington=s entreaties for monetary 

support, but by January 1915, with her estate depleted and in desperate need of able-

bodied assistants, Mme. Waddington quite astonishingly set about enlarging her relief 

work. 

Our stuffs are giving out, and our poor women increasing in 
number.  Some of them look too awful, half starved and half 
clothed.  I didn’t like to ask one poor thing who came with two 
children, both practically babies, four weeks and one year old, if 
she had any clothes on under her dress - I don=t think she had.  
She knew nothing of her husband; had had no news since the 
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beginning of December . . . . We must start a Women and 
Children=s Department - and have ordered from London a 
thousand yards of flannel and a thousand of cotton.46 

 
 By the spring of 1916, Mme. Waddington=s relief enterprise cared for a constant 

influx of refugees, provided schooling for their children, shipped packages of clothing 

items to soldiers at the front, and managed a clinic for the ill and wounded.  Such relief 

work was accomplished not only monetarily, but through physical volunteerism of 

hundreds of American women who traversed the submarine-infested Atlantic.  With the 

publication of AA Little Kansas Leaven: First of a Series of True and Tenderly 

Sympathetic Stories of the Great War@ in Pictorial Review, Dorothy Canfield 

memorialized the recovery and relief work of Mary King Waddington. 

 Faced with the difficulty of presenting the reality of relief work conditions to an 

American public devoid of any firsthand knowledge or historic memory, Canfield relies 

upon American history and its inherent romance to frame AA Little Kansas Leaven.@  The 

story opens with a genealogical study of the Boardman family whose distant English 

patriarch emigrated with his wife and young children “to the New World between 1620 

and 1630.”  His great-great grandson, Elmer Boardman, fought for American 

independence in 1775, as would his grandson, Peter, against slavery.  This thumbnail 

sketch of a familial heritage centered on fighting for those oppressed introduces Canfield=s 

protagonist, Ellen Boardman, who in August 1914, finds her station in life as a twenty-

seven-year-old stenographer in Marshalltown, Kansas to not only be unfulfilling, but 

inconsequential in a world being torn asunder.  Ellen=s belief that the United States should 

render immediate economic and military aid to France and Belgium because “the Belgians 
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kept their promise and the Germans didn’t” is the voice of Canfield issuing the Donnean 

warning that what happens to one indeed can happen to all. 

 In early 1915, progressive reformers were staunchly opposed to any American 

arms build-up.  At a Women=s Peace Party rally on November 15, 1915, its founder, 

Crystal Eastman, urged that all pacifists come together against the growing demands on 

Congress to approve military preparedness appropriations. Yet, for many women, the 

pacifist stance of resisting any form of militarism was rapidly eroding as it became clear 

that any attempts to convince anyone in Congress that no appropriation, no matter how 

minuscule, be approved, would meet with resounding defeat.  Pragmatically speaking, if 

the Women=s Peace Party held to its original stance of absolute pacifism and isolationism, 

it would be voted out of existence by the growing majority who felt the question of 

involvement must be left to the individual.  This debate between isolationism or pacifism 

and individual involvement is reflected early on in “A Little Kansas Leaven” as Maggie, 

Ellen=s cousin and Canfield=s voice of pacifist isolationism, responds with horror to Ellen=s 

stance of American military assistance to Belgium and France. 

Ellen Boardman, would you want Americans to commit 
murder? . . . I don=t know what=s got into you, Ellen Boardman.  
You look actually queer, these days!  What do you care so much 
for the Belgians for?  You never heard of them before all this 
began!  And everyone knows how immoral French people are 
(emphasis in original).47 

 
 Ellen defends her response to the plight of Belgium through an analogy of the 

moral and instinctual response of overcoming a burglar who traverses her own and 

Maggie=s bedrooms in order to bludgeon and possibly murder a neighbor.  Even 

uninformed Maggie understands that the analogous neighbor is France and Belgium is 
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their bedrooms through which the criminal is marching.  In superimposing the domestic 

environment upon the battlefield and drawing parallels between those whose landscape is 

truly threatened and those who can only imagine such a threat, Canfield welds the 

propaganda of purpose and duty with that of volunteerism to protect the other lest it 

ultimately visit one=s own domain. 

 So consumed by her conviction of Germany=s unjust invasion of Belgium, Ellen 

withdraws her life savings and sails to France to volunteer as a relief worker.  Although 

Canfield=s sketch yields various implausibilities in the manner in which Ellen easily 

locates a YWCA in Paris where she is immediately directed to “a bunch of society dames 

trying to get up a vestiaire for refugees,” 48 and the language therein at times seems overly 

sentimental and floral to our post-modern sensibilities, one must applaud the author=s 

deftness in blurring the hitherto distinctive lines between fiction and nonfiction.  

Canfield=s sketch of an orphaned, nondescript girl from the Midwest who ultimately rises 

to heroic proportions in the eyes of her townspeople who once regarded her as 

emotionally unstable, demonstrates how maternalistic language, or that which is 

seemingly pacifist or siding with the oppressed rather than the oppressor, is internally 

persuasive when posited in the realm of the domestic.  Canfield further merges the 

paternalistically charged domain of the masculine sphere of war with the most 

maternalistic of all--childbirth--to impart an idea that within the arena of war and 

oppression and death, women, as givers of life and nurture, play a crucial, if not 

sanctifying, role.  As Ellen assists a young French woman in childbirth whose husband 

has departed for the Front, she sheds both tears of thanksgiving and remorse “because 
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another man-child had been born into the world.”49  It is man and his language, the 

paternalistic language of authoritative and historically tried and true discourse, that 

seemingly creates for woman a raison d=être within the war zone, but it is ultimately man 

and his language that wields the power and potential to destroy not only himself, but that 

from which he was created. 

