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P r e f a c e

 My interest in Interwar Britain began in the winter of 2008. A"er a great 
deal of reading around the era of the 1930s, I developed a deep respect for the 
English intellectuals who dealt with the period’s pressing social and economic 
issues. I followed minds such as George Orwell, Stephen Spender, and Anthony 
Blunt—intellects who both understood the dangers of Western imperialism as a 
fomenting disease within civilization’s core and began to identify in the British 
Le" a potential antidote. Of these men, only Spender studied at the University of 
Oxford, Orwell having been stationed in Burma a"er Eton and Blunt having 
studied at Cambridge. #us, my interest in Oxford has a very di$erent source.
 My choice for this project’s location was influenced by its promising 
research opportunities. #e Bodleian Library is renowned for its extensive 
archives and historical materials. More than a location for research, however, 
Oxford seemed to be a genealogical bookend opposite to the undergraduate 
experience of the modern American student. #e Oxford environment is one 
wholly dissimilar to that which I have grown accustom in the United States, its 
first walls erected some five-hundred years before our Eastern Seaboard was 
settled by James I. #e campus itself, known as the “city of dreaming spires,” 
boasts some of the most beautiful architecture in the British Isles. #e prospect of 
juxtaposing my own historical training with that of English students of the early 
twentieth-century was too interesting to ignore.
 If the preceding points were not enough to legitimize my selection, the 
University of Oxford is notorious for its political conservatism. #ough, at first it 
might have seemed more advantageous to complete a study of the Le" among 
English students at locations like the London School of Economics and Political 
Science or the University of Cambridge, I eventually thought it more interesting 
to investigate the Le" movement in a place less hospitable to its principles. 
Indeed, intellectual friction was what I looked for in a location and, at Oxford, 
friction was exactly what I found.
 What I hope to achieve in the following analysis is a cogent illustration of 
the peace debate throughout the University of Oxford in the 1930s. #e 
expressions of animosity and ideological dissension in local papers acknowledged 
the period’s many concerns, namely the possibility of a second world war and the 
hardship of economic downturn, but also prescribed what was by many thought 
its only cure—pacifism. #e following analysis will, if at all successful, address 
these issues while also producing a faithful likeness of Oxford in the twentieth-
century. 
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!e writer who chooses Oxford as his subject at once finds himself at a 
disadvantage, for he knows that any criticisms he may make about her will 
be contradicted fiercely and fought every inch of the way by her supporters 
who to do them justice, are as loyal a band of men as could be encountered 
anywhere, as indeed they need to be.

P i t t C r a w f o r d S m i t h , O X F O R D I N T H E M E L T I N G P O T 
1 9 3 2
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C h a p t e r  1 :  A n  I n t r o d u c t i o n
I N T E R W A R  B R I T A I N

L I F E I N I N T E R W A R B R I T A N N I A might be best understood as a societal 
reflex from the modern world—an animalistic flight response to the fresh wounds 
of WWI’s mechanized destruction and the insecurity of a failing economic 
structure. Darwinistic as this diagnosis may be, the Great War le" Europe an 
enervated animal, cowering from the horrors of mass conflict and the barbaric 
tendencies which had inflicted mass destruction upon the Old World. Western 
civilization had reached its most base permutation and a growing trend of 
pacifism began to appeal to both conservative and liberal Britons alike; to many, 
the entropy of humankind was nigh. Common malaise during the postwar period 
was due largely to a crippled economy and the corroding prestige of the British 
Empire. #ose from the period’s intellectual and professional community—whose 
disciplines spanned from biological to economic analysis—went great lengths to 
discover all-encompassing explanations and solutions to the deteriorating social 
condition. E$orts to remedy the symptoms of eventual collapse were many, but a 
fearful determinism seemed to permeate the common mood and the sensible 
position had soon become to hope for the best in the face of the worst.  So began 
the 1930s in Britain: an era not of total war—though battles were fought within 
Europe—nor of economic stability, but of an ideological discourse which sought 
to evade the former and salvage the latter.
 War was predominantly re-conceptualized a"er 1918 and had parted with 
the former character of honor and chivalry it once enjoyed. Trench warfare,  
biochemical weapons, and multi-fire machine guns had dehumanized battle so 
severely that conflict could no longer be understood solely in terms of inter-state 
relations, but as a completely separate entity—a monstrous and impartial 
organism from which no innocent could escape. Historian Richard Overy 
explains in his work, !e Morbid Age: Britain Between the Wars, “future war was 
presented in remorselessly apocalyptic terms, as if it had enjoyed an almost 
independent existence, external to human a$airs.”1  Of course, elevating war to a 
sort of abstract, hyper-natural regulation of mankind’s frivolities was by no 
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means a controversial position to hold.2  Many British thinkers soon accepted the 
inevitability of war as a natural occurrence, but had localized its source as a 
phenomenon of economic politics. #e nineteenth-century philosopher G.W. 
Friedrich Hegel deterministically portended that civilizations and history itself 
exhibit a “perpetually self-repeating cycle” which eventually leads to decay and 
collapse.3  #e most influential followers—in many cases critics—of Hegel, Karl 
Marx, Frederick Engels, and Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov conversely saw state conflict 
as a product of Western civilization’s imperialistic tendencies and the economic 
vices of capitalism. Lenin asks in his polemic Imperialism: !e Highest Stage of 
Capitalism, whether the current system could reconcile capitalism and the desire 
for peace:

 . . . is there, under capitalism, any means of removing the disparity 
between the development of productive forces and the accumulation of 
capital on the one side, and the division of colonies and ‘spheres of 
influence’ for finance capital on the other side—other than by resorting to 
war? [Italics his]4

Conflict, it seemed, was an inherent conclusion to the West’s productive 
industrial age. #e world’s great powers had cast themselves in a tragedy fated to 
mutually assured destruction. 
 #us, with the proliferation of Western dominated territories in the late 
19th century and their subsequent competition in WWI, many postwar Britons 
blamed the diminishing returns of imperialist expansion on its relationship with 
laissez-faire capitalism. #e Empire was weak and overextended. #us, the 
‘Geddes Axe’ of the Loyd George Labour Government in 1922 lowered state 
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2 #omas Malthus, 18th-19th century British scholar, Anglican clergyman, (and in a way, optimist 
of some peculiarity), believed that population losses inflicted by warfare was an e$ort by nature to 
obtain balance. Initially a response to over production and its a$ect on the world’s poor, An Essay 
on the Principle of Population assimilated war, plague, and famine as instruments of population 
culling. Albrecht Dürer’s famous 1458 Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse illustrates a possible 
religious precursor to this argument, as the woodcut fashions these agents, listed in the Bible’s 
Revelation, together in stride.  To many, war had become a looming forces whose wrath was 
outside man’s control.

3 Hegel, G.W. Friedrich. Lectures on the Philosophy of History. Trans. H. S. Nisbet. Intro. Duncan 
Forbes. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge: 1975.

4 Lenin, V.I. Imperialism: !e Highest Stage of Capitalism. p. 98.



expenditure by 20 percent, leading to further breakdown, recession, and an 
unemployment rate of nearly ten per-cent by 1924.5  In the face of a foundering 
capitalist system, the promises of emerging ideologies, namely communism and 
fascism, were seriously considered to both subdue the militaristic tendencies of 
state actors and to stabilize faltering economies. With an increasing British 
unemployment rate, the 1926 General Strike’s asphyxiation of business recovery, a 
failure by the Labour Party to fight recession, and the eventual ‘Slump’ a"er the 
1929 crash, the common mood in Britain had become exponentially dismal; 
many concluded that capitalism, indeed civilization itself, was rotting from 
within and required rejuvenation. 
 In the malaise of interwar existence, many in Britain began to sympathize 
with pacifism and called for pan-European disarmament. #e growing discontent 
with Western imperialism seemed to call for an awareness of jingoist or overtly 
nationalistic rhetoric. In 1920, a"er Russia’s 1917 October Revolution and Civil 
War overthrew the old order of Russia’s Empire, and the new Bolshevik 
Comintern began to form international centers of anti-imperialist and anti-war 
recalcitrance. #ese included the CPGB (Communist Party of Great Britain) and a 
conglomeration of other prominent Marxist parties, including the British 
Socialist Party, the Socialist Labour Party, and the National Council of Labour 
Colleges.6  #e socialist fashion of economic strategy also enjoyed growing 
support in Britain. Fabian Socialism, founded by prominent contemporaries such 
as Sidney and Beatrice Webb and George Bernard Shaw, had created a culture of 
predicting capitalism's final dénouement. #is group of intellectuals founded the 
London School of Economics in 1895 to prepare for state-led economic planning. 
7  British socialism had soon birthed its own foil, however, as the former Fabian 
and Labour Party MP Oswald Mosley founded the New Party in 1931 and the 
BUF (British Union of Fascists) in 1932. Anti-communist, protectionist, and 
notoriously brutish, the BUF was known for its street fights and militaristic 
bravado. Neither communism nor fascism had followings large enough to secure 
a national election, however, and Britain’s liberal and conservative populations 
tended to be more centrist in their political ideologies. #is was due to several 
factors, the primary ones being the existing strength of the Labour and Tory 
parties. Political Britain remained in its traditional region just right from center, 
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but on the periphery, more radical movements were, for many, cause for 
excitement.
 Where most could agree, both conservative and le"ist, was the necessity to 
create viable policies that would work to avoid war and, contingently, complete 
annihilation. By the 1930s, several peace organizations, including the No More 
War Movement, had been formed in order to heighten awareness of the 
impending threat. #ough it enjoyed a growing following, its bipartisan 
enthusiasm led to division in the eventual aim. While growing increasingly 
familiar with fascist militance throughout Europe, specifically a"er the Italian 
invasion of Abyssinia in 1935 and Franco’s 1936 attempted coup in Spain, many 
realized that complete pacifism had become an untenable position.8  It was not 
until 1939, a"er the British National Government’s Appeasement Crisis with 
Germany and the Führer’s subsequent invasion of Poland that it had become 
absolutely clear that anti-war, anti-fascist, and pacifist were wholly disparate 
terms with very di$erent meanings and vastly di$erent results. 
 #is brief summation of di$erent symptoms and diagnoses that permeated 
British culture a"er the First World War is essential background for 
understanding the atmosphere within the University of Oxford during the early 
1930s and reactions to the same forces: war, imperialist economy, communism, 
fascism. Despite its identity as a conservative institution, specifically when 
compared to other universities at the time, Oxford had, since the end of the Great 
War, a growing le"ist student population. #e stark division between the 
ideologies of student groups and administrative o&cials was itself a catalyst for 
discourse in both the printed and public forum. #us, as the two sides of le"ism 
and conservatism vied for national political influence, it was only natural that 
controversy would eventually ignite. #e arguments centered themselves upon 
the same anxieties that had bewitched Britain as a whole—war, peace, and Empire
—and the events of 1933 themselves served as a sort of fulcrum upon which the 
decade balanced. As the post-war mentality of the Le" at once approached war in 
a spirit of pacifism, the popularity of the socialist and pacifist movement gained 
weight and momentum.  #us, the interwar period in England can be understood 
not only as a discourse between tradition and a growing ambivalence toward the 
Crown, but as a political appeal to social hysteria—at once both patriotic and 
sternly opposed to the status-quo.
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 Histories written about the University of Oxford are numberless, but the 
record of public debates and lectures is a di$erent matter. Martin Ceadel’s 
contribution to Cambridge’s Historical Journal, “#e ‘King and Country’ Debate, 
1933: Student Politics, Pacifism and the Dictators,” is one of the latter analyses, 
arguing that Oxford Union’s pacifist motion was nothing but a superficial media-
craze without much significance, especially concerning Hitler’s supposed 
perception of British weakness before the invasion of Poland in 1939.9  Relatively 
untouched is the debate’s micro e$ect on the Oxford community itself, especially 
in the context of what had become a trend in lecture and debate subject matter: 
pacifism or war. #e objective of this project is not only to locate and document 
the development of these public conversations and their a$ects within the 1930s, 
but to establish the broader political atmosphere from which subsequent debate 
and intellectual conflict evolved. Furthermore, by centering an analysis on the 
events of 1933 at Oxford—the notorious motion in Oxford’s Union Debating 
Society on whether or not to fight for the British Crown—one can easily 
recognize Oxford’s growing curiosity in the e&cacy of pacifism. #e various 
forms of rhetoric through the remainder of the decade clearly depict a pervasive 
and intriguing conversation that many British thinkers found to be both 
necessary and unavoidable. #us, the “King and Country Controversy” of 1933 
should be understood as both an ethical as well as a political response to postwar 
anxiety. Moreover, the reasons why these changes occurred were equally 
dependent on both the circumstances of the previous decade and the viability of 
pacifist solutions in preventing a second world war. At the University of Oxford 
in 1930s, many chose to either evade the past in fear of its recurrence, or to 
approach the future as an opportunity for a new peace. 