 Canfield acknowledges that war is a paternalistic discourse and women, in 

participating in and becoming a part of that discourse in more than a transient or 

superficial degree, can only succeed by adopting pre-war male positions of production 

while simultaneously making them their own under cover of the domestic sphere.  Many 

critics have asserted that childbirth is a predominant theme in women=s Great War 

literature as it underscores the inherent, albeit simplistically obvious, juxtaposition of male 

destruction and female creation, and it gives future validity to women as war heroes 

because their greatest good and service to their countries is to repopulate a decimated 

population.  Most surprisingly, such a view of women as little more than breeding stock 

was prompted in paternalistically religious and patriotic propaganda rhetoric by many 

women writers, and particularly Mabel Potter Daggett, a Progressive reformer and leading 

proponent of eugenics. 

After the battles are won and man=s work of conquest is done, 
women=s war work will only have begun . . . everyone of these 
men once was builded with such exquisite art and such infinite 
labour and such toilsome pain and anguish by God and a 
woman!  It is a stupendous task of creation to be done over 
again when the armies shall have finished their work.  Bone of 
her bone and flesh of her flesh, God and woman must rebuild 
the race . . . . Not a captain of industry who assembles the 
engines of war, not a general who directs the armies, may do for 
his country what you can do who stands beside its cradles.  The 
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cry that rings out over Empires bleeding in the throes of death is 
the oldest cry in the world. Women wanted for maternity!50 

 
 The attitude that women=s greatest war work was maternity arose out of a growing 

public concern in the early months of 1916 that single American women who went to 

Europe to perform relief work and those who found newly created factory employment in 

the industrial Northeast would not find matrimony and motherhood a noble calling after 

the war years.  Chief among those private and public organizations that opposed both 

voluntary and paid war relief work for women was the New York City Women=s Peace 

Party.  Its resounding opposition was, in large part, due to its belief that any form of war 

work served only to legitimize a militaristic American society.  Members of the NYC-

WPP argued that all women stand opposed to the destruction of all life and that, as givers 

of life and nurturers, the fruit they bear becomes both the oppressors and the oppressed in 

war.  Madeleine Z. Doty, in her short story, “Die Mutter:  A True Story,” enlarged the 

scope of motherhood as a personal or national experience to a political or global 

experience affecting all of civilization.  In describing a German mother=s reaction to the 

death of her son, Doty blurs national and political demarcations, and the death of one 

becomes the death of all. 

All men are our sons . . . I long to take you in my arms and lay 
your head upon my breast to make you feel through me your 
kinship with all the earth . . . Perhaps women more than men 
have been to blame for this world war.  We did not think of the 
world=s children, our children.  The baby hands that clutched 
our breasts were so sweet, we forgot the hundred other baby 
hands stretched out to us.  But the Earth does not forget, she 
mothers all.51 
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The construct of women as pacifists because they give life and men as warmongers 

because they do not experience childbirth is an overly simplistic one that neatly 

establishes what many critics assert lies at the root of most Great War literature by 

women, i.e., women write about home, childbirth and nurture while men write about 

invasions, battles and maneuvers.  Because of this generally unexamined given that 

childbirth and nurture are recurrent themes in women=s war literature, it is not surprising 

that the protagonist=s giving birth amidst an enemy invasion in Canfield=s sketch “La 

Pharmacienne” is often interpreted as a statement of the theme that women create and men 

destroy.  However, such a pat interpretation fails to consider the broader import of the 

story as a study of how war is an experience that either creates a sense of purpose within 

the individual or, if the individual is irrevocably weak and without moral purpose, 

destroys the basics of character through annihilation of one=s immediate environment.  

Canfield regarded “La Pharmacienne” as the best of the sketches in Home Fires in France 

precisely because of its expression of the manner in which character and action come to 

life.  Writing to her publisher, Paul Reynolds, she described it as 

a study of a Frenchwoman, typical nice, housekeeper, good-
mother variety, who is hard hit by the war, living in the war 
zone, and is little by little transformed out of being a house-cat 
into being one of the stern, unconsciously heroic obscure 
heroines of France.  To my mind the study has value because 
nobody has said a word yet about the processes by which all 
this unexpected heroism has been evolved out of the French 
people.  There has been a great deal of exclaiming and 
admiring, but I have a notion that most Americans don=t realize 
by what hard and bitter and horrible phases the Frenchwomen 
have had to pass before they emerged from being just nice 
home-keepers into being guardians of the public weal, as they 
are to so great an extent in the deserted villages and towns.  And 
I don=t think American women realize at all how many of the 
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little prettinesses of life the French women have had to leave 
behind, and leave behind forever - I don=t think ever they can be 
so foolishly important as before.  All this, I find, can=t be said, 
even using suggestion every so freely in a short sketch.52 

 
“La Pharmacienne” originally appeared in Pictorial Review in September 1918 

and was included in Home Fires in France as the final sketch in the collection.  However, 

in 1956, Canfield retitled the sketch “Through Pity and Terror” for inclusion in A Harvest 

of Stories, a collection edited by the author two years before her death.  The change of title 

is instructive in determining authorial intent.  Canfield=s tale is not, as most assert, a 

diatribe on the weary belief that women create and men destroy, but rather its emphasis is 

focused on how the plight of Belgian refugees and the unparalleled slaughter and 

decimation of military personnel and all civilians, is tragedy.  Both the original title, ALa 