C h a p t e r  2 :  ! e  O x f o r d  U n i o n
F O R  K I N G  A N D  C O U N T R Y ?

T H E L E G A C Y O F T H E F I R S T W O R L D W A R had inscribed itself into the 
British consciousness and those who felt charged to deal with its implications 
became torn on how to best secure Western civilization. If Oxford could be 
trusted as a microcosm of the British common mood, then it is clear that the 
country was, by the early 1930s, still reeling from the psychological e$ects of 
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WWI and the economic woes of the Slump. More important were the country’s 
ideological divisions. Conservatism and socialism sought to present themselves 
as viable solutions to national issues and university students became active in the 
political conversation. #e first and best example of student influence on national 
opinion would take place within the halls of Oxford’s Student Union, a debating 
society which had engendered a recent curiosity among professors, students and 
citizens alike.  It would be the first time in recent memory that the conservative 
voice of Britain herself would resign allegiance to the Crown and side instead 
with peace and security. 
 #e conclusions reached by the Oxford Student Union Debate Society 
quickly rose to the national attention and therefore deserve examination. On 9 
February, 1933, the proposed motion by Mr. K.K. Digby of St. John’s College, 
‘#at this House will in no circumstances fight for its King and Country,’ was met 
with energetic debate and was ultimately carried by a strong majority. For the 
motion, K. H. Digby condemned the act of war in the name of national or royal 
posterity:

 To fight for King and Country [is] a sacrifice of wealth and happiness to 
the selfish wishes of a class. !e very fact that this motion could be 
opposed at all showed that we had not learnt much from the history of the 
last nineteen years.10

As a voice for many students and some le"ist faculty members, the very 
suggestion of such a controversial motion can be considered both a symptom of 
postwar anxiety and a prescription to alleviate the same stresses. Other speakers 
enjoined those present to support the motion. D.M. Graham, Librarian of Balliol, 
spoke to the necessity of “drastic disarmament,” adding that a clause in the Peace 
Treaty11  obliged Great Britain to intervene in a European climate which was “on 
the brink of war.”12   #at the night concluded with 275 of the 428 refusing to 
“fight for King and Country,” was no small achievement for the Le" movement 
and for the Oxford Union itself. #e news of the pacifist victory filled 
international headlines and the verdict became known in the United States, to 
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some embarrassingly, as the “Oxford pledge.”13  A"er the years of le"ist organizing 
against the conservative history of Oxford, there was a growing sense that 
February’s verdict stood as an accomplishment and a small step towards 
disarmament and peace; there was a hope not only for Oxford, but for England 
and perhaps civilization itself.
 Of course, not everyone found relief in Oxford’s rejection of royal 
steadfastness. Hours a"er the motion had passed among Oxford faculty and 
students, citizens began flooding the editorial pages of local newspapers in 
excitement, not all of it positive, about the viability of a new emerging English 
pacifism. Quintin Hogg, Fellow of Christ Church and All Souls, was one of the 
first to put his opinion to print and, as the former president of the Union Society 
in 1929, immediately distanced himself from the verdict. “Oxford does NOT 
speak for us,” Hogg averred, and continued by predicting “the next war will be 
caused by the pacifists in our midst.”14  #e question immediately arises as to who 
is included in “us” and, more importantly, who is not. Hogg’s assertion becomes 
problematic when considering that he was present and a speaker at the February 
debate and who certainly had a vote of participation in the matter, irrespective of 
its outcome. As it happens, Hogg was correct in his assessment and the pacifism 
of Chamberlain in 1938 would eventually lead to war—though, it would be too 
forgiving to assume Hogg had a premonition of those exact circumstances while 
scripting his diatribe. Furthermore, those who stood against the motion o"en 
employed Hogg’s argument, that the Union was not to be mistaken as a voice for 
anyone but the Le", though one ponders whether the response would at all 
change had the motion been defeated by the opposition. Regardless, the results 
were spurned by those who attended the debate, as they failed to appreciate the 
changing political atmosphere of Oxford itself. 
 Condemnation of the Union’s notorious motion did not limit itself to 
those directly connected to the Debate Society or even to the University of 
Oxford proper; many within the community saw the shi" as an exposure of 
Oxford’s growing Red tendencies. Just within the city limits, o&cials were 
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questioning ethical repercussions of the verdict. In the Daily Express 
article,“Communist Motion Stirs City,” Oxford’s Mayor Ashmund commented on 
the results, regarding them as “highly communistic, unpatriotic, and un-British 
[Italics mine].”15  Other responses also reflected this sentiment—chiefly that the 
Union had become overrun with Bolshevik sympathizers and had, in a fit of Red-
fever (or “weakness of intellect and badness of heart”), voted against the better 
interests of Britannia.16  Even this assumption becomes compromised, however, as 
a local news source explained that “most communists and socialists were not 
present at the debate, as they were listening to the fraternal words of Wal 
Hannington [leader of the National Unemployed Workers’ Movement] addressed 
to the October Club [Italics mine].”17  With much of the far-Le" community 
detached from the events of the night of 9 February, 1933, the question that 
began to surface was not whether the Le" movement had grown more vocal, but 
whether the number of those who sympathized with its objectives had grown 
beyond the base membership. 
 #e betrayal of Oxford to her conservative values le" many to wonder why 
the institution was shi"ing in its political conviction. Public outcry grew 
throughout February and responses ranged from the histrionic to the obscene. 
One particular op-ed piece in the Daily Telegraph was submitted by also sending 
the Oxford Union President, F.M. Hardie, a parcel with 275 white feathers to 
signify, of course, the number of those in support of the pacifist motion: 

It is particularly fitting that it is in Oxford, once the home of a 
‘reactionary’ and debased classic and patriotic tradition that all the 
various examples of ancient ‘heroism’ and self sacrifice’ should have been 
so eloquently and decisively flouted, e.g., that any cause in the world 
could be more sacred than the saving of their own precious skins. . . Dulce 
et decorum est non pro patria mori [Translated: “It is glorious and 
honorable not to die for one's country.” ].18

#e Latin passage—when written by the ancient Roman, Horace, omitted the 
ironic “not”—has a deep history in British patriotism, being not only the final 
words of Simon Frasier, Lord Lovat before his execution in London 1747, but the 
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imperialist mantra of the nineteenth-century, and the rallying cry of the 
catastrophic Second Boer War in South Africa. #e maxim was later parodied by 
the British World War One poet Wilfred Owen in his 1917 piece, “Dolce et 
Decorum Est:”

 . . . If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood  
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,  
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,  
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 
To children ardent for some desperate glory,  
!e old Lie; Dulce et Decorum est  
Pro patria mori.19

Two things had become obvious by February of 1933: First, that Britain 
remained divided in its opinion of war and, second, the consequences of 1914 
played a principal role in this division. #e anonymous piece, “A Historian’s 
take on the transition at Oxford,” seeks to identify the causes of the “grievous 
downfall, intellectual, moral, and religious, which have overtaken one of our 
most famous institutions.”20  In its final analysis, the letter determines that most 
“good students” at Oxford were killed in the war, the remainder being a'icted 
with cowardice and a propensity for treason. Indeed, to side with pacifism was 
thought to be highly un-British. 
 Despite the cacophony of vitriol directed at the Oxford Union, there was 
a flourish of support for the motion, sounding particularly from other English 
universities. Headmaster of Ottershaw College, J. Graham Je$reys, lamented 
that when he attended Oxford as a student, the conversation of pacifism was 
ignored, stating that it was “impressive” that a pacifist pronouncement had been 
formed from what had “always been regarded as the centre of Conservative life 
in England. It might be growing pains, but [the Oxford Union] showed a certain 
amount of progressive thought.”21  #e spirit of 9 February was carried later by 
other universities, including Manchester University, the London School of 
Economics, and Aberystwyth. Even the University of Cambridge’s Student 
Union—who at first accused its adversary of sensationalism in !e GRANATA 
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article “Oh, Oxford, how dashing!”—eventually followed suit and passed a 
similar motion itself, though a slightly less impressive feat for an institution 
more established on the Le".22  Rhetoric aside, it seemed as if a consensus was 
forming within Britain’s educated front, the curiousness of which was not in its 
rejection of war for pacifism, but in its leadership by such a conservative 
institution.
 As the weeks passed, resentment on the Right continued to foment and, 
to satisfy the discontent of British conservatives, a challenge to Oxford’s 9 
February motion was to be held and whose purpose was to expunge the minutes 
from the former debate and erase the results from Oxford’s, and indeed 
Britain’s, collective memory. Led by Randolph Churchill, son of Labour MP and 
future Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, and Quintin Hogg, the front 
consisted of over fi"y life-members of the Oxford Union and whose motion was 
moved by Lord Stanley of Auderly of Balliol college.23  A highly unorthodox 
proposal, a 23 February article in !e Isis encapsulates the enigmatic premise of 
the new motion: “ . . . these worthy people, most of whom are elderly, are 
claiming to represent the opinion of Oxford to-day . . . #ey are going to try to 
persuade 275 people that they actually did not vote on that memorable 
occasion.”24   #ough it was controversial from its inception, the circumstances 
of the proposed expungement became even more bizarre by the encroachment 
upon the event by one of Oxford’s political student groups. On the night of 16 
February, the Union had just finished reading the results from the previous 
debate before members of Oxford’s BUF group from St. John’s and Worcester 
colleges stormed the Union mid-meeting and, amid the surprised faces of those 
present, ripped the minutes from the Union record and marched out. Curiously, 
the action was met without resistance, and a frustrated Prince Leonid Lieven 
asked why secretary D.F. Karaka could have been so passive. “Although you may 
not have been willing to fight for King and Country,” cried Lieven, “I think you 
might have been willing to fight for the society’s Minute Book,” a"er which he 
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quickly le" the hall.25  Blocks away, the torn pages were burned at the steps of 
Martyr's Memorial.26  #at the debate itself was wholly dismissible is illustrated 
by its neglect by the press, including the intrusion by the BUF. #e meeting 
minutes from February 9th were quickly rewritten and its o&cial memory 
a&rmed. #e debate to expunge the record was then moved to 2 March and was 
defeated by a majority of 750 to 138, one of the largest in the Oxford Union’s 
history.27  #e controversy, it seemed, was to be remembered for its daring 
pacifism, not the triumph of a traditionalist and self-imposed amnesia.
 #e discourse between the liberal and conservative wings at Oxford 
created universal unrest throughout Oxford, a dissonance that crescendoed by 
early 1933. #e “King and Country” controversy at the Oxford Union Debating 
Society served as a perfect catalyst for further debate and expression of 
interwar anxieties. Pacifism seemed to be at once a retreat for the Le" from the 
horrors of WWI, as they decided to no longer submit themselves to violence at 
the whim of the British Royal Family. #e Right was su$ering from very 
di$erent pains, though from a similar source. #e failing economy of Great 
Britain, indeed the West itself, led many to adopt a hyper-nationalistic and 
autocratic response. Moreover, the pacifist motion to disarm, championed by 
those such as D.M. Graham, was seen by many not only as a sign of British 
weakness in character, but of an exposure of military vulnerability. What of 
tradition? Oxford was considered the conservative center of England and it is 
perhaps for this reason that the extreme elements le" and right of center would 
create for the institution a perfect storm of intellectual dissonance. Groups like 
the Communist October Club and the Fascist BUF increased in number and 
influence, but also in news coverage and sensationalist allure. #e histrionic 
performance at the Oxford Union in early 1933 was a hot point for the decade, 
but to what extent did these political poles hold their ground?  In a letter to the 
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editor of the Morning Post titled “Pacifism and Logic,” Ms. G.D. Stevenson 
envisages a dark future for England, “ . . . some day, when the pacifist creed is 
won entirely . . . Revolutionary people of that time may horrify their fellow-
citizens by priding themselves on being ‘conscious objectors’ to peace.”28  #e 
letter displays a poetic foresight wholly vacant in much of the commentary on 
Oxford’s Union, as less than one month later, on March 5th, Adolf Hitler was 
elected Chancellor of Germany. Muddled within the irony of Ms. Stevenson’s 
warning can be heard Chamberlain's sanguine declaration of “peace in our 
time.”