Pharmacienne,” which signifies a professional or public sphere in which the protagonist is 

located, and the latter title, “Through Pity and Terror” which alludes to tragedy, lend 

credence to the assertion that Canfield desired not only to educate American readers as to 

the plight of many women and children in occupied France, but, more importantly, to 

remind her readers, through the classical mode of a tragedy that elicits pity and fear 

(terror), that the sorrow and loss of one is the sorrow and loss of all.  As Madeleine 

Brismantier, Canfield=s heroine, devolves from a woman of exceptional social standing 

and comfort to one who is reduced to accepting the charity of those she once considered 

her inferiors, the American reader experiences a catharsis while at the same time a sense 

of guilt for her country=s blind eye. 

If “La Pharmacienne” was intended as a morality piece, the protagonist=s tragic 

flaw, or hamartia, must be equally common to American audiences.  The flaw here is a 
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moral one, the hubris of overweening pride and isolationist snobbery.  Madeleine=s 

obsession with the accumulation of material wealth and maintaining a spotless home and 

perfect children becomes her religion and she finds nothing lacking in that religion.  It is 

when her husband is called to the Front and the invading German army occupies her home 

as a command post that Canfield=s protagonist falls from a state of perceived grace and, 

without the accouterments of servants and “all the little pettinesses of life,” begins the task 

of refashioning her self-image and rebuilding the landscape of the self.  Canfield=s intent 

is to demonstrate the dignity and strength of the human spirit when confronting 

overwhelming misfortune and to point out that holding oneself apart from and above 

others is a tragic flaw that will bring one to potential ruin.  Madeleine=s unexpected 

reversal of fortune becomes a universal one and the mode of redemption manifests itself 

in the relief work she undertakes in providing medical supplies to not only her fellow 

townspeople, but her oppressor as well. 

In merging the domestic landscape of feminine care and nurture with the war 

landscape of masculine military occupation, Canfield successfully blurs the traditional 

gender identifications and creates a new arena in which human dignity and compassion 

transcend the staid political and ideological theories of the past and bring both Americans 

and French readers to a sense of solidarity of purpose and experience.  Canfield thus 

becomes the very epitome of Joseph Conrad=s definition of the artist: 

Confronted by the same enigmatical spectacle the artist 
descends within himself, and in that lonely region of stress and 
strife, if he be deserving and fortunate, he finds the terms of his 
appeal.  His appeal is made to our less obvious capacities: to 
that part of our nature which, because of the warlike conditions 
of existence, is necessarily kept out of sight within the more 
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resisting and hard qualities--like the vulnerable body within a 
steel armor.  His appeal is less loud, more profound, less 
distinct, more stirring--and sooner forgotten.  Yet its effect 
endures forever.  The changing wisdom of successive 
generations discards ideas, questions, facts, demolishes theories.  
But the artist appeals to that part of our being which is not 
dependent upon wisdom; to that in us which is a gift and not an 
acquisition and, therefore, more permanently enduring.  He 
speaks to our capacity for delight and wonder, to the sense of 
mystery surrounding our lives; to our sense of pity, and beauty, 
and pain; to the latent feeling of fellowship with all creation and 
to the subtle but invincible conviction of solidarity that knits 
together the loneliness of innumerable hearts, to the solidarity in 
dreams, in joy, in sorrow, in aspirations, in illusions, in hope, in 
fear, which binds men to each other, which binds together all 
humanity--the dead to the living and the living to the unborn.53 

 
By spring 1916, all hope that this European war would be quickly concluded was 

dashed.  Close to one million German soldiers, backed up by more than 2,000 pieces of 

heavy artillery, assaulted the French line near the ancient fortress of Verdun.  As the 

countryside exploded into a desolate landscape of charred ruin and death, French and 

German soldiers killed one another with such ease and futility that the very word 

“Verdun” became a metaphor for the impersonality and pointless slaughter of modern 

warfare.54 The toll of the dead and wounded reached never before known numbers on the 

battlefields, but the price paid by the refugees exacted a greater drain on the civilian 

populace.  It would be over a year before American soldiers would arrive in the trenches, 

but already American women, responding to the stories Dorothy Canfield sent home, had 

sailed to France to establish hospitals, clinics, schools and hostels.  Canfield=s appeal to 

American women to respond was not couched in the propaganda of war as a sense of 

personal duty, but rather in the rhetoric of participation in war as a means to translate the 

established gendered landscape of the domestic into a broader sphere where nationality 
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and sexuality give way to the universality of all human experience.  It is in the language of 

the domestic that Canfield demonstrates how women of the early twentieth century can 

create a new language, a new discourse, which seemingly imbued with the feminine 

signifiers of home and hearth moves beyond the boundaries of gender and political 

ideology and gives birth to the awareness that the experience of one is the experience of 

all. 

In what has often been dubbed the central manifesto of French feminism, Helene 

Cixous asserts that the majority of discourse is masculine or paternalistic in intention and 

thus anti-female.  Such paternalistic language represents positive, or what Baktin 

described as authoritative, terms that if not actually kill, at least attempt to kill, feminine 

or passive rhetoric.  Writing in 1975 in Laugh of the Medusa, Cixous issues the rallying 

cry that it is time to rise up against the perceived modes of masculine suppression. 