C h a p t e r  3 :  D e b a t e ,  L e c t u r e s ,  a n d  P r i n t
A N  E V O L V I N G  R H E T O R I C  O F  P E A C E

A F T E R T H E O X F O R D P L E D G E , debate concerning peace and war 
continued in the Union hall and public lectures throughout campus. #e 
notorious motion of 1933 was politically divisive, but it did not hinder future 
debates on the subject, nor did it deter lecturers and thinkers from proselytizing 
their ideas of war in their writing. In the mid-1930s, there was a substantial 
increase in anti-war consciousness, the advocates of which were not merely 
advancing political ideals, but religious and ethical ones as well. #e means by 
which these ideas permeated the Oxford campus varied, but the e$ect they had 
on those who read and listened would influence not only the national 
understanding of peace and its costs in the mid-30s, but also Britain’s eventual 
confrontation with war in 1938.
 #roughout the 1930s, the Oxford Union debating hall continued to be 
one of the most popular venues for voicing the pacifist argument. #e motion in 
1933 put fresh wind in the sails of the Society and their topics for debate became 
more controversial and pointed against the traditional and nationalistic values of 
the older generation. In late 1934, the question was raised against the e&cacy of 
the British State in comparison to Socialism, but in the end the motion was 
denied by a close margin of 19 votes.29  #e argument was one-sided and was 
championed mostly by those on the political Le". It was clear, however, that more 
radical and provocative themes were to be the subject of future debates. More 
importantly, the debates would question the actions of government and would 
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raise concern regarding the tenuous diplomacy which separated peace and war. A 
month later, the Union raised the motion, “#at #is House Deplores the Franco-
Russian Alliance,” a sensitive subject for the many who remembered the web of 
diplomatic treaties and the antagonistic posturing between Paris and Munich 
before the summer of 1914. By conjuring the legacy of the Great War and the 
subsequent personal anxieties inherited from its memory, the debate’s results 
were heavily weighted; the motion passed by nearly two to one.30  Clearly, the 
prospect of future war was a principal concern in the minds both of those who 
raised the subject and those who spoke against it. #e “King and Country” pledge 
in 1933 was a pre-cursor to these later disagreements, but even in the wake of 
such a persuasive motion, convincing a majority to agree to a pro-Socialist clause 
remained di&cult. #us, reference to the Soviet Union was o"en dismissed out of 
hand. However, in the face of aggressive French foreign policy and an obvious 
aide-mémoire to World War I, the reaction of the British educated was one of 
aversion. Even without the overt mention of pacifism, the compulsion of Oxford 
Union members to reject any policy that reflected the circumstances of 1914 and 
European war suggests a subconscious proclivity for peace. 
 As the international political climate grew more volatile and Fascism 
began to impose its aggression upon the European continent, the subject of 
Oxford’s debates adopted a graver tone. By 1935, Adolf Hitler had already 
succeeded Paul von Hindenburg as Fürher of Germany and had dedicated the 
entirety of the nation’s maimed economy toward rearmament. Germany’s growing 
military power and Hitler’s acerbic cris de cœur for a greater #ird Reich had a 
great e$ect on British citizens who felt their democratic freedoms threatened. 
Fascism’s totalitarian character was believed to not only compromise individual 
will, but to carry a marked similarity with the nationalist rhetoric of 1914 that  
called Oxford students to fight “for king and country.” #us, in May of 1935, the 
House began a series of critical motions which not only favored pacifist 
movement, but questioned the authoritarian tendency which was growing 
throughout Europe. “#at at the present time, the conception of everything for 
the State, nothing outside the State, nothing against the State, is the sole adequate 
basis for the self-realization of the individual,” was debated on 23 May and was 
met with very little opposition, with 38 for and 135 against the motion.31  In 
October, the Union became o&cially “indignant of the [British] National 
Government,” by a majority of 220 to 209. #e motion was led by Clement Attlee, 
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future Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, who accused the conservative 
Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin of using “primeval” power politics to the 
detriment of the League of Nations.32 A stark line connecting reactionary 
government and war had been drawn by the Oxford Union; political 
developments across the Rhine continued to raise questions concerning the 
e&cacy of London politicians in securing international peace. #ough the portent 
of war seemed to originate in Munich, Oxford used the policy and ideology of the 
#ird Reich as a measuring stick to their own government’s integrity, of which 
they had grown highly skeptical. In the climate of inevitable war, again 
orchestrated by sordid diplomatic games, the promotion of peace remained at the 
forefront of British consciousness.
 While the histrionics at the debating halls pitted pacifists and 
traditionalists against each other, the lecture halls of Oxford were of a more 
equable environment. In fact, though the wider conversation in the Oxford Union 
began only a"er the “King and Country” debate in 1933, advocates of peace had 
been lecturing to more reserved audiences for years. In 1931, Secretary of State 
for Foreign A$airs and future Nobel Peace Prize winner, Arthur Henderson, 
spoke to the importance of consolidating world peace during one of Oxford’s 
Burge Memorial Lectures, a series that would span the early 1930s. #e question 
of disarmament was the primary concern of the evening’s oration and two central 
points were made to its assumed imminence: first, that the “public opinion of the 
nations has always been ahead of what the Governments were prepared to do,” 
and furthermore, that peoples had begun “to see why the failures of their 
statesmen led them in 1914 to fields of blood.”33  Playing to the fears the Great 
War instilled made Henderson’s appeal for peace more convincing to his 