If woman has always functioned “within” the discourse of man, 
it is time for her to dislocate this “within,” to explode it, turn it 
around, and seize it; to make it hers, containing it, taking it into 
her own mouth, biting that tongue with her very own teeth to 
invent for herself a language to get inside of.  And you’ll see 
with what ease she will spring from that “within”--the “within” 
where once she so drowsily couched.55 

 
 The obvious question issuing forth is “how” and Cixous offers no response.  Her 1975 

treatise appears to express the erroneous assertion that women functioning “within the 

discourse of men” until that point in time have not yet devised or employed a language 

that allows them “to get inside the discourse” and make it their own.  In successfully 

entering and reinventing the traditional sphere of the masculine discourse of war 

propaganda, Dorothy Canfield brought the language of war into the sphere of domestic 
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landscape, and then successfully blurred the arbitrary distinctions of masculine and 

feminine which Cixous and other radicals of French feminism contend still exist. 

 Dorothy Canfield Fisher brought to bear upon American consciousness the 

intellectual and emotional awareness that the potential for invasion of even the 

isolationist=s personal and physical landscape is very real.  But America, in 1916, 

remained militarily or paternalistically, uncommitted.  Although Canfield had successfully 

brought the domestic within the borders of the public, it would not be until after July 1, 

1916, the bloodiest day in military history, that the literature of war would reflect a new 

propaganda of widespread loss that ultimately calls into question the truth of paternalistic 

or authoritative language. 
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Chapter Four 
 

Transgression and Transection in 
the Forbidden Zone 

 
The violence of waking life disrupts the  

order of our death.  Strange dreams occur, 
for dreams are licensed as they never were. 

---------Louis Simpson 
 

 By the end of 1915, the Great War consumed all of Europe like some marauding 

beast whose insatiable appetite could not be placated.  It devoured men and machines, 

money and morale, while the four Great Powers at war against Germany remained allies 

in name only.  There existed no systematic sharing of information or coordination of 

combined strategic maneuvers.  But changes in the military and political leadership of 

Britain and France in December 1915 would set in motion a catastrophic chain of events 

that would not only demystify the myth of war as a grand and glorious noble calling, but 

create a canon of third stage propaganda literature that inverts not only the individual’s 

response to the threat of the invading other, but, more pointedly, upends the previously 

existing social, ideological and gendered moorings of society. 

 On December 3, 1915, General Joseph Joffre became the commander-in-chief of 

all French forces on the Western Front.  He quickly called for a military conference of all 

the Allied forces at his headquarters in Chantilly to plan a major offensive on the Western 

Front in 1916.  The Allied conference produced widespread accord that simultaneous 

offensives must be launched against the Germans on the Western, Eastern and Italian 

Fronts.  But, the resolution was beyond the capabilities of its authors.  The Italians lacked 

sufficient human and mechanical resources to launch an offensive capable of distracting 
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the Germans from the Western Front.  The Russians had experienced such staggering 

losses during the fall of 1915 that long-range offensive planning was beyond their 

political, military or emotional abilities.  But Joffre remained nonplussed by the 

impotence of Italy and Russia, and turned his attentions solely to the Western Front which 

he believed was the key to ending the war within a year. 

 On December 17, 1915, Field Marshal Sir John French was dismissed as 

commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Force and replaced by General Sir 

Douglas Haig.  French had directed all operations in France and Belgium, and disastrously 

so, perhaps because he held to the nineteenth-century concepts of warfare that had brought 

him success during the Second Boer War, but were painfully ineffectual against the 

Germans.  French frequently argued with his superior, Lord Kitchener, and refused to 

coordinate his strategies with those of French Commanders.  Prompted by Joffre’s 

insistence that success on the Western Front be secured at any cost, the highly aggressive 

and decisive Haig became convinced that an all-out offensive could succeed in driving the 

Germans home.  On December 29, 1915, Joffre and Haig met to plot the strategy for an 

attack along the Somme River, one that would forever link Haig’s name not only to the 

blackest day in British military history, but to the advent of the age of Western modern 

literature. 

While Joffre and Haig were planning this offensive along the Somme River, 

German Chief of Staff, Erick von Falkenhayn, outlined to Kaiser Wilheim II a deceptively 

simple plan of action designed “to bleed France white” and demoralize Britain.  The thrust 

of Falkenhayn’s plan was to launch a limited offensive at a single location deemed so vital 
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to France and her history that France would devote all her manpower to defending the 

position.  Resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare, launched against British 

shipping interests, would so undercut Britain’s industrial prowess and maritime power that 

the resultant demoralization would destroy the foundation of the Allied Powers alliance 

against Germany.  The thrust of the attack in France would be Verdun. 

 Verdun was a fortress town located in a bend in the River Meuse.  It had been an 

important garrison in that area since Roman times and had been the last of the French 

fortified cities to fall to the Germans during the Franco-Prussian War.  The town was 

surrounded by a double circle of large forts and medium-sized fortifications, amid 

seemingly impenetrable hills and gorges through which the Meuse flowed.  The outermost 

configuration of forts, Fort Vaux and Fort Douaumont, were the cornerstone of defense 

against any invader.  Strengthened with reinforced concrete and armored plates, the forts 

guarded against invader passage through the river valley and loomed protectively over the 

key Verdun railroad junction that connected important southern, western and northern 

points in France. 

But since the fall of Liege and Antwerp in 1914, the defense of Verdun had been 

neglected once the outer forts were destroyed by German cannon fire.  The French high 

command considered forts an outmoded form of defense and therefore ordered that they 

be dismantled and their guns transported to other more useful locations on the Western 

Front.  Thus, in early 1916, only a small garrison of thirty-four French battalions protected 

Verdun.  Joffre reassured the commander at Verdun that the city was not a possible target 

of the German offensive. 
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 On February 21, 1916, the heaviest bombing thus far in the war began to rain over 

Verdun.  The entire civilian population was evacuated as the bombardment turned the city 

into an inferno.  French trenches were completely destroyed; infantrymen were buried 

alive under tons of pulverized earth or thrown by the terrible force of the exploding 

ordnance into the limbs of ancient trees now uprooted.  The German attacks were less 

effective than expected, and the utilization of the German flame-thrower was less 

successful than anticipated.  By nightfall, only the Bois d’Haumont had fallen to the 

invader, and the German war machine was losing power.  But, by nightfall of the second 

day of fighting, the villages of Haumont and the Bois des Caures had been taken by the 

Germans.  Only the Bois de l’Herbebois remained in French control, yet French 

headquarters failed to respond to the impending seriousness of the attacks. 

 On Wednesday, February 23, 1916, the situation grew to critical proportions as the 

French second and third lines of defense fell, leaving little resistance to the German 

advancement.  At French headquarters, Joffre was advised that Verdun was on the brink 

of falling to the enemy.  Two days later, Fort Douaumont fell, prompting Joffre to appoint 

Henri Philippe Petain as overall commander of Verdun.  Petain’s rallying cry, “Ils ne 

passerant pas!” (“They shall not pass!”), revitalized the beleaguered French defenders of 

Verdun; nonetheless, on June 9, Fort Vaux fell to the Germans and Petain recommended 

withdrawal from the western Meuse line.  Joffre refused. 

 Although some historians, such as Alistair Horne, suggest that the Battle of the 

Somme had to be launched on July 1, 1916 by the British to save Verdun, initial plans for 

an offensive had been laid in December 1915, weeks before the assault on Verdun.  Haig 
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was opposed to a battle on the Somme front and preferred Flanders, but succumbing to 

pressure from Joffre, agreed to the Somme offensive and rescheduled the launching of the 

attack from mid-August to June 24, 1916. 

 The British army at the Somme was predominantly fashioned out of new recruits, 

painfully under-trained, starry-eyed boys who responded to Kitchener’s Pals Battalion 

campaigns.  These war novices, who had never seen any real battlefield action, turned a 

deaf ear to the cynicism of experienced soldiers, and firmly believed that when they 

climbed out of the trenches and went “over the top,” they would advance all the way to 

Berlin.  As the bombardment commenced at dawn on June 24, the noise became deafening 

and the landscape grew more barren.  Seasoned officers perceived the slaughter of man 

and nature that would be played out.  Siegfried Sassoon captured the mood:  

“Armageddon is too immense for my solitary understanding.  I gaze down into the dark 

green glooms of the weedy little river, but my thoughts are powerless against unhappiness 

so huge.  I am staring at a sunlit picture of Hell.”1 

 Over the seven-day period of bombardment, “about 1,500,000 shells from the 

stocks which had been dumped were fired - 138,000 on 24 June, 375,000 on 30 June.”2  

The shelling continued without abatement, with the full thrust of intensity reserved for the 

final hour before the British would advance onto No Man’s Land.  G. C. Wynne, a captain 

in the British army, recounts the last hour in his memoir, If Germany Attacks: 

At 6:30 a.m., however, [on July 1] a bombardment of intensity 
as yet unparalleled suddenly burst out again along the whole 
front.  At first it was most severe in the centre, about Thiepval 
and Beaumont, but it spread quickly over the entire line from 
north of the Ancre to south of the Somme.  For the next hour 
continuous lines of great fountains of earth, rocks, smoke and 
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debris, played constantly into the air.  The giant explosions of 
the heaviest shells were the only distinguishable noises in the 
continuous thunder of the bombardment and short, regular 
intervals of their bursts gave it a certain rhythm.  All trace of 
the front-trench system was now lost, and, with only a few 
exceptions, all the telephone cables connecting it with the rear 
lines and batteries were destroyed, in spite of the six feet depth 
at which they had been laid.  The Germans, in their dug-outs, 
each with a beltful of hand-grenades, therefore waited ready, 
rifle in hand, for the bombardment to lift from the front trench 
to the rear defences.  It was of vital importance not to lose a 
second in reaching the open before the British infantry could 
arrive at the dugout entrances.3 

 

 At 7:28 a.m. on July 1, 1916, British and French infantrymen emerged from the 

trenches and marched forward across No Man’s Land where no one had stood since the 

Christmas Eve truce of 1914.  Thirteen British divisions advanced in a solid line, their 

speed impeded by the 66-pound pack each man carried on his back.  As the British made 

their slow trek across No Man’s Land, the Germans had ample time to emerge from their 

dugouts and man the waiting machine guns.  The Germans fired relentlessly; the first 

British line fell in its tracks, and then the second, the third and the fourth.  The crater-torn 

earth was littered with the bodies of Britain’s youth.  By early afternoon, those who had 

survived the first day of the Battle of the Somme were back in their trenches, but upon No 

Man’s Land lay 60,000 casualties--20,000 of them now dead.  July 1, 1916 marked the 

heaviest loss ever suffered in a single day by a British army or any army in World War I.  