audience, but it was also the primary cause for interwar anxiety in the first place; 
many used the specter of WWI it to prove their point. In 1933, G.G. Kullman 
lectured on the dangers of youth and what he called “moral disarmament,” 
warning those in attendance that, potentially, young people could again be “into 
war and death with the same enthusiasm and the same helplessness as [the] 
generation in 1914.”34  “Not economic and political conflicts of interests,” he 
added, “not even the folly of Nationalism, with its economic, military, and 
spiritual armaments, are the most dangerous menace to peace, but the loss of 
faith,” he claimed, was the most formidable force beckoning the youth from peace 
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to international war.35  Both Henderson and Kullman argued that it was not the 
foreign policy of great power politics, but the will of small communities and even 
the temperament of individuals themselves that was responsible for either the 
incitement to conflict or the promotion of peace. #ough some might consider 
this assessment an overly ambitious analysis of disaggregated political agency, the 
real underpinning of the pacifist argument was based on the very clear fact that 
another world war would be catastrophic and avoiding it would require a 
universal e$ort.
 O"en, the appeal for peace transcended a conversation of contemporary 
politics and referred, instead, to internal processes within individuals. As early as 
the late 1920s, Britain’s devoted began to proselytize in the name of peace and 
international unity, with little mention of Mussolini’s planned invasion of 
Northern Africa or the destabilization of the Weimar Republic. In 1927, the 
Principal of Kings College in London, Ernest Barker, made an address to the 
Archbishop of Canterbury in an Oxford lecture hall. “Christianity should 
penetrate more and more the spirit of each nation,” Barker stated, ensuring that, 
“common understanding among the nations is at once the root and the fruit of 
any abiding friendship.”36  #e basis of world agreement and peace could not be 
found in the League of Nations or foreign diplomacy, but through spiritual 
convictions based on Christian faith. Religiosity was not the only extra-political 
solution found to remedy the issue of war and peace. Famous scholars were 
struggling to voice their own theories within the conversation, and Sigmund 
Freud began an ongoing academic correspondence with Albert Einstein on the 
premise, Why War? #e solution, it was argued, was still located in individual 
actions and an understanding of militaristic human instincts, not governmental 
political processes. To overcome these “death instincts,” one must introject 
aggression toward the ego. In a later analysis by Werner Levi, this process would 
mean that civilization could save itself “not merely by the long-term process of 
repression of the instincts,” but also by the “expedient of distorting [people’s] 
primary expression.”37  #us, there remained a division between intellectuals who 
saw the way to peace at the macro-level, requiring the cooperation of sovereign 
states and their governments, and those who saw the issue as a personal one, 
wrought with spiritual and instinctual conflict. Peace—and perhaps even pacifism
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—was possible, but it depended entirely on the will of millions of individuals, not 
their governmental representatives.
 Not all lectures at Oxford were in favor of pacifism, however, as many 
disagreed with its idealist conclusions. #e Marquis of Lothian’s lecture in 1935, 
“Peace is not enough, nor is Patriotism either,” made what was to be the most 
salient argument against disarmament while remaining critical against the 
jingoism which prepared the circumstances for the Great War. #e lecture’s 
argument adopted a realist perspective of international foreign policy, as the 
Marquis’ insisted, “war is inherent,” and, “the failures of the League [of Nations] 
were in reality failures of non-forcible e$orts to prevent war.”38  #us, the display 
of power by Germany, Italy, and Japan in their politics throughout the 1930s was 
symptomatic of the anarchic international system of which they were a part. Years 
later, the Viscount Cecil of Chelwood and Honorary Fellow of University College 
gave the 1938 Romanes Lecture at the University of Oxford’s Sheldonian Hall, 
scrutinizing the idealist assumptions made in the name of disarmament. #ough 
he agreed with the self-determination of individuals and their e$ect on state 
decisions, peace could only be attained by discarding the “old policy of 
armaments and alliances” for a slow aggregation of nations into a World 
Federation governed by international law.39  Trusting nations to disarm through 
an honor system was considered “fantastic” and irresponsible, whereas 
identifying  criminally aggressive action of states while retaining the arms to 
defend one’s own interests was believed to be a small but imperative step to 
establishing international law and order. #us, the primary concerns that were 
raised in reaction to the pacifist movement were not in conflict with the nature of 
its conclusion—which many understood to be audacious, but possible—but 
rather with the idealist methods with which it attempted to achieve that 
conclusion. #e peace lectures at the University of Oxford in the 1930s were both 
supportive and critical of pacifism and whose audiences were forced to grapple 
with the issues that made the movement so divisive.
 Because the debate and lecture halls were attended mostly by educated 
students and professors of the University of Oxford, the daily newspaper was the 
only way by which these ideas entered into the private homes and conversations 
of the surrounding community. A"er all, the possibility of war concerned not 
only the high-minded, intellectual class of college campuses, but the common 
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man and woman who too felt the vulnerability of open skies and the shared fear 
of falling bomb shells. Moreover, the conversation in newspapers was not marked 
by the same political, bipartisan division as the Oxford Union debates or the 
audiences at lectures. Irrespective of and individual’s subscription to conservative 
or le"ist politics, there was a growing unanimity which sided on peace rather 
than war. “It is not necessary to have a leaning towards Moscow to realize that 