The Germans had yielded only an inconsequential amount of ground, while the young 

recruits, who envisioned being a part of “the great push to Berlin,” lay dead on the chalky 

ground. 



 

 106  

 Militarily, the Battle of the Somme was an overwhelming defeat.  Designed to 

wear down the spirit of the German army, the Somme sounded the death knell of the 

idealism and romantic quest for glory and heroism that had been the impetus for 

enlistment and volunteerism.  Rupert Brooke had been the ideal symbol of the solider 

during the first two years of the war, but now, with all innocence gone, the World War I 

soldier was a fragmented, alienated and subterranean entity whose hope, like his pals, lay 

torn asunder on the banks of the Somme. 

 As those on the home front became aware of those sacrificed by Haig and Joffre 

for no purpose, the hastily improvised propaganda department of Wellington House in 

Buckingham Gate, London, sought to stem the tide of disillusionment that was growing in 

both the civilian and military ranks.  Wellington House recruited the then well-known 

poet and novelist John Masefield to provide what only can be regarded as a romanticized, 

elegiac portrayal of the events of July 1, 1916.  In The Old Front Line, Masefield offers 

what appears to be a firsthand, albeit nostalgic, account in the pastoral tradition.  Denied 

access to battalion and individual soldier diaries by officials who felt their contents might 

be too brutally accurate, Masefield endeavors to create a battlefield environment 

unscathed by horror and carnage. 

In a few years time, when this war is a romance in memory, the 
soldier looking for his battlefield will find his marks gone.  
Centre Way, Peel Trench, Monster Alley, and these other paths 
of glory will be deep under the corn, and the gleaners will sing 
at Dead Mule Corner.  There is nothing now to show that this 
was one of the tragic places of this war.4 

 

 Masefield was but one of a growing cadre of prewar novelists recruited by the War 

Propaganda Bureau to put a positive spin on the catastrophe Haig had orchestrated.  John 
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Buchan, a Scottish novelist and director of Thomas Nelson & Sons publishing house, was 

commissioned to write an ongoing history of the war in serial form.  Nelson’s History of 

the War, which first appeared in February 1915 in twenty-four monthly installments, 

contained historical inaccuracies that reflected Buchan’s personal belief in the infallibility 

of empire. 

 In late spring 1915, Buchan was selected as one of five War Propaganda Bureau 

journalists responsible for writing articles for The Times and the Daily News, designed to 

maintain support for the war.  His coverage of the second Battle of Ypres and the Battle of 

Loos prompted such a fervor of patriotism amongst young men who flocked to recruiting 

stations that, in June 1916, Buchan himself was recruited by the British Army to write 

communiqués and reports for General Haig and other offices assigned to the General 

Headquarters Staff.  Commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the Intelligence Corps, 

Buchan was privy to documents that, had he included in Nelson’s History of the War, 

would have presented a more accurate account.  However, his close relationship with Haig 

colored his public, as well as his private, posturings.  In a speech given to the press on 

March 16, 1916, Buchan asserted that the German army was rapidly failing and that an 

Allied offensive within the next three months would exact such a decisive defeat of the 

Germans that “this war may rank as one of the happiest events in our history.”5  Three 

months later, in a letter to his wife, Buchan describes the Somme as “a mad romantic 

place.”6   

 It is not surprising that Buchan failed to mention that Britain had suffered 60,000 

casualties on the first day of the Battle of the Somme, and that he would report the day’s 
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events in romantic, idealistic language reminiscent of Rupert Brooke.  In his pamphlet The 

Battle of the Somme - First Phase, Buchan endeavors to perpetuate the myth of the 

idealized soldier, purposeful and selfless:   

The British moved forward in line after line, dressed as if on 
parade; not a man wavered or broke ranks; but minute by 
minute the ordered lines melted away under the deluge of his 
explosives, shrapnel, rifle and machine gun fire.  The splendid 
troops shed their blood like water for the liberty of the world.  
The attack failed nowhere.  In some parts it was slower than 
others, where the enemy’s defence had been less 
comprehensively destroyed, but by the afternoon all our tasks 
had been accomplished.  The audacious enterprise had been 
crowned with unparalleled success.  Germans may write on 
their badges that God is with them, but our lads - they know.7 

 

 Buchan’s falsification of the events of July 1916 on the Western Front would 

rapidly become suspect as photographs and firsthand written accounts of the carnage 

made their way back to the home front.  Official war photographers were not permitted to 

photograph the dead because the sole purpose of journalists on the Front was to maintain 

positive morale, both in the trenches and at home.  Checkpoints were often established, 

and any photograph deemed “too graphic” or “morally unsuitable” was destroyed.  

Neither enlisted men nor officers were allowed to use or even have in possession a 

camera, as evidenced by General Routine Order No. 1137, which stated:  “No Officer or 

soldier (or other person subject to Military law) is permitted to be in possession of a 

camera.”  However, some ignored the War Propaganda Office’s proclamation and 

smuggled small cameras into the trenches, most notably the “Vest Pocket Kodak,” a 

folding version of the popular Brownie camera that was introduced into European markets 

in 1910.  Of the more than five million photographs in the Imperial War Museum in 
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London, only a handful show the rows and rows of British casualties on the Somme fields.  