war never settles anything,” wrote N.A.M.L. in the article, “Pacifism” on 15 
February 1933.40   #e article appeared days a"er the “King and Country Debate” 
and responded to the assumption that those who favored peace were either 
sympathetic to the radical Le" or were Communists in service of Stalin’s 
Comintern. In general, however, the resounding response from Oxford 
journalists was for peace, regardless of politics. 
 In many cases, the reactions set to print were in response to the activities 
or decisions made on campus. In 1934, a"er the October Club began publicly 
protesting the Oxford OTC [Oxford O&cers’ Training Corps] as an instrument of 
governmental indoctrination and a mechanism for war, the student club was 
immediately suppressed by college Proctors and was forced underground. Many 
understood and sympathized with the October Club’s actions, and an article in 
!e Student Vanguard rebuked the administration’s decision. Oxford was, “ruled 
by men who apparently regard preparation for the next war as the major object of 
an educational establishment,” a reference to the pre-war rhetoric of 1914 which 
was certainly not lost on the public.41  Soon, voices throughout the community 
began to clamor for a reconsideration of Oxford’s verdict on the OTC, using the 
local newspaper as the main venue for debate. #e significance of the October 
Club incident was not the club’s Communist support and conflict with the 
conservative members of the Oxford University OTC, but the club’s objective of 
promoting the pacifist cause. “It is here that all objectors to the OTC, from the 
Quaker to the Communist, will find themselves on common ground,” wrote an 
Isis writer in 1934, noting the conservative university’s continued support of 
militarism.42  At the micro-level, the events in Oxford were o"en used as examples 
to convey greater concerns about the tenuous political climate. Controversy 
concerning rival student groups and the Oxford University administration was 
not seen only it its local context, but as a symbolic representation of the tension 
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between those who sought peace and those who propagated a development of 
military readiness. 
 As the decade progressed, international politics began to impose a greater 
influence upon the opinions of Oxford journalists and what they set to print. By 
1938, the Chamberlain Tory government’s approach to German rearmament and 
the prospect for eventual war became enigmatic to the popular opinion formerly 
held by the British Right. #e foreign policy was anything but militaristic, and his 
appeasement to Germany and Italy was in stark contrast to the pacifist debates of 
the early to mid-30s. Although this policy may gave corrected the Right’s 
characterization as being too nationalistic or prone to war, many found the 
Munich Crisis to be a show of weakness or, even worse, an endorsement of 
German expansionism. Anthony Eden, Foreign Secretary and critic of 
Chamberlain’s policy, became dissatisfied with the appeasement line and resigned 
on 21 February 1938. #e politician was considered one of the most able and 
competent of the National Government, and whose resignation led many to 
believe that Chamberlain was naïvely trusting a mad butcher with Britain’s life, all 
while watching the Führer carve his way through Europe. Two days later, an 
article in the Oxford Mail claimed that the nation was “being led up the garden 
path, by Mussolini,” and that further policy in the same direction will lead to war, 
not peace.43  A letter to the Editor by OULC [Oxford University Labor Club] 
member, S. Schultz, advocated for a replacement of the incumbent government as 
a way to change course. “In Oxford we can build up this Peace Movement by 
being active in our societies,” stated Schultz, “our aim is to force a general 
election to that the British people can decide upon [who] is to lead them to peace 
or war.”44  G.D. H. Cole, the Oxford Socialist, echoed this sentiment in the same 
article, calling the government policy “a grave menace to world peace,” and 
insisted the motion be passed at the Oxford Union bemoaning the resignation of 
Eden.45 With each passing month, the folly of the Chamberlain government 
became more apparent. In March, the Anschluss made Austria a part of the #ird 
Reich. A year later, Hitler’s armies were invading all of Czechoslovakia. 
Appeasement was not the way to peace, but only a way of strengthening the 
enemy for certain war. On 30 September 1938, Chamberlain waved a treaty with 
Hitler over his head, celebrating it a declaration of peace for their time. In two 
years, Germany began the notorious London Blitz.
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 #e peace rhetoric at Oxford in the 1930s employed several mediums, 
including public debate, college lectures, and newspaper articles. #ough the 
movement itself was quickly suspended by the onset of World War II in 1939, the 
momentum generated by the Oxford Pledge in 1933 held the attention of British 
scholars until war was all but inevitable. Debates continued and grappled with the 
the conflict between the national identity its international responsibility for 
peace. Many believed the politics of conservatism were in constant danger of 
invoking nationalist war, while others questioned not only the viability of 
disarmament or pacifism, but also the e&cacy of the National Government in 
protecting British interests. College lectures o"en described peace as a reachable 
goal, but there were some who, though suspicious with the traditionalism on the 
Right, found pacifism to be merely a sign of naïveté. #is conversation continued 
both on local and international levels, influencing the opinions of political 
groups, administration o&cials, journalists, and citizens throughout the 
community. Although the rhetoric itself was not directly a&liated with o&cial 
pacifist movements like the “No More War Movement,” the appeal for peace at 
Oxford evolved throughout the 1930s and adopted a myriad of dynamic and 
engaging forms. If the change could not come by way of o&cial or international 
agreement, it would then have to be self-imposed by individuals in their spiritual 
or instinctual habits—a rejection of their hard-wired biological propensity for 
violence. In the final analysis, however, neither of these analyses gained enough 
purchase to avoid what had been, all along, the unavoidable. 

C h a p t e r  4
C O N C L U S I O N

T H E I N T E R W A R P E R I O D at the University of Oxford was influenced not 
only by drastic change and a darkening global political climate, but the memory 
of the greatest war Europe had yet seen. Economic depression and a permeating 
feeling of disillusionment led many to wonder if peace could be realized. As 
British citizens began to understand the National Government’s complicity in the 
fateful summer of 1914, the rejection of nationalist rhetoric and jingoist calls for 
war began to gain attention on university campuses. #e University of Oxford 
was one of the first to rebuke the traditionalist appeals for war, such as the “King 
and Country Controversy” of 1933 and the resulting intellectual movement 
comprised the first steps in accepting pacifism as a viable way of not only 
approaching one’s government, but of conducting international politics. 
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 #e greatest hurdle to be overcome was not the nationalist fervor that 
spurred World War I and was still held by many fellow Britons, but the morbid 
disquiet which continued to linger throughout England, and Oxford itself, in the 
1920s and 30s. Economic solutions to the Great Slump seemed to emerge in all 
places but Britain, as Roosevelt’s New Deal established American social welfare 
programs, and Stalin’s Five-Year Plan began to collectivize and industrialize the 
Soviet Union. Greater still was the fear of war, which drove intellectuals to adopt 
a determinist view of the West’s future. #e University of Oxford, whose strong 
traditionalist roots where le" badly mangled by the Great War, felt this malaise 
with a particular intensity. On 27 May 1936, #e Oxford Union raised the 
motion, “[#is] house does not believe in inevitability of progress.”46  At the 
debate, Professor C.E.M. Joel articulated the mood at Oxford in patent terms:

We will be succeeded by a better species a$er we have been 
exterminated . . . We have been given by science a power fit for use by 
gods, and we have brought to it the mentality of school boys and savages 
or worse.47

It was clear to many that civilization was not threatened from outside its gates, by 
barbarism or some mechanized evil, but it was actually corroding from within 
and, perhaps, was not worth protecting. For those who subscribed to this 
conclusion, neither armament, disarmament, militarism, nor pacifism would 
su&ce. Some British intellectuals, like Sydney and Beatrice Webb, looked to the 
East and the blossoming Utopia surrounding Moscow and, in this new 
civilization, discovered economic and ideological promise.48  For those who 
retained hope in the West, peace became a primary, though unlikely, objective.
 #roughout the decade and despite a continuous murmur of cynicism, 
British thinkers revisited the likelihood that trust between nations could be 
diplomatically realized. Debaters, lecturers, and journalists struggled with 
concepts that seemed diametrically opposed, namely the tragically adverse 
international system and the instinctual tendencies of individuals. #us, the 
movement was not only desperately searching for a remedy to England’s interwar 
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anxieties, but also struggling to diagnose its condition in the first place. At the 
University of Oxford in particular, these questions created a surge of le"ist 
rhetoric in what was considered by many to be the locus of English 
traditionalism. Moreover, the position of pacifism was not limited to those on the 
Le", as conservatives soon began to take a similar opinion. In fact, it was this 
lack of political a&liation which gave the intellectual peace movement its mark of 
authenticity, an unconscious movement of unanimity galvanized by the “King 
and Country” debate in 1933. “#at is the Pacifist Movement in Oxford as we 
support it,” stated D.M. And M.C. in their co-editorial in late 1934, “and it is one 
of which we are anything but ashamed.”49  By 1938, this optimistic perspective 
would be met with the most dire of antitheses, as trust, anti-militarism, and peace 
itself had issued in a war of civilizations. Determinism does not, as some would 
claim, evince its preclusions in the failure of the interwar pacifist movment. 
History may o"en repeat itself, but one can take heart in the fact that the 
expression of unpopular or impossible ideas is not easily extinguished by di&cult 
circumstances. It is invigorated by them, and in the steady passage of time even 
the impossible becomes inevitable. 
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