Those precious few surviving photographs exist because of those who, like T. A. Innes 

and Ivor Castle, dared to record for posterity the extent of casualties on the Somme. 

 While the War Propaganda Office was successful in censoring journalists’ 

photographs and soldiers’ letters home, it was powerless to suppress the firsthand 

accounts of women living within the war zone whose revelations of life under martial law 

debunked the myth “of war in terms of heroic pageantry.”8   

 War is a phenomenon incomprehensible in its toll on human life, and ritualized by 

strategies designed by the old to be executed by the young.  William Cowper suggests that 

the ritual of war is “a game, which, were their subjects wise, Kings would not play at.”9  

In seeking to rationalize or “provide some kind of explanation” for the game of war, the 

role of the propagandist is to create an idealized or noble vision of armed conflict as the 

royal forces of honor and purity setting out to conquer the “evil doers” whose cause is not 

sanctioned by God.  The common soldier thus becomes a “divinized” hero, or fallen god, 

who in giving his life for the salvation of the just and honorable society becomes a Christ-

like image.  Prior to July 1, 1916, the construct held and propagandists, such as John 

Buchan, perpetuated the myth that in the trenches on the Western Front and on the 

battlefield there abided 

the most vivid impression of quiet cheerfulness.  There were no 
shirkers and few who wished themselves elsewhere.  One man’s 
imagination might be more active than another’s, but the will to 
fight, and to fight desperately, was universal.  With the happy 
gift of the British soldier they had turned the ghastly business of 
war into something homely and familiar.  Accordingly they 
took everything as part of the day’s work, and waited the 
supreme moment without heroics and without tremor, confident 
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in themselves, confident in their guns, and confident in the 
triumph of their cause.  There was no savage lust of battle, but 
that far more formidable thing - a resolution that needed no 
rhetoric to support it.  Norfolk’s words were true of every man 
of them: 
 

  As gentle and as jocund as to jest 
  Go I to fight.  Truth hath a quiet breast.10 

 Buchan’s myth construction is ultimately transgression.  The British soldier found 

war on the Somme neither homely nor familiar.  If there existed any “formidable thing - a 

resolution that needed no rhetoric to support it,” it was the overwhelming conviction in 

each man’s heart that his mission on July 1, 1916 was to die. 

We were soon obliged to fall flat in the grass to escape the hail 
of machine-gun fire.  As we lay there, a comrade beside me 
raised his head a little and asked me in which direction were the 
enemy lines.  Those were the last words he uttered.  There was a 
sound like a plop, he gave a shudder and lay still.  The bullet 
had passed through his eye.  It was about this time that my 
feeling of confidence was replaced by an acceptance of the fact 
that I had been sent here to die.  (Pvt. J. G. Crossley, 15th 
Durham Light Infantry).11 

 

 The propagandist, in perpetuating the pre-first-day-of-the-Somme myth of the 

Great War as a cause worthy of any sacrifice, no matter how great, ennobling and 

possessing an “inherent goodness [of] magnificent merit,”12 must be an active and adept 

transgressor in order to not only promote, but keep viable, the ritualized myth of war as a 

noble, sanctified endeavor that transforms the common soldier into a legendary hero.  But, 

as John Kucich points out in his study of transgression in the novels of the Victorian 

writer Elizabeth Gaskell, “lying - along with conceptual relatives like concealment, 

deception, secrecy, and ultimately, simply reserve - is the normal province of feminine 

vice and a sign of abnormality in men.”13  Thus, when the discourse of propaganda seeks 
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to formulate public opinion and perception through a mythology of divinized heroes who 

view war only as ennobling and fulfilling, the male propagandist, as mythmaker, becomes 

abnormally feminized through such transgressive rhetoric.  If lying and concealment are 

feminine in nature, then the male discourse of war propagandists, such as John Buchan, 

becomes suspect when any male domain, and most especially that of war and soldiers, is 

feminized.  Lying creates an upheaval or inversion of real or imagined constructions of 

identity, conduct and ritual, and thus the revelation of lies--the revelation of the feminine-- 

jars, and eventually debunks, our myths.  As Alasdair MacIntyre has pointed out, 

transgression is only possible in a society where its members expect the truth to be told.14 

Thus, transgressive propaganda becomes viable in a democratic society that relies upon 

paternalistic language.  As established earlier in Chapter Two, paternalistic language--the 

language of the fathers--is based in ritualistic, mythological discourse and thus, when 

paternalistic language is transgressive, truth or that debunking of ritualized myth becomes 

possible only through a language that reorders the previously accepted concepts of class, 

role, and function.  In effect, if not in intent, transgressive propaganda inverts social and 

political hierarchies, and thus a language once effective becomes ineffective.  The 

paternalistic language becomes maternalistic in scope and intent. 

 The last three decades have seen a proliferation of books that have attempted to 

scrutinize many of the social, political and ideological myths of the First World War.  

Perhaps one of the most influential has been Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern 

Memory.  In devoting over three hundred pages to “places and situations where literary 

tradition and real life notably transect,”15 Fussell expresses a modicum of wonder and 
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surprise that myth, “a world of ‘secrets,’ conversions, metamorphoses, and rebirths could 

take shape in the mist of a war representing a triumph of modern industrialism, 

materialism and mechanism.”16 

 Fussell’s feigned amazement is not any great wonder when one considers that in 

his treatment of the space where time, memory and history intersect, he wholly fails to 

acknowledge where political and gender-specific ideologies affect war literature.  

Whereas Fussell assumes that mythological construct arising out of contemporary 

European events will be equally and uniformly shared by American writers, one must 

point out, as has Stanley Cooperman, that war literature arises out of the propaganda from 

which and to which it relates.17  In his overall assertion that war always creates a 

backward vision and a canon of literature that expresses the individual’s “passage from 

prewar freedom to wartime bondage, frustration and absurdity,”18 and by his lack of any 

in-depth discussion of female-penned World War I literature, Fussell perpetuates the 

timeless myth that war is men’s work and a domain where the feminine and the domestic 

have no place.  Thus, in attempting to demystify war literature by determining “where 

literary tradition and real life transect,” Fussell cannot succeed when one considers he 

turns a blind eye to the literary canon of female writers of war literature who represent the 

real life traditions of hundreds of thousands of female participants in the Great War 

experience.  It is only when one acknowledges and investigates the linkage between 

maternalistic language, and the manner in which revelation of transgression in 

propagandized myth creates a social and natural upheaval of established order, that one 

finds Fussell’s assertion that memory of the past is a male one to be yet another myth of 
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the Great War.  Within the tradition of feminine memoir writing, and specifically the 

works of Mary Borden, the true locus of “where literary tradition and real life notably 

transect” to demystify a world of secrets and conversions can be conclusively found. 

 Mary Borden was born in Chicago, Illinois on May 15, 1868, the only daughter of 

the wealthy industrialist, William Borden.  After experiencing a short-lived and wholly 

unsatisfying marriage to George Douglas Turner, Borden, at the age of twenty-eight, was 

living in Scotland in the summer of 1914.  Often hostessing grand literary parties 

frequented by Ford Maddox Ford and Wyndham Lewis, who described her as “an 

attractive American who stood out from bogus society by her classless freshness,”19 

Borden might seem to draw to mind an American socialite, à la Edith Wharton, adrift in a 

world of superficiality.  But such was not the case.   

 When war broke out in 1914, Borden left her two children in England and 

journeyed to Dunkirk to nurse typhoid patients in a former casino that would later be the 

setting for her short story “The Beach.” 

 After the initial assault on Verdun, Borden requested permission from General 

Joffre to establish a surgical hospital unit at the front, to be staffed by British and 

American nurses, and French surgeons and orderlies.  Her personal wealth would 

underwrite the costs of establishing and maintaining the hundred-bed facility.  Although 

Borden herself was not a nurse (she received a Bachelor of Arts degree in liberal arts from 

Vassar College in 1907), she quickly became adept in administering injections, changing 

bandages, assisting in surgeries, and perhaps more onerously, deciding which of the 

wounded would receive attention and which were beyond hope of survival.  In her short 
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story “Blind,” Borden speaks not only of her role in the field hospital, but of the manner in 

which she too becomes a combatant: 

It was my business to sort out the wounded as were brought in 
from the ambulances and to keep them from dying before they 
got to the operating rooms:  it was my business to sort out the 
nearly dying from the dying.  I was there to sort them out and 
tell how fast life was ebbing from them.  Life was leaking away 
from all of them; but with some there was no hurry, with others 
it was a case of minutes.  It was my business to create a counter-
wave of life, to create the flow against the ebb.  It was like a tug 
of war with the tide.  The ebb of life was cold.  When life was 
ebbing the man was cold; when it began to flow back, he grew 
warm.  It was all, you see, like a dream I thought, “This is the 
second battlefield.  The battle now is going on over the helpless 
bodies of these men.  It is we who are doing the fighting now, 
with their real enemies.”20 

 

 Borden casts her experience as one imbued with the godlike power of delineator 

between life and death within a natural world where nature becomes adversarial.  This 

revisionist view of nature as the enemy creates an inversion of the Romantic tradition of 

nature as that in which tranquility and peaceful recollection are located.  War, and the toll 

it exacts, becomes the ally, and the elements of nature as adversary, “the other.”  Although 

one may concur partly with Paul Fussell in his contention that the war and the experience 

of the trenches belonged to a world full of “secrets, conversions, metamorphoses, and 

rebirths, a world of reinvigorated myth,” the myth of war as romantic quest explodes with 

the revelation of a propaganda transgressive in design and delivery in Mary Borden’s The 

Forbidden Zone.  In exposing how transgressive propaganda inverts previously 

established and accepted social and cultural beliefs, Borden utilizes the trope of nature as 

the most romantic of ritualized myths to debunk what Wilfred Owen would decry as “the 

old Lie:  Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.” 
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Appendix E 
 

Laura Brey 
On Which Side of the Window Are You?, 1917 
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Appendix F 
 

Charles Gustrine 
True Sons of Freedom, 1918 
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Vita 
 

 Margaret L. Clark, the youngest daughter of Edward Joseph and Edith Louise 

Cullington Clark, was born on July 29, 1948, in Concord, Massachusetts.  After 

graduating from Highland School and Concord-Carlisle High School in 1966, she 

attended Northeastern University in Boston, Massachusetts, as a Trustee scholar until the 

birth of her son.  In 1995, she relocated to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and resumed her 

undergraduate studies at Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical 

College, where she received her Bachelor of Arts degree with a major in English literature 

and minors in history and African and African-American studies in 1997.  She received a 

Master of Arts degree in English in 1999 from the same university, where she is presently 

a candidate for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in English with a minor in history. 


